Splash Art


Video games have been a popular activity since the days of Space Invaders, and within the last 20 years they have become more immersive with better graphics, better worlds, and better storylines. They have become a way to create another universe where, depending on what you want, you can live out your life on a cute little pixelated farm, become the best soldier in the known galaxy, or fight dragons and drink mead. The possibilities are endless, and I find it beautiful that we have found a way to let creativity blossom in a way everyone can experience someone else’s daydream world. My personal favourite way of telling players about a character is through splash art. Splash art, in a nutshell, is a way for artists to immerse players into the life of a character through beautifully illustrated digital art. The gorgeous use of different colours that seamlessly bring each other to life, and the sheer amount of personality that can be portrayed has inspired me to delve into the minds of these artists and learn all I can about their methods and tricks to achieving these photorealistic fantasy illustrations.

When staring at a blank canvas, it can be difficult to pinpoint where to start. For many artists it can be the most daunting part of creating art, as there is just so many different possibilities! I find a good place to begin is to think about exactly what it is you would like to create, and then gather a good selection of different references. So, what are references in art? Simply put, reference images are the starting point of all ideas. These can be photographs, models, other drawings/illustrations - anything you can take ideas from and create something new and wonderful. There has been a lot of controversy in the art world where some believe that using references is cheating, but a lot of people argue that without the use of references you rely on visual memory which can be imperfect and limited. If you imagine a lion, you’ll most likely be able to picture one. But trying to see that lion as a perfect 3D model with every small detail will prove more difficult, so leaning on references can be good (if they’re used correctly) as there will be many aspects you will not be able to recall. Some artists may also prefer to use reference images only for studies, and then rely on those studies as to not indirectly use references, and that is completely okay too! Your imagination is your personal stockpile of experiences and knowledge, so every time you study something closely enough to draw it accurately you are adding to this stockpile and giving more for your mind to work with.

With that being said, let’s go back and take a brief look at how artists in history have used references. Artists have used whatever tools they can to make their art as great as it can be, they have achieved this with, for example, the use of live models for preparatory sketches to inform the final piece, and even travelling to paint different scenery that would later be used in their studio paintings. Once photography was invented, artists could then work for longer periods of time and explore more forms, create new possibilities by combining multiple photos, and capture the effects of shifting light. Artists have relied on references for as long as art has existed, so I believe as long as they’re used correctly they can be an extremely reliant way to improve your drawing.

So how does all this fall into splash art? The biggest producer of splash art is League of Legends, with hundreds upon hundreds of captivating illustrations of their champions. While looking through their website (nexus.leagueoflegends.com) I came across a page called ‘Making a Splash with Reference Photos’ by Bananaband1t (Nikki Brown, Managing Editor) which includes interview quotes from the artists themselves on how they use references in their work. A big part in using references for their illustrations is actually taking photos of themselves in specific poses, this allows them to visualise their character in greater detail, as explained by 3rdColossus (Victor Maury): “When you act as the character, you know where the weight is, where the tension is, where the relaxation is. When I took Warwick’s reference pictures, the way my hands spread on the ground helped me understand weight distribution, and I noticed little things like how my fingertips squished down.” (Maury, 2016, paragraph. 15)


Now that we know how references are used within splash art, we can start to take a look at what truly makes the artwork pop. When you look at a splash, the first thing you will notice is the wide range of values being used, and this is done in a specific way where contrasting values are implemented so that the viewers eyes are naturally drawn to focal points within the illustration. Colours can also be used for this purpose, so more saturated and vibrant colours can be used in specific areas to draw more attention whereas low saturation colours would be used for less important areas where there isn’t as much information.

To decide what colours suit a champion the best, the artists at Riot Games depend on colour schemes to fully express the characters personality, story, or role within the League of Legends world. For example, when creating ‘Little Demon Tristana’s splash art’, illustrator Jennifer Wuestling said, “Once the team had decided to go with this design, the next thing I did was make some colour variations, which is something we do to see what mood or colour scheme fits the character and scene.” (Wuestling, 2018, paragraph. 3)



What are colour schemes I hear you ask? Simply put, colour theory tells us that some colours make others stand out while some make others appear more dull, so colour schemes are combinations of different colours that work well together. Examples of this include monochromatic, complementary, analogous, and split complimentary colour schemes; even though they may include the same hues the overall mood of the artwork will differ. Ann Maulina, a comic artist from Indonesia, said this:

“See colours as voices in a room, if all of them are loud and many, it won’t be harmonious. Let them calm with low saturation (low voices). Or let there be one loud voice in with the others muted.” (Maulina, paragraph. 27)

So, with that being said, splash artists at Riot Games put a lot of thought into what colours they use for their champions to create specific moods and personalities. A more mysterious and mystical character may use an analogous colour scheme consisting of blues and purples, yet a more outgoing and happy character may use a complimentary colour scheme consisting of more saturated pinks and yellows. Every splash art is unique to the character and artist, so the diversity amongst the hundreds of examples is endless!

Now that we know how splash art is created, how is it used within video games such as League of Legends? Splash art can either be the first thing players see when they open a game, or it can be used as loading screens to keep players interested while they wait between matches. It can be used as a way to tell a visual story about a character’s background, personality, or events, and even promote the games experience and reputation. Splash art is usually the first visual players will see, so artists really have to focus on selling the fantasy of the character to immerse viewers into the game. That’s why, as we covered earlier, the art usually has a lot of saturated colours and high contrasting areas – to captivate the viewer and bring them closer to the character. It can set the tone for the game’s experience and bring detail to key moments in the story.

We have covered quite a lot about splash art here, so let’s wrap this up! Splash art is a common way for video game companies such as League of Legends to incorporate storytelling of their characters in a visually pleasing, beautifully illustrated way. The diverse use of colour, contrast, and composition make every example of splash art unique to its character and artist, and it immerses players into a world created by incredible minds. During the research of this essay, I learned a lot about how the professionals in my dream industry use reference photos. I found it especially interesting how they take photos of themselves in different poses to further visualise how certain body parts work and look in different situations, and I have even began doing this for my own work! In my opinion, splash art is a gorgeously illustrated way to promote a character and has inspired thousands to pursue this as a career, or just as an inspiration to use certain elements of this style in their own artwork! It is certainly a careful and creative process, from the concept to in-game experience, each step is carefully planned out to ensure players have a captivating and enjoyable experience.
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