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This month our focus is on
the world of video games, with
features, training and more for
you to get stuck into as you
while away the long summer

Editor’s letter

EDITOR’S CHOICE /o520

evenings, learning some new
skills or discovering the latest

Step inside a functional workspace
Comic artist and illustrator Greg Staples invites us
into his new studio, which covers all his varied needs.

interesting projects and art.

We're led by the hellish
Doom: The Dark Ages image on our cover with a
full tutorial from artist Thomas Elliott. For more
insight on game art, head to our features on how
atmospheric indie game worlds are born, and a
look at the ins and outs of crafting new concepts.

For the animation fans among you, check out our
feature on the second season of Arcane to discover
how the team behind the Netflix hit pushed the
show’s finale to new heights.

There’s more workshops too, with a look at
painting personality into characters and drawing

Create a demonic video game cover
Thomas Elliott breaks down the process for painting
his epic, demon-filled Doom: The Dark Ages scene.

deadly dinos with a flash of colour. I've recently

made the move to a motorised sit and stand desk

and really felt the benefits. Read my findings, along

with more of the latest gear, in our review section.
Enjoy the issue!

Editor
Rob.Redman@futurenet.com

Paint characters with personality
Delve into the finer details of Sean ‘Ridd-Li’ Abbott’s
One Piece fan art as he picks out the key elements.

A tic!

@imaginefxmagazine
@imaginefx
f facebook.com/imaginefx

@ @imaginefxmagazine
B8 imaginefx.creativeblog.com

today!

Save up to 45% on a new
subscription, and receive
the magazine direct to
your door each month.
See page 8 for details
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Your art

10 FXPosé
A round-up of digital art, submitted by you!

20 The Rookies
Up-and-coming talents share their work.

News and events

22 Indie game foundations
Building tone and emotion into stories.

28 Cards on the table
League of Legends card game revealed.

ost in the mists of time
llustrated novel twists English heritage.
50 Artistin Residence: .
Greg Staples

Take a tour of the comic artist’s functional
studio, which has a space for everything.

34 ImagineFX Art Challenge

Our top picks of your dragon-inspired art.

Features

36 Legends of their lifetime
The creatives behind Arcane tell us how
they pushed the envelope for Season Two.

eTtChPOOK: Andrew eng
Jump headfirst into the artist’s doodles.

48 Designing dreams
Three artists share their insight from the
misunderstood world of game concepts.

Reviews

80 Hardware|
|85 Courses and brushes|
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£___Next month|
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F# Recent cditions) Designing dreams Andrew Cheng
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Workshops

58 Create a demonic

video game cover

Find out how Thomas Elliott raises hell
with a full walkthrough of his incredible

caver art for Doom: The Dark Ages

64 Give direction using shadows
Jenny Brozek has the audience on strings
with the composition for her puppeteer.

(66 Paint fan art with personality
Old skills come to the fore as Ridd-Li
creates One Piece’s rampaging Big Mom.

70 Save time with key research
Visit ancient Japan with Gabriel Tan and
his concept for Assassin’s Creed Shadows.

72 Drive narratives

in your artwork

Composition, colour and detail combine
as Max Weber tells an engaging story.

78 Look to nature
Longque Chen’s fascinating mechanical
marvel takes hints from the natural world.

Traditional Artist

88 Traditional FXPosé

The finest traditional art, sent in by you!
This month we showcase artwork from
Sarah Koudelka and Roberto Ricci.

OZ Drawa aynamlc dinosaur
Follow along as El Gunto creates an
action-packed T-rex image in pencil.

98 First Impressions:

Manelle Oliphant

[earn how childhood fairy tales helped
to shape the artist’s career, and why she
loves creating with traditional mediums.

You're three steps away from
this issue’s resource files...

Go to the website
Type this into your browser’s address bar.
https://ifxm.ag/doom

2CIick the download link
Find your files ready for download.

% \\ e "'llm-p .
. . ; q;% First |mpressions: g Downloa(_i what you need..._
Brawa dynamic dinosaur Manelle Oliphant Save the files or watch the videos.
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Boo West

England Photoshop, PaintTool SAIl www.sphinxmothra.com
Boo is a character designer for animation and a stop-motion puppet
fabricator. She loves crafting expressive characters with a playful,
mysterious edge that also have a sense of humour in her illustrations.

THE RINGMASTER

“| wanted to have fun
with bold lines and big
energy. The circus theme
gave me an excuse to draw
two of my favourite things:
bold characters and big
cats in the spotlight.”

WANDERING

SHEPHERD
“This dreamy sandman
figure guiding his flock was
my take on the ‘Wandering
Shepherd’ prompt for the
Character Design Challenge.
| loved blending softness and
surrealism, and playing with
a gentle atmosphere.”

COMMON CEASG AMDIS AND MYSKA
“This piece from my “A fun, sketchy dive

zine on the folklore of British
mermaids means a lot to me.
| was drawn to the ceasg,

a mythical salmon-mermaid
from Scotland, and leaned
into her quiet, eerie beauty.”

into two vampire characters
that | keep coming back to.
It’s less about polish, more
about catching their vibe,
fashion and personality.
Plus a bit of bite!”

o A



Posé

Sewoong Kim

South Korea Photoshop www.artstation.com/sewoong

Sewoong is a character designer who focuses on capturing personality. Their work
explores expressive poses, subtle emotions and visual storytelling through clever
use of costume and silhouette. “My goal is to give every character a soul.”

GAS MASK

“A quirky and stylish
adventurer who wears a
gas mask as part of their
signature look. This piece
plays with contrast - dark
gear meets playful attitude.”

JOSEON FANTASY

“A collection of unique
characters inspired through
traditional Korean aesthetics.
This piece blends history and
my imagination to create a
diverse fantasy cast.”

e,
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Want to submit your work? Visit http:/ifxm.ag/getinifx




CUTTER

“A brawler character [ i
who fights with blades é’
mounted on his arms. > N
His rough silhouette
and aggressive stance

highlight raw strength
and street-style combat.” !'

Want to submit your work? Visit http://ifxm.ag/getinifx

DUO

“I wanted to design a
team of two contrasting but
complementary characters.
Their chemistry and distinct
traits tell a visual story of
unity and individuality.”




[XPosé
Daniel Chang

LOCATION: US MEDIA: Photoshop, Procreate WEE: https://danillust.com

Daniel is a Korean-American designer and illustrator. He graduated from
College for Creative Studies with a degree in entertainment arts and draws
inspiration from childhood experiences, culture, and the simple things in life.

DOOM CORE

“At this time, | was going
through heartbreak and
other personal obstacles,
and | wanted to create a
piece that could capture
the state of my emotions
and frustrations.”

MAIL BOY

“A fun design inspired
by the US Postal Service. |
wanted to show the future
of the postal service while
keeping it grounded in
modern simplicity.”

QUIETLY BLOOMING

“This was part of a mini illustration
series where | was experimenting with
rendering and vibrancy by using only
black backgrounds. | was deeply into
bubbles, for some reason.”

THE ORACLE

“Slightly borrowed from The Little
Mermaid story. | wanted to portray the
character as more empowering and
triumphant with a delicate and
expressive shape design.”

Want to submit your work? Visit http:/ifxm.ag/getinifx



Want to submit your work? Visit http://ifxm.ag/getinifx




X Posé

. :sﬂ Patri Balanovsky

LOCATION: Israel MEDIA: Photoshop, Procreate, traditional materials WEE: https://patribalanovsky.artstation.com

Patri is an experienced character designer, illustrator and art director who
works mostly in the animation and game industries. He is versed in all sorts
of styles and genres, and is particularly fond of cartoons and old films.

PINK BUNS

“A character design where |
was aiming for a more casual look,
something that was very stylised
and simple. The expressions sheet
was just me goofing around”

FELICIA

“This character design is a
Darkstalkers fan art. | wanted to
emphasise her feline-like, playful
attitude rather than sexiness.”

SUPER GREEN

“An homage to the movie
The Fifth Element. | was trying to
create a cartoon interpretation of
a fun and larger-than-life persona.”

A o



Want to submit your work? Visit http://ifxm.ag/getinifx
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Jessica Liu

France Procreate, Clip Studio Paint https://zelyphia.carrd.co

Jessica is a self-taught freelance artist who specialises in illustrations and
character art. Her work is often fantasy themed, with a particular focus
on shape and colour to make it look pleasing while telling a story.

FAITH

“An illustration that | was
commissioned for by an
amazing RPG game master.
This is Faith, a powerful
symbol of strict justice and
revenge who once was a
human that was betrayed
by all of her loved ones.”

THE FAIRY

AND THE TIGER
“I’m the daughter of two
Chinese parents, so have
always had huge Asian
influences. Here | wanted
to show my fascination with
those Asian aesthetics, in
particular the tiger, which
is my lunar zodiac sign.”

SOLARPUNK -

HARMONIE
“] aimed to convey peaceful
happiness in a perfect world
where technology grew
without destroying nature,
and where the humans and
animals can all live together
in perfect harmony.”

# SRR Want to submit your work? Visit http;//ifxm.ag/getinifx




Want to submit your work? Visit http://ifxm.ag/getinifx

SINABON’S BIRTHDAY

“Another commission,
for a VTuber named Sinabon.
| love the dynamic angle |
went for with this piece.
Commissions have made
me improve the most over
the years, so these artworks
are important to me.”

PANDEMONIUM -

FRENESIE
“This was inspired by Joseph
Tomanek’s masterpiece Fire
Dance. | wanted this artwork
to feel powerful with a sense
of madness, as if the dancers
are offering their soul to the
demon they’re summoning.”

o AP
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THE
ROOKIES

Discover your potential
with The Rookies; the
launchpad for emerging
digital artists. With

The Rookies, your work
won’t only be seen, it gets
noticed and featured, just
like this! Join a community
where your journey from
hobbyist to professional
artist is supported every
step of the way.

WWW.THEROOKIES.CO

The End Is Nigh

YEAR CREATED: 2024 MEDIA: Photoshop
+ + + + + + + + + + + ¥

“In what is a seemingly peaceful world,

technological advancements have made
human life more beautiful, but behind this
tranquillity lies an ancient evil force. And this
force is about to awaken, signalling the

impending destruction of the world. The
hero has fallen, his heart clutched in the
demon’s grasp, declaring their arrival and
the despair to come. Will new justice rise,
or will the world await its doom?”




The Rookies

Artist

PROFILE

Ang Jun Wei

LOCATION: Malaysia

Ang Jun Wei specialises in
m illustration and enjoys drawing

while listening to podcasts or

music, as being able to focus
il M= makes the time pass quickly.
www.therookies.co/u/AngJunWei



“In Eastward, we felt it was

important to tell a story of the

relationship between a parent

and child in a world that feels
i gly dangerous,”

Indie ge

foundations

Setting the stage Tanya Combrinck discovers how
artists build tone and weave emotion into narratives

Drawings and paintings take on a
whole new dimension when they’re
used to create a game world. As
emotive as animated films and TV
shows can be, there’s nothing as
special and engrossing as being
immersed in a setting where you can
dwell on and influence a moment
rather than watching it pass by.

Sometimes the atmosphere,
emotion and mystery of just one
piece of artwork is enough to inspire
an entire game concept. Japanese-
styled RPG Eastward was conceived
when artist Hong Moran sketched a
“weird monster dormitory building”
that resembled the once infamous
Kowloon Walled City of Hong Kong,
an overpopulated, anarchic and
hellish-sounding enclave that was
demolished in 1994.

“We got excited about the design
and came up with a game that would

B v

fit around the aesthetic,” says Hong.
“Eastward unfolds within a cruel
and unforgiving world, where every
individual is forced to confront

the pressing issue of survival. The
storyline delves into the depths of
our human existence, exploring the
characters’ hidden secrets and their
burdened pasts.”

JOURNEY OF DISCOVERY

The highs and lows of the story take
the characters into moments of joy,
sorrow and shades in between, but
instead of guiding players on an
emotional journey, Hong prefers to
let them find their own way. “I feel

© Whalestork Interactive

19XIG/4SBPIONUD &

“The Night is Grey’s story makes the
player ask a lot of questions, and the
most important is the one you'll ask
yourself when you finish it,” says André.

Jeremy says: “Some of
the most valuable tools
are colour, shape and
composition. We need
to ask, ‘What are we
trying to convey? What
should the player feel?”

66 Rather than leading the
player, it'’s about sharing an
experience with them 99

“Planet of Lana unfolds as a
coming-of-age story, and one of
“trust and friendship,” says Adam.

K

- 3
(TRTEIEE]

that rather than leading players, it’s
more about sharing the experience
with them,” he says.

He focuses in particular on colour
and fine details in his artwork as a
way to help the player experience the
characters’ emotions. “We've put a
lot of effort into the details because
they make the story more believable
and our characters’ emotions more
nuanced,” Hong adds. “This makes #»»

Q
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An early sketch made
up of densely packed
buildings that Hong

created to inspire the

aesthetic of Eastward.

RIFTBOUND
TO LAUNCH

Riot Games reveals
new details about its
upcoming League of
Legends trading card
game Riftbound, with
a selection of awesome
card art on display.
Page 28

FUNCTIONAL
WORKSPACE
We take the grand
tour of comic artist and
illustrator Greg Staples’
new studio, which he
has built with exclusive
spaces for all his epic
artistic endeavours.
Page 30

“We took inspiration
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from Japanese anime
like Cowboy Bebop,
Porco Rosso and
Akira,” says Hong.
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DRAGON ART
TAKES FLIGHT
The latest ImagineFX
Art Challenge set down
the task of creating a
piece for the theme of
The Last Dragon Rider.
We’ve selected all our
favourite entries here!
Page 34

hitethorn Games

aY)

“Wytchwood'’s art is grim and gribbly,
and we didn’t try to shy away from the
comically grotesque,” says Jesse.




© Thunderful/Super Rare Games

ImagineNation

B> it easier for players to immerse
themselves in the story.”

Planet of Lana, a platformer and
puzzler combo created by Wishfully
Studios, is another game underpinned
by one piece of art that encapsulates
the mood of the story and the
relationship it’s centred around.

“The game originates from a single
image | drew back in 2017 and that we

still use as the main key

= art,” says creative director

- Adam Stjarnljus. “I had an
idea of this side-scrolling
sci-fi puzzle adventure

with a young girl and her creature
companion, and drew an image to
represent the idea.”

The artwork he created attracted
collaborators and kick-started the
game’s production. “The reaction
| got when showing the image to
people pushed me forward and made

me realise that the game could be
something special,” Adam recalls.
“Over the course of the next year, |
had a lot of extremely talented people
join the project, and then in 2019 we
collectively started Wishfully Studios
with the goal of releasing our first
game, Planet of Lana.”

Adam was influenced by games

from the 80s and 90s that he grew
up with: classics such as Oddworld,
. Another World and Prince of Persia,

as well as more recent cinematic
platformers like Limbo and Inside,

and the film Spirited Away.

He adds: “The art style was heavily

E inspired by Studio Ghibli and | tried

“During production,

I maintained goals for
each space with regard
to ideas such as shape,
colour, readability,
composition, and so
on,” says Jeremy.

|86 Deconstruction is useful
to go from appreciating to
understanding something 99

“What Lana and Mui
can do, separately and
together, and how the
planet and creatures
react individually, is the
key to the gameplay,”
says Adam.

Planet of Lana centres around a young girl,
Lana, and her companion, Mui, as they travel
across a beautiful but dangerous planet on a

quest to rescue Lana’s sister, who has been
taken prisoner by an army of machines.

to find a unique expression in the
contrasts of a painterly environment,
and with characters and creatures
that have a simple flat-shaded look,
combined with the black foreground

| that makes you feel as though you're
| kind of looking into a theatre stage.”

SECOND TAKE

- Working on a sequel presents an

interesting challenge for game artists,
in that they have to work with and
develop an existing art style rather
than crafting a new one.

When creating the look for Moon
Studios’ Ori and the Will of
the Wisps, art director and
story lead Jeremy Gritton
sought to stay true to the
visual vocabulary of the
game’s predecessor, Ori and the Blind
Forest, while leading the art team to

| find new ways to put their own spin
| on the follow-up.

“This began by deconstructing
the original game; really studying it
to understand what they’d done,

PanIasaY SIUBI IV HOSOIIN SZOZD
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© Whitethorn Games

Artist news, software & events

“We're all huge fans of 90s
JRPGs like the EarthBound
series and Dragon Quest, but
also nostalgic games like Boku
no Natsuyasumi,” says Hong.

)‘t

’?HEWILLTHE WlSPS

“The tone of Wytchwood doesn’t take itself very
seriously, and relies on terrible puns,” says Jesse.

and why it worked,” Jeremy explains.
“Deconstruction is a very useful tool
to go from appreciating something to
understanding it. You might play a
game and think, ‘I like the way this
looks’, but breaking down all the
components brings insight into the
techniques that were used to elicit
that feeling. If we were to follow in
Blind Forest’s footsteps, we had to
understand what they did and why

it worked, so that we could both
emulate and evolve it.”

Jeremy’s process for creating art
for a level begins with making mind
maps of ideas related to the core
concept of the location, followed
by a round of concept art to explore
those ideas. “Defining a unique shape
language is important, along with the
chosen colour palette, because we
want to create a memorable identity
for each area,” he says.

“It’s difficult to dial everything in
perfectly on the first pass, so I'm
usually searching for something in v ", "
our team’s work that grabs me, #»

“| started playing games on the Super
Nintendo, and some of my favourite early
gaming memories come from The Legend
of Zelda: A Link to the Past, Final Fantasy Il
and Secret of Mana,” says Jeremy.

C
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ImagineNation News

“The main gaming influences
for The Night is Grey were
the Broken Sword and Myst
series,” says André.

© Whalestork Interactive

2> whether it’s the shapes or the
colours that capture the feeling we
want. As long as the potential is there
in the initial concept, we continue
iterating to develop the rest around
the core element that was working.
“Story and art are a combination
that’s very closely connected for me,
so we always look for opportunities to
inject environmental storytelling into
our spaces. Striving to tell a story with

©2025 Microsoft. All Rights Reserved

“It’s vital to craft an experience where the player
cares about the world and characters,” says Jeremy.

%

4 © Whalestork Interactive

| emanate from a single stroke-of-

Jesse says: “We punched up the
colours and cartoony characters,
but kept lots of gross little details.”

© Whitethorn Games

86 Some of the technical
limitations actually ended
up enhancing the art style 99

i “The player character is
| awitty old witch with a
i cauldron on her head,”
| says Jesse.

Vi i
WYECHWOOD

visuals can provide another layer of
heart and depth to the artwork.”

COMBINED VISION

For games that have a more diffuse
starting point, in that they’re not part
of an established IP, and nor do they

genius artwork, the aura of the world
is often built out of a collection of
different influences.

sources from other eras to feed the

game’s dark atmosphere. “From the l v BT
. very beginning we liked the idea of ; R .
i The Night is Grey having the same e ol )
| vibe as children’s illustrated fairy tale | Y@’ . h N

‘ ! 0

For psychological thriller The Night ‘! \J

is Grey, creative director André Broa = 4 F
and his team found inspiration in | o)\ '(/Z‘
o

books, as well as classically animated
cartoons,” he says.

“The style of Don Bluth influenced
us a lot when we were children and
we wanted to bring that mix of
cartoonish yet moody and kind of
scary, like the tales of The Brothers
Grimm. Those were the main themes,
but lots of other works influenced us,
from John Carpenter’s gore in The
Thing to the painted background art
style of Studio Ghibli.”

Exploring those earlier aesthetics
was also the route taken
by Alientrap creative
director Jesse McGibney
as his team went out in
> search of inspiration for
Wytchwood, a game about playing
the witch character in fairy tales.

“We looked to classic sources like
medieval woodcut illustrations and
the original fairy tales. We also looked
at contemporary and familiar tellings

| of those stories, such as early Disney

“We wanted to capture the
feeling of exploring a vintage
cartoon, while creating a
good mystery with balanced
puzzle-solving,” says André.



© Chucklefish/Pixpil

movies and character designs from
Jim Henson’s Muppets,” Jesse says.

“We did a lot of mood pieces,
concept art and sketches while in pre-
production, as well as developing our
tool pipeline to figure out what would
and wouldn’t work. Some of these
technical limitations actually ended
up enhancing the art style, such as
the fact that everything is drawn on
2D cutouts, making the game look
more like a pop-up storybook.”

Hitting the right artistic notes for a
game level is more of a process than
a destination. “Like most kinds of art,
there’s no real point of completion,
only a point at which you have to put
it down and stop fussing with it,” Jesse
adds. “For game art especially, we're
constantly creating or improving our
tools, which can mean we have to go
back and redo previous sections of
the game. Sometimes a level will start
with a piece of concept art that we're
aiming to hit, or it might just be
iterating on an idea until it feels right.

“For me, the most important thing |
can do if something isn’t hitting right
is to take a step away and come back
to it later with fresh eyes. A lot of
times, the things | have problems with
will become more clear or will reveal
themselves to not really be problems
at all. But a lot of times you just have
to call something done. Pretty much
everything could be done better, but
not if we ever want it finished.” @

© Thunderful/Super Rare Games

Artist news, software & events

Hong advises: “Think about how
to complete levels quickly under
limited conditions. Sometimes,
managing efficiency and
pursuing perfect design are
equally important.”

Jesse says: “We tried to mix a

bit of the dark and spooky with

_ the whimsical and goofy. Like

reading bedtime fables during a

gir)g_t‘m'; cosy, but a little scary.”
N

the art, music, gameplay, so
bt design and story,” s Adi
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\{ At start of your Beginning Phase, draw 1 ifyou
.|| have 1 or fewer cards inyour hand.

|\._—_- — N o &
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Trading card games have been a
staple of gaming culture for decades,
with giants such as Pokémon, Magic:
The Gathering and Yu-Gi-Oh! the
dominant names in the scene.

Now video game powerhouse
Riot Games is entering the arena with
Riftbound, a brand new trading card
game (TCG) based on its biggest IP,
League of Legends. The first set,
named Origins, will launch with 300
cards featuring a mix of champions,
legends, spells, gear, runes, units and

Supar Megn Death Rocket!

Not only will League of
Legends characters be

| introduced, but iconic

. spells and weapons will
| also get their own cards.

| Since its debutin 2009,
 League of Legends

i creatures tolifeinan
I entirely new medium.

P v bottlofield 1 | hasbecome one of the
£ | | most-played PC games
Q | in the world. And now
g 1l artists like Slawomir

© I Maniak are bringing its
5 ™ iconic characters and

¢
%

Legendary characters including Jinx, Lee Sin,
Viktor and Yasuo will be taking centre stage in
Riftbound when the TCG launches later this year.

ards on the tab

The upper hand Riot Games reveals new details for Riftbound,
its League of Legends trading card game set to launch this year

battlegrounds. While the final
designs and gameplay mechanics
are still in development, the team at
Riot has been actively incorporating
community feedback.

“We've been incredibly humbled
by the excitement and interest from
players around the world who can’t

: wait to play Riftbound,”
says Chengran Chai, the
TCG’s executive producer.
“We're grateful to the
growing Riftbound

86 Feedback encouraged us
to level up the experience by
revisiting design decisions 99

community and the TCG players
who’ve jumped in early to share their
feedback - including calls for more
original art and refined UI.

“That feedback encouraged us
to level up the game experience by
revisiting some of our design decisions
and conducting more playtests to
ensure we're delivering a game that
our players will love.”

We've already had a taste of what’s
to come, with Sugar Free’s striking

oy y @0 Playa 1 Rec

J l 0.0 Move a frieng

Herald of the

ruit unit token

i agq' P

Un fDrgiVen

ily unit to

illustration of Jinx revealed, alongside
other iconic champions from the
League of Legends universe being
announced, including Annie, Garen,
Lee Sin, Lux, Master Yi, Viktor, Yasuo
and Volibear. And just like Magic: The
Gathering, the cards will be illustrated
by a roster of talented artists and
studios, including Slawomir Maniak,
who painted the moody, unnerving
Deadbloom Predator.

Riftbound - codenamed Project K
until its recent reveal - will first launch
in China this summer, with an English-
language release following in October.
For updates, art previews and more,
visit riftbound.leagueoflegends.com.

Riot Games also has plenty more
in the pipeline to expand further on
the League of Legends universe.
Upcoming projects include 2XKO
(formerly Project L), a tag-team
fighting game; a new film and series
project set in Noxus following the
conclusion of Arcane season 2; and
the long-anticipated League of
Legends MMORPG.



The Cotswolds is known for its magical beauty, but
Alex Andreev brings a darker narrative to the book.

The skeletal ghost of a cetiosaurus
haunts Bliss Mill, a former tweed
factory, in Damir G. Martin’s art.

inslow blends He Kickstarter rewards like art
cards and prints, including
this Blenheim Palace
piece by Luzhan Liu,

are still available.

ith 3D models to depict a
th-century castle.

Lost in the mists of time

Dark matter Fantasy novel Cotswold Mist weaves myths, ghosts
and beasts into the heart of the English countryside’s heritage sites

The Cotswolds is world-famous for
its chocolate-box villages and quaint
pubs, but new illustrated cinematic _
fantasy novel Cotswold Mist aims to |
turn that image on its head.
Written by cinematographer Inga

Teder, the book takes readers on a
journey through the picturesque
towns and villages of the Cotswolds, | Tomas Walker has
nestled in England’s south west, where | broughtauthoringa

. . . L. . Teder’s vision to life with
historical events and mythical entities | 5 thrilling book cover.
come to life. The team behind it also '
hope to boost cultural awareness and
heritage through regional folklore
and artistic storytelling.

Inside Cotswold Mist, 28 full-colour
illustrations have been beautifully
crafted using a variety of techniques,
from digital painting and 3D modelling
to traditional hand-drawn elements,
taking inspiration from some of the
area’s most iconic sights. Featured
artists include Alex Andreev, Stefan
Koidl, Damir G. Martin, Luzhan Liu,
Derek Winslow, Eren Arik, Edouard
Groult and Thomas Walker.

The book has been successfully
funded on Kickstarter, but you can still
make a late pledge and claim available
rewards at https://bit.ly/4k3n0dS.

ImagineFX
quick quiz
Find out if youre an
artistic brainbox!

1) What makes raster
different to vector?

A) Pixels vs paths

B) 3D vs 2D

C) Stills vs animation
D) Colour vs black and white

2) What does the brush
opacity setting control?
A) Smoothness

B) Transparency

C) Colour intensity

D) Thickness

3) Which tool is commonly
used to blend colours?

A) Dodge B) Lasso

C) Smudge D) Marquee

4) What is turpentine used
for in oil painting?

A) Mixing colours

B) Cleaning brushes

C) Underpainting

D) Adding details

5) What do you call colours
opposite on the colour wheel?
A) Complementary

B) Offending

C) Triadic

D) Analogous

6) Which of the following
pencil grades is the hardest?
A) 7HB) F

C)HBD) 2B

7) Which of these is NOT
a technique used in art?
A) One-point perspective

B) Linear perspective

C) Hexadecimal perspective
D) Atmospheric perspective

8) In what year was the original
Wacom Cintiq released?

A) 1998

B) 1999

C) 2000

D) 2001

9) What is the main benefit of
non-destructive editing?

A) Reduced eye strain

B) Keeps original file intact

C) Reduced file size

D) Easier to print
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ImagineNation Artist in Residence

d--caArghavw, =--

ARIST ! IN

B .a.e.8

Greg
Staples

Dream space The comic
artist and illustrator tells
us how he planned out
a studio for all occasions

I’ve been working in
this studio for around
three years now, and |
feel pretty lucky to
own it. My previous
studio was a loft | converted, but it
was a relatively compact space.

My wife and | walked past this house
often and then saw it up for sale. We'd
always admired it, partly because of
its size, privacy and history, but for me
| always loved the look of the outside
studio, which had a twisty staircase on
the exterior of the house leading up to
it. At the time it was being rented as a
studio apartment, before that it was
an Airbnb, and even earlier was used
as a full-size snooker room. >

I’'ve loved working with Macs for many years. | find
they work in unison with my creativity.

WP e

Vice Press did'a wonderful print
of my Dredd vs. Death painting.
It was a nice connection and
wie've collaboratee on many
poster projects since:l highly
recommend checking them out.

|
fus
l\"a"f:_"

L.

Apage from Slaine: The Horned Godsln
my opinion'{’s Simon Bisley’s best work
and I'm still Blown away that | have this
pPage next to me while | work. | try not to

. be.too influenced by it though, as,| prefer
my work to look like my ownh. Still, it’s one
of my favourite things in the studio.
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Art equipment can be expensive, -
and while I'd always recommend

quality materials, there are many

cheaper options for things like this.

Artist news, software & events

66 I always loved the studio’s
exterior, which has a twisty
staircase on the outside 99

—
Ly

My Mabef easel, where | do the majority
of my painting. | like standing while |
draw and paint, as it keeps the art from
becoming too stiff.

| bought this little paint organiser "1“ ;

| saw a tattooist usin
from Home Bargains for a few quid. ] l &

one of these daylight
lamps. The flexibility and
light is great for mixing
the right colours. You
don’t need an expensive
lamp though, daylight
bulbs in an old lamp
work just fine too!

| mostly use Rosemary
and Co brushes these days.
While they may be a bit more
expensive, | find they last so
much longer than others so
you save in the long run. Plus
they’re just so lovely to use!

I made a side table
using an old easel

and a plank of wood.

Sometimes you can
reuse old equipment
in creative ways!

This Julian side table has
a cool little pop-up side
board when | need more
room. It may be a touch
extravagant, but | use it

low maintenance, which is
imeortant when_ 'm working all the time. It’s full of
owards a deadline. . { y - things | need fast access
=t - to like paints, palettes,

and even a hairdryer to

dry paints quickly.




© Wizards of the Coast

ImagineNation Artist in Residence

This studio is the perfect
environment for my style of
working and creative workflow.

»> Following a battle to the finish
we got the house, and after moving
in | got to work planning the layout
of the studio | wanted to create in. My
aim was for it to be a very functional
working studio with separate areas
for the various mediums.

| divided it into a drawing area, a
digital area, a painting area, and an
area for cutting, packaging and so on.
| also have a small library featuring
functional books such as anatomy,
workshop technique and reference.

My drawing area is where | do the
majority of pencilling and inking, and
it’s lit with a draughting daylight lamp
and a small table for equipment at the
side. It’s an old Admel draughting

66 The aim was for it to be a
functional studio with areas
for my various mediums 99

Serra Angel is probably
my most recognisable
Magic: The Gathering
painting, and one that
I’'m still fond of.

drawing board that can adjust to an
upright position if | need it. A perfect
space for those busy deadlines!

Next to this is my computer, which
is a 64GB Apple Mac Studio M2 Max.
| don’t do any 3D work so that’s
enough to run Photoshop and Corel
Painter. | tend to always do as much
traditional work as | can, but usually
do my colour roughs in Painter as it
feels traditional and is quite good for
matching the feel | want once | move
across to paint it traditionally.

FREEDOM TO PAINT

Alongside is an old restored plan
chest for storing paper, art board and
original artwork, with an old A3 Epson
scanner on top. I’'m not the greatest
at scanning and colour correcting
though, so I've started using a local art
gallery as their scanning is incredible.
My painting area features a large
Mabef easel with a daylight lamp | can
move around. There’s no way | could
do large paintings in my last studio,
but this easel enables me to. I've also

got a Julian studio cabinet where |
keep my key paints, plus a large set of
old drawers that came with the house
where | keep oils, colour pencils and
watercolours, with all my brushes,
mediums and everything else on top.

Behind is a large packing and
cutting table. | keep any packing
board, knives and tapes there with
a cutting mat on top. This was such
a great buy, | use it all the time, even
for wrapping Christmas presents!

| have a nice little outside place to
relax and take breaks. Anything that
makes coming to work a pleasure is
something | appreciate a lot these
days. And rounding off the studio is
a bathroom with a shower - handy
for long days - and a kitchen for tea,
coffee and washing brushes.

| have art on the walls, mostly from
artists | know and love, plus a couple
of my own prints. It’s always inspiring
being around talented people | know,
and having their work around helps
to keep me motivated.
Greg began his career drawing Judge Dredd
for British comic 2000 AD. He has since
worked on a variety of projects including
concept design for film, television and
games, as well as creating a host of work
for Magic: The Gathering and founding his
own VEX company. www.gregstaples.com



Artist news, software & events

An old restored plan chest. Storing L
artwork without it getting damaged Jones Sideshow
can be tricky, so this is a very handy i ') is coolest!
piece of furniture to have around.

Cover art | created for
Frank Frazetta’s Death
Dealer comic.

The studio’s kitchen. | always
have an artbook on the table

for when I’'m making a brew.

Swiji4 JoUIWeH ®

My piece for the cover of ‘King
Tank Girl. Drawn traditionally
and painted over digitally.

’-

My cutting table has all the
tools | could need for cutting,
packing and varnishing.
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Draconic legend Our five favourites as readers put
their spin on the theme of The Last Dragon Rider

Rodrigo ‘Digo’ Salazar
Web: www.instagram.com/digo_doodles

+

Andrew Law
Web: www.andrewlawart.com

A

P
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Randy Lillegaard
Web: https://randy-lillegaard.com

Amanda Esplugues Fuentes
Juan Pedro Testa Web: www.instagram.com/juanpo.art Web: www.instagram.com/ulksyart

Challenge accepted Keep an eye on our social media channels for all the latest ImagineFX Art Challenge
info and you could see your art in a future issue! Visit page 3 for all our social details



Letters

YOUR FEEDBACK & OPINIONS

Contact the editor, Rob Redman,

on mail @imaginefx.com or write

to ImagineFX, Future Publishing,

Quay House, The Ambury,

Bath, BA1 1UA, England

Follow us on X:

x.com/imaginefx

9 Find us on Facebook:
facebook.com/imaginefx

r O'] Share your artwork via #imaginefx:
instagram.com/imaginefxmagazine

Feature

THE TOP 19 PHOTOSHOP
AI.TERNQTIVES =
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Top Photoshop aliermnatives

Ditching Photoshop Grab a copy of issue 253
B i . to check out our expert
Hi guys. I just read your latest issue and round-up of the leading
Photoshop alternatives
available right now.

it's really opened my eyes. I've been a
Photoshop user for years and have felt it
was the best option for my art. I'm not

a fan of subscription-based software
but didn't really think I had any other
options. I knew other apps were out
there but I'm really grateful you showed
them off in more detail. I think I can
now make the move to something new
and bin the Adobe subscription.

Alex, via email

Rob replies Hi Alex. Thanks for getting
in touch, and I'm very pleased to hear you
found that round-up useful. Other than
finding the best way to use your budget,

I think exploring other software can be
artistically interesting; different methods,
new tools, and varying workflows can all
breathe new life into your work.

. Don't worry —
Characterful creations you can get hold
ImagineFX 253 was a real corker! As ofissue 253
an aspiring character designer, I'm on atifxm.ag/
a continuing mission to learn as much single-ifx.

@ B
FT INTRICATE
FARTASY DRAWINGS

Mateusz Lenart shared his process for intricate
fantasy scenes using pen and paper last month.

as I can and Yona's tips for making
characters distinctive was exactly the
kind of thing I'm looking for. Some

of them weren't new to me, but they
were told in such a way that I now better
understand what I should be looking
out for when I'm drawing. A huge thank
you to Yona, and to you guys!

Natalie, via email

Rob replies Hi there Natalie, it was a
fantastic read wasn't it! Yona did a great
job with those tips and really helped give
some understanding of the key concepts
for adding a little extra to character art.
Lots of his advice can also be used for
products and environments, so there’s
plenty to be learned if you think about
expanding your horizons too.

Epic details

Mateusz Lenart’s workshop last month
was so good - I thought the art was
absolutely stunning. I adore real detail
and texture but find it can sometimes
look too “busy”, if you know what I
mean, but he really showed how to get
those elements in while keeping the
image readable at a glance. It's nice
seeing artists hands in the images

too, as I sometimes struggle to work out

. what the scale is when looking at an
i image, so that really helps. Thank you!
Rebecca, via email

| Rob replies Lovely to hear from you

| Rebecca, and I'm glad you got so much

| from Mateusz's workshop. I couldn’t agree
| more about the quality of his work. That
image is truly epic and showcases an

i understanding of techniques including the
i composition, material rendering, lighting
i and so much else. I totally get what you

| mean about size and scale too. I often

! wonder about canvas sizes and the like,

! 50 I agree about how useful it is to see.

Letters

New works that have
grabbed our attention

Adam Roberts

O @adamrobertscreative

0o Fernando Méndez C
@fernandomedezc

If you've created art that you want us to
shout about simply tag us on X or Instagram,
and use the hashtag #imaginefx
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Feature

The creative team
behind smash-hit
Netflix series Arcane
reveal how they
pushed the show’s
animation even
further for the
second season...

DREAM TEAM

Pascal and Alexis feel lucky
to have worked with loyal
artists at Fortiche across
both seasons of Arcane.

AP e



he expectations were
high for the second season of
Arcane. The series, which is set
in Riot Games’ hugely popular
League of Legends universe, was an
instant hit with fans of the franchise
and new viewers alike when it was
first released on Netflix in 2021.
To give audiences the pay off they
deserved, the creative team wanted
to take every aspect of the show to
the next level for its follow up.

The success of Arcane can be put
down to its gripping plot, engaging
characters and stunning visuals. This
is also true for the second season,
which first aired in November of last
year and topped the Netflix charts in
over 60 countries. The result of eight
years of production work, Seasons
One and Two were produced almost
in one continuous cycle, with work on

FT

JOURNEY
OF GROWTH

By working together
closely across both
seasons, the animation
teams have grown
consistently and
pushed their own
creative boundaries.

INTHE LAB

Season Two integrates

more experimental
animation approaches
with stunning results.

Arcane Season 2

Season Two starting before the first
had even been broadcast.

French animation studio Fortiche
was there from the very beginning of
the journey, and its ever-expanding
number of talented, dedicated artists
are the ones to thank for bringing
Arcane to life so beautifully. Having
grown together and pushed creative
boundaries higher throughout the

Words by Dominic Carter

production process, they were
determined to carry that momentum
forwards into Season Two.

“For the second season, we wanted
to elevate Arcane’s visuals even further
while staying true to the elements that
captivated audiences in
Season One,” says director
and Fortiche co-founder
Pascal Charrue. “Riot
gave us significant creative
freedom, allowing us to collaborate
with extraordinary artists.”

This decision includes the
watercolour sequence found in
Episode Six, which was created

in partnership with Eléa Gobbé-

Meévellec, the acclaimed director
of The Swallows of Kabul.
“At Fortiche, our

ambition is to create
‘animated concepts’
in every frame,” Pascal adds. “We're
deeply committed to delivering a
unique viewer experience, crafting
stunning visuals, and evoking strong,
relatable emotions through immersive
directing. Our goal is to transcend
traditional animation, offering
viewers an entertainment experience
that feels closer to live-action through

ME

a blend of impactful and one-of-a-
kind aesthetics.”

Arcane already established a
signature style that blended 2D
and 3D elements in Season One, so
for Season Two Fortiche wanted to
push boundaries by integrating more
VEFX and alternative artistic directions
such as watercolour, charcoal and
comic-style rendering. #»

IaginerX
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SHOWDOWN

Ambessa lets rip in this
dynamic piece of concept
art for the finale.

»» “Asyou've likely noticed, we
love to create a seamless integration
between the music and the visuals,”
says animation lead
Alexis Wanneroy. “In
Season Two, we leaned
into this approach even
more, treating certain
sequences like music videos. This not
only provided editorial breathing
room but allowed us to experiment
with unique visual treatments, giving
each episode its own flavour while
maintaining the essence of Arcane.”

THE FORTICHE TOUCH

Mixing artistic techniques is a part of
Fortiche’s DNA, so much so that some
artists refer to it as the Fortiche Touch.
This approach is a reflection of the
diverse artistic backgrounds behind
the studio’s founders, and is best
exemplified by its unique visual style
that combines drawing, 2D painting
and 3D animation.

“We're deeply detail-oriented, and
believe that even the smallest touches

b

add up to make the world feel more
grounded and authentic,” Pascal
explains. “Our approach to artistry

| isrooted in emphasising the human
gesture. While 3D renders can appear
| sleek and overly polished, our goal is

to create visuals that feel hand-shaped
with the natural imperfections that
bring them to life. By blending 2D and
3D, we achieve a distinctive look in

VARIED INFLUENCES

Arcane’s locations
referred to everything
from art deco design
to Alphonse Mucha'’s
The Slav Epic.

the visuals - an authenticity that feels
personal and handcrafted.”

This experimental approach can
be seen from the start of Season Two,
which opens with a funeral sequence
animated in melancholic charcoals.
It’s just one of many times during the
season where mediums are taken in
a new direction to reflect the action
or the feelings of the characters. >



Arcane Season 2

Even the smallest touches add
up to make the world feel more
grounded and authentic

SETTING THE MOOD —

The Black Rose’s colour
palette helps to create
a sense of unease.




Feature

REAL FEEL

For the second and final seasoh,'the
creative team wanted to create a
true-to-life viewing experience.

»» “These intros enabled us to
explore more art styles and go all-in
on intricate visuals without alienating
audiences,” says Alexis. “The different
styles also helped us showcase the
feelings of the characters and really
anchor the narrative. For example the
charcoal, almost black and white intro
in Episode One helps the viewers feel
Vi's grief. These visuals are a way for us
to push the boundaries even further,
but we never lose sight that they have
to serve the narrative.”

FAMILIAR FACES

Speaking of characters, the look of the FOR THE_ F_ANS
, . . . The details in every
show’s leads, sisters Jinx and Vi, also scene were repeatedly
changed. “In Season One, only Jinx refilueel i ERdterEolive
L. up to the expectations
really became as powerful as sheisin  of Arcane's fans.

€€ The different art styles
helped us to showcase the
feelings of the characters 99

EMOTIONAL
BACKDROPS

As well as telling

a story, the visuals
communicated the
emotions of the
characters.

League of Legends,” says Pascal.
“In Season Two, we gradually made
the champions look closer to their
in-game counterparts by evolving the
design of their clothes and weapons.
“For instance, a fight between Jinx
and Vi happens early in the season,
with Vi dressed in uniform to embody
everything Jinx hates. Meanwhile Vi
has always been a protector, but she
starts Season Two without someone
to look after. Her world has become

black and white - literally - and we THE LOOKS
felt she would hide all her distinctive / OF LEGENDS
3 q Familiar faces
features, like hair and tattoos, to focus _ T Ty el
on what she’s good at: fighting.” i 3 . /i theirvideo game
For Fortiche, Arcane’s second season ' : - Efg;fjrmﬁs ki
was all about making the characters : second season.

evolve. Time skips in the narrative
gave the animators the opportunity
to develop the look of the characters
even further, while the musical
sequences at the start of each episode
helped to convey where they were
emotionally in their story. ®»

k. o




DESIGNING
WITH PURPOSE

Understanding the
wants and needs of
each character helped
the animators to settle
on a final look.

CONNECTED CAST

Arcane stays grounded,
even in magical moments,
thanks to the relationships
between its characters.

CONSISTENT STORYTELLING

It's important to remember how
the actions of characters help to
communicate their world.

Arcane Season 2

NOT JUST
FOR GAMERS

An elegant visual
language makes
Arcane relatable

even to people
who have never
played League
of Legends.




SENSE OF PLACE

Research helps to communicate
to the audience how Arcane’s
various locations work.

L g g o
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»» To stay true to the art style of
League of Legends, Fortiche worked
closely with showrunners Christian
Linke and Alex Yee. “Christian and
Alex are both great experts of League
of Legends’ world and lore,” says
Alexis. “They know Runeterra like
the back of their hands. But they are
also open to feedback and allowed us
to explore the world and make it our
own on the animation side.

“The production of an animated
show is often very segmented, with
the script being locked way before the
animation process starts. But this very
close relationship we had with Riot
enabled us to actually make the story
evolve throughout production. It's
truly a collaboration between writers
and artists that go forward together.”

WINNING FORMULA

Adapting a video game is far from
easy, but Arcane effortlessly made the
leap and attracted a new audience in
the process. This is thanks in part to
Fortiche’s creative approach, which
made sure that even someone who
has never heard of League of Legends
can understand and enjoy the series.
“On the art direction side, we make
sure that our references are grounded

to make it easier for a newcomer to
understand what is at stake and how
the world works,” says pascal. “For
example, we looked at art deco and
art nouveau as inspiration for Piltover.
It contrasts greatly with Zaun's dark,
seedy and almost cyberpunk look.
Even if you don't know the game,

TESTING THE LIMITS

Creative freedom from
Riot allowed Fortiche
to push their designs to
the very limit.

€€ They are still very human,
even in this magical world

Y

that’s different from ours 99

BACKING TRACK

Music videos provided
inspiration for the look
and feel of sequences
in Season Two.

you'll be able to tell how these cities
work in relationship with one another
because it stays grounded.

“It’s the same for the character
relationships and feelings, such as
Vi and Jinx’s complicated sibling
relationship, and Jayce and Viktor's
friendship. They are still very human
even in this magical world that's very
different from ours.”

Focusing on depth, backstory and
visual storytelling are at the heart of
creating rich worlds and characters
like those in Arcane. For artists hoping
to replicate this success, Fortiche
stresses the importance of building
characters with clear motivations,
unique personalities, and histories
that influence their actions.

“For the world itself, think about
its rules, culture and environments
- how do they shape the characters
and narrative?” says Alexis. “Every
decision, from the character’s design
to the compositing, should serve the
story and help communicate the
themes you want to explore.” g



Arcane Season 2

(LEAR GOAL

Creating “animated
concepts” in every
frame was the top
ambition for the
animation team.

-_-_-1‘———_
INTHEACTION

To communicate
action and emotion,
Fortiche relied on
immersive direction.

STEPPING UP

The positive reception to
Season One was a formidable
motivator to raise the bar

in Season Two.

ALL GROWN UP

Pascal and Alexis look forward to
tackling more mature stories in
their next animated projects.

IN-DEPTH DESIGN

History, as well as
personality, helped
to shape the look of
Arcane’s characters.

UNIQUE TASTES
Careful attention to
the direction helped

to give every eplsode s

a distinctive flavour.

e
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INSIDE THE SERIES’
ANIMATION PIPELINE

Making the show was a collaborative process with
the animation and story influencing each other

During the early stages of creating
an episode, the Fortiche team
would share mood boards with
Riot to establish the look and feel

of locations, characters and scenes.

These mood boards then evolved
into detailed storyboards.

The storyboarding process plays
a critical role in helping animators
understand the intentions behind
both the acting and the shot itself.
Each camera angle is chosen with
purpose, ensuring composition,
mood, intent and the overall

cinematography are precisely
crafted to support the narrative.

A significant amount of time
is spent in storyboarding to lock
down these elements, allowing the
animation department to focus
their efforts on delivering authentic
and believable performances. By
respecting the groundwork laid out
by the storyboards, the animators
can ensure that every frame stays
true to the original vision while
elevating the characters’ acting
to bring the story to life.




S ! {
;i i ! and animation for around
!' i four years. He’s passionate |
'_ , J about creating characters, props and 1
= creatures for his work, putting to use t
. astrong foundation in human anatomy

CHARACTER
SKETCHES

“l usually like to keep
things simple when it
comes to brushes - Hard
Round all the way, baby!
It keeps me from getting
distracted by which
brush to choose when
I'm trying to convey
an idea quickly.”

-
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Andrew Cheng
LOCATION: Canada
| E Andrew is a concept artist
and illustrator who has
been working in games

and colour theory. Andrew is also an
keen gamer, noodle connoisseur, and
a fan of movies and anime.
https://andrewchengart.com

FLOATING
HEADS STYLISED

“I went for a stylised approach with WARRIORS

this batch. As someone who gets bored i ] e
easily, I'm always trying to experiment A co_uple of Chme_se—msplred
with styles and subjects. | was also warriors where | tried _to push
trying to test my abilities after shape and pr_oportlons.
doing a bunch of studies.” Turns out laminar armour
is fun to draw!”

SKETCHES

“Friendly neighbourhood
mech boys. | wanted to
give these guys rounder,
World War lI-style
shapes inspired
by Maschinen
Krieger.”

66 As someone who gets bored
easily, I'm always experimenting
with new styles and subjects %9

——— =




O

EXPLORATION

| “Some fun little dragon |
|\ heads.Theaim was for
.\ eachtolook distinct
) and interesting.y_

— -



DOODLES

“My attempt to go all out on
shape language. It’s often quite
challenging to strike the balance
between a clear 2D read and the
urge for everything to make
sense in 3D space. | found that
learning 3D has helped
me in that aspect.”

66 I like adding scars...
It adds a layer of ‘f**k

around and find out’ @
i —— = = ==

NOH CREW
SKETCHES

‘A selection of character
explorations for a personal
project. These guys belong
to a 16th-century Japanese
pirate crew whose captain

is obsessed with the

theatre. These are so

fun, | can sit and do
. them all day!” /




Andrew Cheng

RANDOM
CHARACTERS

“An angry truck driver and
a Chinese general. | can’t
remember if the helmet was
from Ming or Qing
dynasty.”

EXPRESSIVE

MONSTER EXPERIMENTS SCARS

“Finally, some expressions!
MASH'UP And yes, | was playing a i WITH AT“TUDE
“I'had a lot of fun drawing the wrinkles lot of Yakuza when | I like adding scars on my
on the angry werewolf guy, and also drew these.” characters, especially for pretty

girls. It adds a layer of ‘f**k
around and find out’, you
know what | mean?”

tried out different skin tones.”

CIGAR FACE

“Here | was testing some different angles and
expressions. Overall | was quite pleased with how
the cigar dude turned out - that man’s
got an attitude!”

o G



l'eature

Alan Wen speaks to three concept artists about the
varied and iterative processes that make up one of
the most misunderstood crafts in the game industry
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ven when video games were
little more than rudimentary
pixels on a black screen, art
has played an important role in
sparking players’ imaginations,
whether it’s what decorates the
side of an arcade cabinet or the
illustration on a game box.
While there are huge
advances in technology in
how games can look today,
that vision still has to take

shape from somewhere, which makes ' 66 Concept art encapsulates a whole lot

the concept art an essential part of

game development. Yet i's perhaps | of stuff, It's like the broadest range of

not always that well understood as a

profession, especially as the very al’t StYleS that YOU can dO as an al’tlst ”

| term of “concept” may have you ! including 2023’s narrative-based
| assuming it's primarily only a focus . adventure A Highland Song. “Concept
| at the start of a development cycle. | art encapsulates a lot of stuff. It’s like
| “I'thinkit’s probably one of the least | the broadest range of art styles you
understood jobs,” says | can basically do as an artist.”
Paul Scott Canavan, . It's a skill set that can also cross over
who hasworn a number = to other lines of work,
of hats in his career as ' as Maxime Desmettre,
a creative director, art | | a concept artist for action

i director and artist, but has always : RPG Eternal Strands that
i been hands-on with concept art, 5 released earlier this year,




- ABYSSAL THRALL

| Paul’s concept art for

: Destiny 2 included

| designing the look of

| Abyssal Thrall enemies,
i and distinguishing

| them from the game’s

| standard Thrall.

also does occasional art in films, book
illustration, collectible card games and
tabletop role-playing games. But while
we may associate concept art with
hand-drawn sketches and illustrations,
his interest in game art began with
early pixel art. “I enjoyed copying
backgrounds and characters from
arcade games of the time like Street
Fighter 2,” Maxime reflects.

Even then, concept art can also
be easily conflated with anything
of an illustrative nature,
especially if the game itself
is 3D. When comparing
with other mediums,
Ibrahim Idris, a concept

3ecome a concept artist

ENCLAVE WALL

Eternal Strands initially took
inspiration from medieval
aesthetics, as you can see in
Maxime’s exploration of the
city and its surrounding walls.

artist on the BAFTA-winning Tales of
Kenzera: Zau says game concept art is
much closer to industrial or product
design. “For games, you have to be
more detailed presenting characters or
environments; you have to explain the
intricacies,” he says. “If it'’s a mech, you
have to show the workings, how the
joints combine and move, and its
materials. If it's an animated character,
you have to know how they deform
with different expressions.”

STARTING LOOSE

As broad and varied as the role can
get, we can nonetheless start at the
beginning because concept art still =

s G
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Feature

WHY IT’S NOT ALWAYS

“Concept art runs from
the absolute beginning
of production all the
way to the end, but the
h job shifts throughout
production. So in the early stages
pre-production is basically blue sky
- go off and design what this thing

looks like, what characters look like |

- and it’s often very ugly. People
rarely see any of this work because
it looks like garbage, and it’s often
photobashed and using assets
from other things.

SURGENT

»» fundamentally involves bringing a
brand new game idea to life visually
and concretely. It's not uncommon
for there to be references to existing
games or other sources of inspiration,
as it can also be anxiety-inducing
creating something from nothing.

“A huge amount of what we do is
research,” says Paul. “The people who
do best as concept artists have a real
lust for learning new stuff and not
being completely stuck on one genre
that they're really obsessed with.”

A PRETTY PICTURE
| Paul Scott Canavan

.-on the unglamorous side to
concept art that doesn’t get seen by the public

“Honestly, that’s the biggest
misunderstanding people make
about concept art. It makes sense
because that stuff isn’t sexy so we
don’t put it in our portfolios very
often. A lot of what you see in
concept art is actually called key
art. Take all those really cool
paintings that you see in Guild

- Wars 2, or any game where the

loading screen is this gorgeous

+ piece of art. That’s key art, which

is sat in this weird space between

+ concept art and illustration.”

EA0RIGINALS

With those early ideas, the first
phase, pre-conception, involves more
general explorations and establishing
shots just to convey a feeling of how
the game might look and play when
it's realised in 3D. It’s often a little
loose and vague but will also be
iterated upon based on the director’s
vision, and you should expect plenty
of ideas to be discarded.

“If you can work fast, it's handy
when exploring possibilities; the more
to show the better,” says Maxime.

KEY ART

Paul’s key art paintover
for A Highland Song,
made on top of basic
in-engine models.

MOIRA VARIATIONS

Paul pitched designs
for A Highland Song’s
protagonist Moira,
although she would
ultimately be designed
by developer Inkle’s
artist Anastasia Wyatt.

sleuIBlO v3/501pPNs JUsbins G

NAMBE

Character studies
created by lbrahim that
focus on facial features
and a range of black
hairstyles, which are
lacking in games.

“Part of the work won't make it to the
final version of the game, but it will
most likely contribute to discussions
that evolve the project nonetheless.”

Although it’s often useful to receive
some instructions, such as whether
the game is going to be stylised or
realistic, Ibrahim says he’s often free to
explore ideas early on. “Most of the
time, people tell me they don’t want to
influence my creative process, so you
have total freedom to go crazy,” he
explains. “After the first iteration,

[the directors] can reel it in, making
adjustments, and you might start
getting more specific.”

Paul adds that it's not dissimilar to
painting, which also starts with very
loose interpretations before the details
start being added in. But while game
concept art can often appear more
impressionistic, to the extent that
some people may feel there’s a
disassociation between the concept
and final product, the reality is that
the former actually has to be much
more specific and detailed in order to
serve the artists realising that in 3D.

BROAD SKILLS AND SPECIFIC TASKS

Creating assets is one of the most
labour-intensive and expensive aspects
of game development, and as such, the



Become a concept artist

ACHIEVEMENT
UNLOCKED

Concept artists can
be required to create
other 2D assets, just as
lbrahim designed the
achievement icons for
Tales of Kenzera: Zau.

MAKING MAGIC

“When designing the
impact of magic on
environments, you
have to come up with
an explanation that
makes it look more
credible,” says Maxime.

© Surgent Studios/EA Originals

SURGENT ' oE Fe—

Maxime’s concept
shows an early version
of the sentinel Arks.in

Eternal Strands before any,
other visuals existed:

DESIGNING FOR [T
INTERACTIVITY T

" How | - got into outlines the lighting and

mood for the shot.

a1bung®

.~ game concept art and how the role
- differs from working other jobs

A3

\

“I've always liked video games. As a
teenager | read an article in a French
magazine about how video games were
made, and that’s when my passion for

4 them translated into the excitement of

making visuals based on and for games. “ People WhO do best as COIlCept al-tists

“Starting with pixel art back in the 90s, it gradually

led! to making artwork for technical demosand game ~  have a real lust for learning new stuff

prototypes, and allowed me to get my first contract o
with a game studio as a general artist for textures, 3D and IlOt belng Stlle o6n one genl'e ”

levels and VFX. | switched to concept art later down

the line when the artist’s task started to become most cost-effective way of making ' and Guild Wars 2. “A lot of concept
more specialised so that | could keep working on changes and iterations is through work is identifying what textures
the different aspects of environment design. concepting first. For instance, Ibrahim | things might be because we're working
“Where concept art in games can differ the explains that when designing the . with 3D artists, so were trying to
most from many other forms of concept art is that protagonist Zau, he initially gave him | ensure they understand what we're
we design assets and locations based on the game along scarf until during production, | doing,” he explains. “Cinematics cost
world and its thematics, but we also need to consider when the animation lead told him it | an astonishing amount of money, so
the gameplay component in the process. That’s should be cut above the knee due to i studios have a lot of creative control
because of the navigation of the player and how deformation issues in 3D. “It’s safer . because it's the first thing people
enemies will occupy the world, how much space is and easier to make a concept with . usually see of their game in trailers.”
needed for them to move around to fight, and so one or two iterations with a quick Conversely, the most important
on. It's also important to consider elements that are turnaround before sendingitto 3D.” | aspect of concept art is in the most
recognisable and that will serve as a beacon for the It's especially true of cinematics, | technical and specific art, referred to
player to not lose track of their bearings, like having typically outsourced and which as model sheets, when it becomes
landmarks or specific structures.” Canavan has also worked on in his much more of a design role. “These

career, including trailers for Destiny 2 | are basically technical drawings »»
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STUNNING SETTINGS

Paintovers for various environments in
Zau. “They are designed to be flexible
so they can be used for loading screens
orul transitions,” Ibrahim explains.

AUTHENTIC INSPIRATIONS

“The biggest
inspiration we
" originally had
was from Ori
in terms of the
map design and the kind of
colours we used. Then most
of the time we’re gathering
references from different
African tribes.

“At that time, we had a

fantastic art lead in Michaela

Dawn, who went above and
beyond to guide us in the

right place to look to gather
information. We took that,
watched some videos, and
looked at how the different
tribes lived their life, hunted,
what they wore; everything.
That gives us a really strong
foundation to start our work

~ and make sketches, ideations

and variations.

“Coming from an African
perspective, | have a bit more
of an advantage because I’'m
in Nigeria, so | can go out to

~on desighing an African world in Tales of Kenzera: Zau

the local museum or check
out photos. But that doesn’t
mean everything | see will
actually fit with other tribes
in Africa. You don’t want to
make that kind of mistake, as
the game is actually focused
on Bantu culture, which is
more East African. So you
have to look at that region,
do your investigations and
research, and then come
back and present your ideas
for concepts.”

UNDERGROUND WORKSHOP

For Eternal Strands, Maxime designed the
Enclave’s underground area to be more angular in
contrast with the rounder designs on the surface.

= that are given to the 3D artists
so they can sculpt exactly what a
character’s face looks like, or their
props,” Paul continues. “Much of the
artwork in games is outsourced, so a
lot of the concept artist’s job is trying
to make designs as clear as they can to
give to a 3D artist they've never spoken
to, who might speak a different
language, so they can look at this
character and their templates, and
then go ahead and start sculpting.”
From there, a concept artist’s role
can get broader still in other 2D assets,
such as designing posters, labels,
menu screens, or even the in-game
achievement icons. If you're in a small
indie studio, it's all the more essential
to be getting hands-on in different
aspects rather than specialising.
Another job for concept artists
that occurs near the end of a project
involves paintovers. “A concept artist
will refine the work already available
in the engine, by painting over a
screenshot that was taken in the game
editor,” Maxime explains. “This
enriches the visual to help guide the
3D artist in further refining their
work. Complex games require this
phase to ensure the best quality of
the project in its final version.”

COMMUNICATION IS KEY

While working on concept art
obviously requires good technical
ability in drawing, there are no limits
on tools to go about this, whether it's
sketching, painting, sculpting or
Photoshop. Despite being considered

SleuIBUO v3/501pMs Jusbins G



(ITY PLANNING

A view of the capital city in
Eternal Strands with some
buildings made using Blender
by Maxime. This served as early
inspiration for level design:

a 2D field, Paul says 3D software is
often helpful too. “It makes sense as
we're dealing with designing spaces,
so having some kind of blockout
makes it much easier for us,” he adds.
“When I worked on Destiny, I'd do
blockouts in 3D that were absolutely
terrible. But I would be able to pass
them across to the environment team
so that they could at least understand
what I was doing.”

What's most important, as is often
the case working in other roles, is
maintaining good communication.
That's not just with providing detailed
model sheets to external artists, but

© Surgent Studios/EA Originals

SURGENT

also in regular meetings within the
development team, ensuring that

the concept art is aligned with the
narrative and gameplay, but also the
work of other artists. Speaking of his
time working on Zau, Ibrahim recalls:
“We'd usually have team meetings
every week, where we would share

all of the artwork with the rest of the
team and feedback is welcome. Then

SABULANA

Concepts for the
shaman Sabulana in
Tales of Kenzera: Zau.
“l wanted her presence
to feel calm, wise and
grounded like a forest
energy,” says lbrahim.

6 Mimic projects youd love
to be part of... Imagine that
youTe a part of their team 99

DEEP FOREST

Visual explorations of
Eternal Strands’ forest
area made by Maxime,
including potential
points of interest.

INCorporates photos to
eXplore what the final look of
A Highland Song should be.

SPUIG

EADRIGIMALS

there’s also constructive criticism on
the designs so that artists can go back
and act on them.”

In a healthy working environment
there would also not be competition
between artists, as usually they will be
allocated different tasks, while any
problems that arise can involve having
another artist pitching in to help.

So what can aspiring concept artists
looking for a way into the games
industry do? Maxime highlights the
importance of building your portfolio.
“Practice by mimicking projects you'd
love to be part of,” he says. “Imagine
yourself as part of the team, and work
on tasks that you know are necessary
for such projects, like developing a
location, its props and surroundings.
That'’s a way to remain inspired and
it gives you clear goals as to what to
practice to increase your chances
of attracting attention.”

Concept art is ultimately about the
process more than the final product,
which is something Ibrahim stresses
as being important to share in your
portfolio. “Don't just show the pretty
pictures, but show how you get to the
pretty pictures,” he advises. “Most
recruiters are the directors, so when
they look at your portfolio and see
your referencing, ideation and
sketches, they can be like, ‘this is
how this guy thinks"” @

o QI
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Recent editions

Missed an issue? Here's how you can order
previous print or digital editions of ImagineFX
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Recent print editions
Visit: bit.ly/ifxbackissues

Apple Newsstand

Download us from the Newsstand app on your
device or visit: ifxm.ag/apple-ifx
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Issue 253
July 2025

Knock your characters out of the
park with expert advice on nailing
charismatic compositions. We
also look at the best Photoshop
alternatives for 2025 and explore
how to create glowing ethereal
effects for otherworldly mood.

Isu 252
June 2025

Comic capers abound! Our big
feature explores how iconic
Marvel characters have been
given a fresh twist for hit game
Marvel Rivals. Also discover top
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learn to paint an exquisite geisha.

bit.ly/ifxbackissues

i' .
DRAW THE ICONIC \

Mahlmc ‘ating the cu Itlw with o

g NO. 1 FOR DIGITAL ARTISTS
[
2 AL

Issue 251
May 2025

If you love manga, you won’'t want
to miss this issue! Learn to draw
the iconic Mega Man just like our
cover, find out how to get your
first manga published, and visit a
Tokyo art studio. Plus, we explore

vivid anime Dan Da Dan.

Issue 250
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Celebrate our milestone 250th
issue with a bumper selection of
magical tips from artists including
Tony DiTerlizzi, lain McCaig and
more! Donato Giancola also has
advice for fun sketches, and learn
to create our unicorn cover.
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Download your resources by turning to

i And if you see the video workshop badge,
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orkshops:

Advice from the world’s best artists
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Create a demonic
video game cover
[Thomas Elliott shows how he
painted a brutal demon battle
for Doom: The Dark Ages.

Give direction
with shadows
A fitting composition gives
Jenny Brozek’s demon-hunting
character a stand-out look.

Paint characters
full of personality
A One Piece fan art commission
has Ridd-Li delving deep into
his bag of artistic talents.

Save time with
key research
Gabriel Tan goes in search
of references for an Assassin’s
Creed Shadows castle concept

Drive narratives
in your artwork
A D&D character takes on new
life as Max Weber develops a
dynamic storytelling scene.

Look to nature
One little insect is a huge
inspiration for Longque Chen
and his futuristic machine.

e




l Workshops

CREATE A DEMONIC
VIDEO GAME COVER

Discover the process masterful battle artist
followed to create an epic shot for Doom: The Dark Ages

§ Doom has been a
\ | massive inspiration
’ | throughout my career. -

# Ilove the blending

I of sci-fi and organic L

elements with religious imagery,
everything looks heavy and badass,
and the soundtracks always gets me
in the mood to paint.

So it was a dream come true when
Bethesda contacted me to work on
the cover for its latest title, Doom:

The Dark Ages. This was going to be
a big project and time was tight, so
efficiency was the name of the game.

The Dark Ages takes the franchise
in a new direction with.an overtly
fantasy setting. The Doom Slayer
has his classic array of guns but is
now accompanied by a shield and
mace. Stressing the fantasy aspect
of the game through the cover was
important, so right off the bat we
looked at the work of classic fantasy
artists like Frank Frazetta to inform
the composition and flavour. We 4
briefly toyed with the idea of doing <3
an oil painting for a real retro fantasy
vibe, but time wasn't on our side so
we went for full digital.

The brief described the Doom
Slayer fighting his way through an
army of hellish demons. With this
many figures, I knew from previous
battle scenes that if I got locked into

je

rendering details too early that the v 3 ¥ F 4 y
piece would become a huge time / .

sink. The key is to have the image

look punchy and impactful from = 40

the compositional, tonal‘and colour ﬁ
decisions alone, and it will then look 2 3

even better when it comes to adding
details. The key here is to manoeuvre
the workflow to achieve this, which
I'll explain in depth.




Video game covers

Artist”

PROFILE




Workshops

Read the brief and adjust the initial composition

Before starting any picture, make sure you're crystal clear on the brief and everything the client wants. Don't be afraid to ask questions;
it's much quicker to figure something out verbally before you begin than to get halfway through the painting and then having to fix it. I was
provided with an approved thumbnail showing the layout and composition Bethesda wanted for this piece. From there, I began tweaking
the pose of the Doom Slayer to get him looking as dynamic and action-packed as possible.

Create colour thumbnails first

Colour is vitally important as it defines the mood and tonal balance of
a piece. Getting this down first gives you a clear idea for the direction of the
painting and means you can work in greyscale with greater confidence.

Colour thumbnail changes

At this stage it’s important to check in and
make sure the brief is being fulfilled. My first colour
thumbnails had a strong blue background. This looked
interesting but wasn't communicating the fantasy vibes
the brief stressed. Moving forward I went for something
warmer, earthier and more traditional-looking that was
in line with the hellish setting of the game.




In depth Video game covers

o Sketch out the characters for a guide
This picture features dozens of unique monsters that need to be accurately depicted. To get everything in the right place and know where
the shadows would go, [ made a loose sketch over a greyscale of the thumbnail. The layer was kept on top of everything from this point on.

Block in the values

The key factor here is readability. With so much
going on, it’s essential that the attention is on our central Refine values and add detail
group of figures. I kept everything that wasn't important Now that we've roughly defined the values, it's time to develop the next
either dark or rendered using two values so that the level of information. This is where I begin to give the impression of local values,
Doom Slayer would pop out above anything else. the first hints of information, and start to define my shadows.

Shape the shadows

Knowing what's in light and what's in shadow is
crucial. It defines the shape of the figure, can save you
lots of time rendering, and looks great! If you find that
your pictures are looking soft and mushy, try painting
figures in just two values, shadow and light, and see how
it can offer you a more painterly and dynamic look. #*»




Workshops

Place light against dark for clarity

To help the characters read clearly, make sure that everything is either dark and framed against a light object, or visa versa. Doing this
across the image allows your figures to stand out and be distinct from each other, especially in a busy, chaotic image such as mine.

Add the initial colours (right)

I use a combination of overlaid photos on various
blending modes and Hard Light, Overlay and Multiply
layers to add colour to the greyscale painting. Check back
with the already approved colour thumbnail to guide
your decisions here. Don't worry if everything looks too
intense or isn't precisely right at this stage, as you'll be
painting over the piece moving forward.

Refine your palette

Now begin perfecting the colours, and smudging
and knocking back areas so they don't shout over parts Use colour to control the focal point
we want to be noticed. I find that blending and glazing in Colour is one of the many options you can use to focus the viewer’s attention
this way while keeping what's underneath visible gives a on the right parts of the picture. Here I shifted the tone of the Imps below the
satisfyingly traditional look to a digital painting. Doom Slayer to a blueish hue in order to contrast with the rest of the picture.




First rendering pass

At long last we arrive at rendering! A lot of the
information has already been established through the
greyscale and colouring process, so it’s just a matter of
breaking down the larger shapes into smaller shapes. I
like to alternate between smudging and placing opaque
marks to give a nice painterly look to this stage.

Create background figures

One of the satisfying things about painting battle
scenes is that you can suggest dozens of background
figures very quickly. To do this, imagine how the light
would fall on them and just paint the highlights. This
allows you to efficiently suggest lots of figures.

In depth Video game covers

Keep the focus in check

As a rule your eye will always go to the brightest point on the image, so
my plan was for the only pure white to be on the Doom Slayer. However, at some
point I realised that the creamy colours in the top-right of the sky were pulling
the viewer's attention too, so it was necessary to knock that area back.

Last adjustments

I bounce around within the picture addressing anything that needs fixing.
This could be defining or softening silhouettes, sharpening details, or just adding
information. If the painting has been built up properly these shouldn't make a
huge difference overall, but it's always good to do nevertheless. @
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Technique focus

GIVE DIRECTION
WITH SHADOWS

Jenny Brozek guides the eye to her character’s
face with the assistance of some sharp wedges

“This artwork features |

my character, X, who
is a puppeteer on a
mission to capture
escaped demons. |
created this piece during a workshop
at Underpaint Academy with Victor
Maury, where I explored the various
techniques that are used in League
of Legends splash art.
One of my goals was to design a
strong composition that subtly form
the shape of X's name. Although

here are four characters in the scene,
focused on making X's face the clear
focal point. I used wedges — sharp
shadow shapes that accentuate form
- to guide the viewer’s eye. His
face and hands have the highest
contrast and detail, while the rest
of the painting supports the flow
without competing for attention.
This project was a jump into cold
water for me as I'd never dared to try
his type of illustration before, but I
earned so much in the process.” g

Artist
PROFILE

Jenny Brozek
LOCATION: Austria

Jenny is a concept

artist who loves to paint
whimsical characters and
magical worlds for video
games. With her detailed,
colourful environments,
she always aims to make
players feel like they’ve
stepped into a dream.
https://bit.ly/420FXd9
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PAINT CHARACTE
WITH PERSONALI

Sean ‘Ridd-Li’ Abbott declves deep into his skill set to create
dramatic fan art featuring Big Mom from the One Piece anime

This commission was created

for Pam Dougherty, the English
Y voice actress of Charlotte Linlin,

also known as Big Mom, from

One Piece.  was asked to take
inspiration from a scene within the anime
where Charlotte goes on a rampage!

However, this brief had a unique request. The
art was to be created in a style I hadn't used in
three years! Several factors had seen me migrate
to a more line-art dependent style for client
work and now here I was, asked to use a process
I wasn't convinced would be used commercially.

I was initially concerned about how rusty I'd
be but was relieved to see how much of my skill
remained in muscle memory. I even managed to
adapt some of what I'd learned from my regular
commission style into the creation of this image.

In the end, the client was thoroughly satisfied
and I was grateful to have the opportunity to
attempt something different and challenging.
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Setting the chalk brush to my Smudge tool
lets me quickly suggest strands within the

hair. The level of detail you add with this will

depend on the amount of realism you hope
to achieve. Don’t overdo it, as the Smudge
tool can get messy if you overwork an area.

' WORKSHOP

BRUSHES

¥

See paage 5 now!

Contrast is important for creating
believable artwork. I've touched on
contrast in values, but just as important
is the contrast used in the shapes and
movement. Curved lines versus straight
lines are a motif that | try to incorporate
if possible. The flow of environmental
elements over Big Mom’s resolute
figure also helps creates contrast.

Even in small areas like the eyes, |
like to have some of the environment
reflected within them. It’s a very tiny
detail, but little touches like this help
to sell the surroundings even more.
Environments with strong light
sources are an excellent opportunity
to take advantage of this.




Fan art

| like particles and effects such as smoke and cinders, both
of which I’'ve used here. It can be a good way to suggest
an environment’s existence even when it isn’t shown, as
was the case with this image. The random movement of
these elements is also great for visual interest.

| usually paint my highlights on a new layer above
everything and use a subtle outer glow to develop
a feeling of illumination. Make sure you choose

the colour of the glow carefully; it’s a handy way

to complement the terminator (the boundary
between the zone of light and form of the shadow).

The shadows across the hand
do more than create contrast;
they’re also a neat tool for
adding a sense of expression
to the fingers. The use of both
curved and straight lines like
this also add to the tension of
the character’s expression.

The flow direction of the
smoke and cinders here also
serve as a way to lead the
viewer across the image
towards her expression,
while the variation in the
depth of field also provides
some measure of scale to
the environment.
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