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This report proposes the research into characterisation within environment art. It covers existing theory into character design and visual storytelling and proposes the semiotics and photo-elicitation methodologies and defines the possible outcomes of the research.
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1. Introduction
In the early days of video games, environment art was not an overly important part of design, with it never being anything more than the mechanics demanded. 

However, environment art is a primary factor in modern games design as it plays a key part of player immersion, which is key to the medium’s success. Chris Solarski (2013) suggests that environment is a key part of creating harmony or intentional dissonance within dynamic composition in gameplay and displays how design of environment is as important as character to establish a feeling of belonging or being out of place.

Character in stylised environment art is a very important factor in player immersion through visual storytelling as it allows the player to recognise important factors of the world they are playing in without expressly being told, which would break immersion, for example, a player should be able to tell, purely through the environment whether they are in a safe or dangerous place.

This study seeks to explore the methods of establishing character in a stylised environment and will attempt to identify any artistic elements that can be used to convey particular character traits in order to bring diverse environments stylistically in line with each other and characters in a world. In addition, this study also seeks to investigate methods of visual storytelling through environmental art and how effective methods are.
This study is being undertaken as it is important to understand how diverse elements can comply with the same style while maintaining their own individual character and identity. 

2. methodology
To test the effectiveness of adding character to an environment, an environment with a theme without a characteristic and a theme with a characteristic will be drawn at the current level of skill and understanding. For example, a Medieval Castle throne room and a Morose Medieval throne room (see Figures 5 & 6).

After researching a variety of relevant media and texts, the same environment briefs will be attempted again to visualise any identified methods for stylisation and characterisation. This will likely take into account classic methods from character design and applying them to environmental aspects.

Afterwards, the character trait will be changed and re-attempted in an attempt to identify any methods, features or characteristics that can be used to communicate said character traits or if the characterisation depends purely on artistic style.

 To test the effectiveness of the research, once the pieces are completed they will be analysed with semiotic focus to confirm if the pieces communicate their intended character to the artist. Afterward, the photo-elicitation approach will be taken to confirm.
Ruby, (1995 cited in Bignante, 2009) states that the main advantage of photo-elicitation is analysing how viewers respond to images presented as opposed to studying the images themselves. Therefore, peers will be provided with the finished pieces and will be given a questionnaire to ask what the piece makes them think and if they believe they would all fit in the same world, this will identify if the pieces have effectively represented their targeted character or failed to elicit the correct association. 

If the pieces have correctly illustrated its intended theme, the piece will then be analysed to attempt to identify any particular elements of the image that help to elicit the character and which, if any, is more effective. These could include:
· The physical characteristics of the components.
· The composition of the art piece.
· The colour scheme of the overall piece including saturation and contrast.
· The lighting of the piece.
· The texture of the image components E.g. Cracked stone & Smooth stone.
· Social Stereotyping such as colour association. 
· Associated imagery, such as horns for evil or white feathers for good etc.
3. Project-specific research
To establish a baseline, environment art will be created before any research is undertaken.
To research this topic, research into character design will be undertaken to understand what aspects of design in characters themselves communicate aspects of character and personality. One of these aspects can be seen in Figures 1 and 2 (below) where the use of basic shapes is used to convey groupings of personalities into a design.
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Figure 1: Character shapes defining personality. (Brooks, 2016)
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Figure 2: Use of basic shapes to define personality. (Rogers, 2014)
Matt Rhodes, (2016 cited in ACADonline, 2017) shows how visual storytelling should play a part in design. Figure 3 (below) shows an imagining of how Han Solo would look if he were designed for a game today, and how it shows no character and reveals no story, and how the original designs various components give character to the design and subconsciously tell the viewer everything they need to know about Han’s character. This shows how important visual storytelling can be; this study seeks to learn how this can effectively be utilised in an environment.

[image: ]
Figure 3: (ACADonline, 2017) Han Solo (Star Wars) Character design visual storytelling. “Made for Games today”: Left, Original detailing components: Right.


Existing media such as films, TV and video games will also be analysed to try and discover what elements are currently used to convey character, or story, through environment art. An example of this would be the following:

[image: ]
Figure 4: (Sleeping Beauty, 1956): Maleficent’s castle (Left), Aurora’s Castle – Cursed (Centre) and Aurora’s Castle (Right)

Figure 4 (above) shows three images with two different castles with similar construction, the differences being colour schemes and composition, but each image sends a differing message. With the left feeling evil and menacing, the centre feeling sullen and foreboding and the right feeling calm and peaceful.
Once these aspects have been researched and recorded, the art will be re-attempted while implementing these aspects. If these show to be effective, it will be beneficial to change the environment brief in order to test if these aspects work in different settings.

The following figures show an example of the work that will be produced as a part of this research at the current level of understanding of changing features in an art piece to display a different character aspect in environment. Both images were produced by the same design brief and contain the same elements; however figure 6 has been characterised to give off a character aspect being, in this case, morose.
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Figure 5: Medieval Castle Throne Room.
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Figure 6: Morose Medieval Castle Throne Room.

In this example, it is believed that Figure 6 can be perceived as morose due to the colours used and the darkness of the piece, however the characterisations of the assets themselves seem to make it look looming or menacing. They were drawn with the image of a person slumping forward in mind, which would display moroseness in a person; it is perceived however that it in fact looks imposing with the appearance of the assets leaning in.

This research is to be undertaken in order to establish aspects that can be used to impose character into environmental scenes without creating any confusion such as what can be seen above and to create examples of these scenes with differing character aspects.
4. Definition of Proposed Outcomes
While realistic environments appeal to audiences, and do not require stylisation or characterisation as they already fit into the same world, there is still a market for stylised games, which require characterisation to be consistent and effective. This study seeks to deepen the understanding of artistic stylisation and characterisation of environment and produce a basis to share the knowledge. This is because while many understand the process of characterising environments there seems to be no documentation for others to learn.

This study could also help address another long-standing issue in game design in the matter of how story is delivered to the player as the linear nature of stories and the non-linear nature of games don’t always co-exist well. This research into visual storytelling could help address this issue by identifying methods to tell story through the environment art.

Additionally, this study aims to establish what artistic elements can be utilised to communicate character or story through visual means. If these can be identified, it could lead to stronger game design for the industry, with more appealing and memorable titles.
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