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Introduction

Permit me, if you will, the chance to paint with words an alloofamiliar
picture: a young illustrator is waiting in line at a comic book convention,
hoping fo speak with the senior editor of Whatever's Awesome This Month
Comics. As the line gets shorter and shorter, the young artist beams with con-
fidence. He knows full well that his portfolio, filled with powerful figures in
exciting action sequences, will knock this particularly stodgy editor’s socks
off. Finally, he sfands in front of the editor, who turns each page slowly,
studying every panel, while our hero stands quietly, waiting for some much
expected praise and recognition. Putting the portfolio down, the edifor looks
up, locks eyes with our friend, and says, “That's nice, kid . . . but where are
the backgroundse You telling me these guys are fighting over nothinge!”

The truth of the matter is that given an option, a lot of aspiring artists would
gladly answer “yes” to that question. Backgrounds are generally relegated to
the “boring” parts of the visual narrative process. Even as kids, we've gravi-
tated toward drawing the characters rather than drawing their worlds. That's
because instead of relating to the worlds they live in, we fend to connect
with the characters first. We learn to draw superheroes, funny cartoons, or
just about any character that strikes our fancy, and then we drow some boxes
behind them, some green grass (in crayon, one color), or even leave the
page blank with no backgrounds, unaware that we are sfill missing a vital
character in our litlle play on paper.

Confusede Well, try this: think about your favorite story or scene from any
parficular genre. Chances are good that their environment had an incred-
ible part in the plot's development. | mean, seriously, without a city to defend
around them, your favorite heroes would just be weird bullies with capes
punching out [mostly) deformed saps for no good reason. They need their cit-
ies (whether crystalline beacons to a better tomorrow or dark, artdeco night-
mares), space sfafions, secret caverns, or dormitory basements to help us
understand their motivations as well as their goals. In short, these sets make
up the iconography that sticks with us, the readers, and helps us remember
their story.

Now, | can see you dragging your feet a bit, and | can sort of understand your
dismay; | foo have looked at some point at a perspective grid and taken stock
of the decisions in my life that had led me there. But that's because we tend
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fo see perspective as an overly precise measurement that needs fo be studied
down to the minutice, missing the key reason behind perspective in the first
place, which is that it's not about how it's done but rather what it's being done
for. Perspective is an illusion on paper of relafive space, and once you get past
the rigid elements (such as equations and measurements), it becomes the win-
dow through which we inferpret our world.

See? Doesn't that sound better already? Ah, but that's just the beginning.

Within these pages, we'll explore not just how to build an environment but
also how to build a world. We'll take elements of character and concept
design and adapt them towards the goal of environment study, tying both
concepts together. You'll also study facefs of art design, color, texture, and
format as you discover how to create places that help define events and how
fo take your audience on a storytelling journey that will leave them craving
more adventure!

Think about those poor drawings from your childhood . . . running around
and living out your wildest dreams but with no place to call home. Well, no
more. From this moment on, our warriors, damsels, and buffoons will have
casfles, villages, and dungeons worthy of their majesty—and what's more,
they will be of our own making! (Cheers are optional at this point. | won't
judge.)

All right, then, enough with the chatter. lef's start building ourselves some
dynamic backgrounds!
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Section 1

Gaining Perspective

Just as M. Fahrenheit, the hero of our concurrent story, is about fo enter info
some strange mission, we are about to enter info one of our own: under-
standing and exploring perspective layouts. It's not the most glamorous of
jobs, but it is a necessary “evil,” and one that gefs a bad rap. In all actuality,
as part of a visual fradition, a universal language that predates the media
arfs and actually relates to our earliest forms of communication, environments
are just as strong an element as any character or act displayed.

First, however, we've got fo learn to walk, before we run (which is a stupid
saying, because of course we learn to walk before we run—just ask a baby).
We need fo learn how to set up a particular scene in order to better develop
the action that will be played upon it. That means we have fo discuss (gasp!)
perspective and layout. | know, | know... | can hear you groaning from here.
Still, we need to develop those skills that will better help us design strong
backgrounds in order to aim and enhance them toward any particular sfory
or image, through which we'll create fully engrossing and dramatic visuals
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that connect with the viewer and create memorable experiences on paper or
on screen. Think of it as a first step towards an even greater world of adven-
turel There, isn't that already more exciting®

To all of you sfill groaning, | apologize for the corniness of my delivery, but
let's push forward, folks!

WHY WE NEED PERSPECTIVE

To better understand the extent of the value presented by the question of why
we need perspective, we should first decide how we are going to be defin-
ing perspective for the purposes of this book. Well, I did a litle checking and
prodding, looking the word up in different dictionaries and encyclopedias to
get a better sense of how the world defines it, and | think we can agree on
the following: perspective is all about dimensions and depth.

Depth, or in this case depth in design, implies the illusion of distance (a three-
dimensional element] in a two-dimensional plane. In other words, it's the frick
by which objects seem closer and further away in what essentially is a bunch
of pencil or ink lines on a piece of paper. This effect can be achieved with
the use of line weight and color (elements that we cover in future chapters),
but it is certainly made easier through the proper use of perspective.

If you look at the following pieces (done by a fiveyearold, a two-yearold,
and a nine-yearold, so don't hate; | rather like it], you'll see a couple of com-
plefely adequate interprefations of an environment, with a very defined space
and recognizable details found in our world:

Even though each interpretation here shows different levels of competency,
due fo their ages, we can definitely understand each as a representation of
the world surrounding these kids. However, these pieces tend to be flat and
one-dimensional, with only a rudimentary understanding of space—which,
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as it turns out, is not far off from how art looked for quite some time. If you
view any Egyptian hieroglyphs or some medieval woodcarvings, you'd see
characters and buildings sharing one particular plane. The artwork was sym-
bolic and illustrated events as well as characters clearly, but it didn't quite
imitate the depth and dimension of the real world (this is not to say that all art
was like this during these periods, or else we wouldn't have statues from the
Greeks or the Egyptians—but it would be during the Renaissance, a period
of intellectual and arfistic rebirth after the Dark Ages, where art started fo imi-
fate the depth of an actual livable environment).

To illustrate this point further, | present the following image:

Ah2 See? This drawing presents a similar image to the previous piece, with
the same elements in design within the drawing, yet with the added element
of depth and line weight. Suddenly, the environment feels like characters
could inhabit it more readily, as well as adding to the illusion of an even big-
ger world surrounding it. In short, it feels real.

Thus, we finally arrive af our definition of perspective, the one we will be
employing in this endeavor: perspective in layout design is a visual frick that
allows for the illusion of dimension and distance within a two-dimensional
medium (the page, as it were).
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Well that sounds... wait a minute! A frick, you say!?

Yup. A frick.

Truth of the matter is that although perspective adds a sense of space fo a
drawing, it's based on the notion that all lines go towards a particular point
on the horizon [more on this later]. However, due fo the fact that we live and
build upon an Earth that's anything but flat, if we were fo line up a perspec-
five grid using what we see out of our windows as our reference point, most
of what you see outside would just about line up, but not in a completely per-
fect line within said grid. Perspective, or the study of it, adds fo the illusion of
an even horizon and creates what the viewer considers to be actual dimen-
sions on land. There are circumstances in which this illusion can be used to
cover areas where the horizon is nof clearly defined or is in a different spa-
fial relation to several elements of a particular scene (this effect is called zero
point perspective, and we cover it in different sections of this book, but, for
now, let's stick to the basics).

Perspective also helps the viewer understand and implement the basic con-
cept of mass on paper. Mass is, much like depth, an illusion, but in this case
it perfains fo the physical aspect of a particular object or element in real
space or rather the space provided in the image presented. In other words,
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whereas depth is all about the distance between objects, mass is about

the actual space a parficular object occupies. Here's a perfectly adequate
example:

Once again, the story is present in the scene (a giant lizard affacks a city),
but the situation loses dramatic context because the scene just doesn't feel
real or natural. However, if we were to change the angle of the image and
present the same scenario in a different light:
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Well, that's more like itl Carnagel

The scene attains o dramatic push by adding depth and mass to the equo-
fion. Suddenly, the lizard monster is an actual threat, and you can connect
with the events of the scene at a more personal level (or as personal as giant
lizard attacks get).

In the end, all elements of design—perspective, line weight, composition,
color, or any number of features that make for an effective artistic piece—
derive from the purpose or focus that is being projected throughout. I'm
talking, my friends, about story. The viewer must connect with the central con-
cept of any illustration, comic, or game being viewed, and to do so, all the
elements of design must work in tandem fo achieve this goal.

In this book, my ultimate goal is to present the components of spatial design
[environment study) to enhance dynamic storytelling in the visual arts. Later
chapters expand on different concepts for a full understanding of their narra-
five use.

Think of it as adding elements to your arfistic utility belt (actually, don't—that
sounds stupid).

THE HORIZON, EYE LEVEL, AND THE CONE OF VISION

Now that I've esfablished the ultimate goal of the study of perspective, let's
start viewing its basic elements, starting with the horizon.

As discussed in the previous section, we used tfo think that the world was
flat—that is, until people far braver than | sailed the ocean blue and found
that it went beyond that deceptive line at the edge of forever that gave the
impression of a very flaf surface.
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Well, that line that created all that fuss was called the horizon. The horizon
could be best defined by physical elements (by what you can or can't see.
Essentially, it's the farthest point on which the eye can rest on a particular
plane or surface up to the point that the actual landscape begins to curve
downward, adhering to the roundness of the planef. We can't really see
the bend from the point at which we stand, which is where the illusion of
a flat surface comes from. It's also where the concept of depth begins. For
example, here's an illustration of an environment going onto a perceived
horizon:

As you can see, we've got a nice litlle cottage in front of a vast view that
goes off into the distance. Now, the house is right in front of us, so the defail
is crisper and more defined (we could even expect someone fo casually walk
out and greet us from some cartoon world). But as we move further back,
details get lost, lines come together—in short, things lose definition. If you
look outside your window (provided that you live somewhere with some sort
of view), you'll see the same effect in actual space: color, light, opacity, and
everything else diminishes once you start viewing obijects that are farther
away. We will be exploring the ways by which we can create the illusion
of distance as we go into texture and line weight in design, but for now, lef's
push onl

Actually, lef's go back to you looking out the window for a moment. See how
you can view the horizon from there? Now, say you live in a house with two
floors, and you are viewing the horizon from the second floor. Run downstairs
real quick, and open the door, provided that your front door view also allows
you fo see the horizon. Go ahead, I'll wait.
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Ready?

You might not notice it at first, but you have been viewing the horizon differ-
ently from this point (in fact, it may now seem a tad bit higher]. Also, look
at everything around you. Say, your dad's car is parked outside. lts relafion
fo the horizon has now changed because you have changed your view-
ing spot. From the window, we could see the car slightly from above, thus
implying a different angle and, conversely, a different relation to the horizon
line in general. Yet none of the elements have moved or changed—just your
vantage point.

You may go back to your room now.

As you can tell by this example, the relation between the horizon and all the
elements connected to it is completely dependent on the viewer's eye level.
If we're standing on the ground, the horizon’s impact on all props leading
up fo it tends fo be equal (we are looking straight at it, and only corners and
angles make any difference to how things are viewed). However, if we were
fo lie down on the ground or get on the roof of our house and look at those
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same props, the relation is different because we are not on the same level as
said props. Let's look af some examples: first, a straighton view of a house af
eye level:

Prefty cut and dry, correct? The house is directly in front of the horizon (in
fact, the horizon almost cuts the image in half, doesn't it2). But now, lef's look
at the same house from a slightly higher angle. let's pretend we're the front-
door neighbors, looking from our secondfloor window:
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Aha! The horizon moves higher in the frame, because our viewpoint
changes!

Before we continue onward with different poinfs concerning layout, one note
must be made clear: the horizon is supposed to be the farthest point on a
particular plane and the spot at which the viewer's ability to distinguish indi-
vidual shapes ceases fo be. In order for that concept to work, avoid drawing
elements that end directly on the horizon if the scene is supposed to have
a sense of depth fo it because any three-dimensional object on the horizon
would still have its own vanishing points and its own dimensions, needing its
own horizon. It would immediately imply even more distance, thus killing the
original effect. VWe will explore more elements like this when we go direcily
info layouts in design. It's just that this turns out fo be a common mistake, and
| want you fo avoid it.

With just these two concepts [the horizon and the eye level), you are already
well on your way fo illustrating stronger, more dynamic environments for sfo-
rytelling. However, there is one basic concept we should discuss before we
move into the type of layouts that you'll generally produce for visual narro-
fives: the cone of vision.

As human beings, we have a limited vantage point by which we can view
the world, simply because we only have one point of visual access: our
eyes. There is a point af which we lose sight of a partficular panorama or
shot because we are limited by our opfical vantage point, in which case,
generally, we would turn our heads or sfep back to increase said vantage
point. The cone of vision represents the space around which our eyes can
see when focused on a particular point within the horizon. This includes said
point of focus (what you are actually looking at) and your peripheral vision
(those elements surrounding said focus, strefching to the point where one
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can't see). As a quick exercise, strefch your arms out in front of you, as if fo
point out the horizon. Now, pull them back slowly to your sides, but keep
both arms strefched out. There will be a point at which you won't be able to
see your oufstrefched arms any more as they leave your cone of vision, thus
showing the limit of your point of view.

We'll review more specific ways by which the cone of vision is determined in
the next couple of segments, but one thing that should be made clear before-
hand is that the cone of vision is most closely related to the way an image is
laid out in terms of its relation to the established horizon. To do so, we estab-
lish vanishing points on the horizon, which are the points (or point) by which
elements on a particular image measure out toward the horizon [basically
establishing the ground and dimensions of a piece). There are various layout
types that take into account the relation towards the horizon, which we will
be reviewing shortly. They include:

One-point perspective

Two-point perspective (along with two-point vertical)
Three-point perspective

Four-point and zero-point perspective

Now, don't look so scared. The purpose of this book is to clarify some of
these terms, and I'm sure that after these chapters, you'll walk out with new-
found confidence in your design skills.
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So let's push onward, | say!

ONE-POINT PERSPECTIVE

One-point perspective is the most commonly viewed of the perspective points
when dealing with establishing shots, environment studies, or just clear back-
ground skefching. We generally relafe to it the most, as we tend to observe
things in ferms of a direct point of view.

An image demonsirating a one-point perspective layout employs one vanish-
ing point on a horizon from which all elements extend and connect. It implies
that we are at eye level, looking forward, viewing a full environment that
itself strefches back toward just one spot on the horizon. lef's take, for exam-
ple, a simple box, and place it in one-point perspective, to better understand
this concept:
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The box basically looks like a square, doesn't ite That's because it is directly
in front of the viewer and its layout is connecting to the horizon. let's move
the box around a bit fo better see this relation:

pa

i

See? The box remains in connection fo one point in the horizon, even if the
object is above or below the horizon line. Keep in mind that one-point (as
well as two-point perspective) is dependent on the viewer's direct relation
fo the horizon on the notion of the eye level being level, meaning that the
image implies we are looking directly towards the horizon. Now, lef's add
some more elements to our layout, such as more boxes and a road: we're
drawing the layout of a street:

N\

/

N
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Now, let's drop the horizon a bit, implying we are closer to the ground but
still dealing with only one point within it:

\B /

The relation between the very same objects with the horizon changes

depending on the placement of the horizon, as well as the way the lines
P 9 P Y

(and the layout) extend from said horizon. In other words, the closer we

place our lines from the central vanishing point, the closer we'll be to the

ground in the layout.

So, where do we see one-point perspective offen? Try a first—person shooter
game or watch a film in which you see a character’s point of view (POV).
Any time we see our hero drive info the sunset on a deserted road, that
road fends to be in one-point perspective. One-point perspective offers clar-
ity and a sense of understanding fo our surroundings. It can also create
a clear focal point for our action and leave us to view the acfion on the
scene unencumbered. (To go back to gaming, classic side-scroller games
fend to happen in front of a one-point perspective world. They serve to bef-
fer present the efernal struggle between the forces of our champion—Player
One—versus the opposition—the computer, or a friend playing against
you—whom | will not judge because | don't know you that well. I'll leave
that to your parents.

TWO-POINT PERSPECTIVE

So far, we've discussed the horizon, vanishing points, and their relation
fo objects within layout when being viewed from one-point perspective.



