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Introduction

When a story is being made, a lot can change from the pre-production stage to the finished product. Ideas change for a lot of reason; the creative vision can change budget restrictions can force the creative team to think of different ways to visualize the idea. In some cases, changing the story altogether. In this essay, I will be focusing on the Star Wars and Blade Runner franchises, some of the most iconic Science Fiction films in cinema history. Both films helped re-define science fiction and cinema. In the first chapter I will be talking about the creation of the universe in the original trilogy of Star Wars and the first Blade Runner. How ideas changed from the initial drafts and how two concept artists Ralph McQuarrie with Star Wars and Syd Mead with Blade Runner defined the look of the two universes. In the second chapter I will be talking about the character design and costume creation. How the look of the characters helped audiences understand the character’s motivations and help serve the story. Both films created some of the most iconic and well-remembered characters in cinema. Their designs reflect the worlds that they lived in. In my third chapter I will be talking about the sequels which while made by different filmmakers look to the original films to maintain the visual aesthetic which was established in those films. How when the original Star Wars and Blade Runner films where being made they had a smaller budget that forced the filmmakers to make constraints to the design when they were being made. A problem the filmmakers working on the sequels didn’t have to worry about, the new films had a higher budget and made more recently had the advantage of more advanced technology in regards to costume design and set design and film making techniques 

Chapter 1: world building 

Creating a world for a story to take place, whether it’s set in a fantasy world, a science fiction setting or the real world it’s important that the world is interesting, a lot can change during the production of a film from concept to screen. Ideas are scrapped and sometimes repurposed due to changes in the script or simply due to budget. During the production of the first Star Wars movie many things where changed during the concept stage from locations to the characters (which I will talk more about in the next chapter). Star Wars took many years to go from George Lucas’s original vision to the film we all know today. In early drafts of Star Wars the story is completely unrecognizable to even die-hard fans. After each around the story by his second draft the story was more familiar to we know. (1) as the film developed Aspects of the story changed and the concept artists and the storyboard artist responded in kind.  

In some of the early storyboards for Star Wars the rescue of Leia from the Death Star was very different for one Lucas toyed around with making Luke Skywalker female, who happens to resemble Leia. (2)  Instead of heading to the Death Star they head to an imperial prison on the plant Alderaan which appears mushroom like perched upon on tall gleaming spires. (3) A design that was clearly repurposed for the floating city on Bespin in the sequel the Empire Strikes Back. (4)  

The look of Star Wars owes much of its character to the concept artist Ralph McQuarrie he designed many of the iconic characters (5) as well drew many of the concepts for the films sets (6) Ralph McQuarrie Ironically didn’t have much interest in science fiction before George Lucas approached him to work on Star Wars:
“When I was young, I’d look at the Buck Rogers comic strip, but I didn’t think too much about – I’d worked for Boeing and I was in love with airplanes and spacecraft – although I hadn’t thought about doing much in science fiction”

Star Wars as we know it wouldn’t exist if it was not for the work of McQuarrie Lucas had confidence in his compelling characters but knew it would take more than his words and descriptions to convince a studio to support such an ambitious project. Lucas reached out to McQuarrie to help visualize everything from the characters to the vehicles to the worlds of that galaxy far far away. The artwork this duo created not only helped get funding from the studios but McQuarrie’s style crafted the visual design of the entire franchise for years to come.(7) In contrast with science fiction films of the time which depicted the future and distant worlds as sterile utopias Lucas and McQuarrie showed audiences a lived in world with its own character and history, vehicles and building weren’t always sleek and smooth rather they were blocky, rough around the edges with a feeling of being run down. It’s through these appearances that worlds are set apart Tatooine with its run down desert buildings  compared to Bespin with its sleek clean art deco hallways and floating city.  Each planet that the story would visit would have its own distinct style and character. 
The different use of aesthetics to differentiate planets would also be used to differentiate the heroes the Rebels with their quickly put up bases more resembling a mechanics garage than an organized military faction a necessitate as they would quickly and constantly need to evade the Villains the Empire who appeared more uniform and sterile.

Made before CGI was commonplace filmmakers used matte paintings to create the illusion of an environment that doesn’t exist or is simply not present at the filming location. Using a combination of Plexiglas and oil paint, artists use oversized panes to create the necessary detail that the camera would need to fool the audiences. The paintings would then be combined with the live action filmed to match the perspective of the painting to create if done well a seamless shot (8) Matte painting was used extensively in Star Wars 

[image: ] Fig 1. Matte painting used for the emperor’s arrival in The Return of the Jedi 

[image: ]Fig.2 Compare to the scene from the film shows how seamless the combination of matt painting combined with footage of the actors can be 





Blade Runner is one of the most influential Science fiction films one of the early films of the Cyber Punk genre it has inspired many Science fiction works such as the Anime Akira with its similar themes of intelligent androids conflicting with humanity (9) it is a neo Noir story set in a dystopian Los Angeles in the year 2019. like many works of Science fiction created during the Cold War it was hard for writers living under the constant threat of Nuclear Annihilation to picture a future that wouldn’t have to suffer through a nuclear war (10), Blade runner was based of Philip K. Dicks book ‘Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep” Like Many of Dick’s works the future was advanced yet post-apocalyptic having to suffer through Nuclear War (11)

Ridley Scott vision for his dark future to influence from several different sources from Edward Hoppers painting ‘Nighthawks’ and the French science fiction comic Meatal Hurlant of which the artist Jean “Moebius” Giraund contributed (12) as well as drawing on the industrial landscape of his one time home in northeast England. (13) Blade Runners characteristic visual feature is its pervasive night and everlasting rain with smoke permeating nearly every scene whether it was interiors or exterior shots this was done to not only create a moody Noir atmosphere but to show a world overcome by pollution (14) 
The look of Blade Runner was largely due to the budget constraints of the film. Ridley Scott couldn’t afford to create sets from the ground up so instead to create the worn-down look of the city, objects where retrofitted to the buildings in the studio backlot which contained traditional buildings which had pipes ducts and other objects stuck to the outside. (14)

To create the iconic look of the film Scott hired concept artist and industrial designer Syd Mead. When Scott hired Mead to design he cityscapes and vehicles he told him:
“Syd, this is not Logan’s Run, where everything is slick and clean”
Syd Mead quoting Ridley Scoot interview with Vulture

Syd Mead brought a sense of plausibility to Scotts vision of the future. designing many of the buildings both their interiors and the views of the street as well as the iconic ‘Spinner’ hover car (15) and many of the other vehicles featured in the film. His designs have a clear
, using his background designing vehicles for the Ford Motor Company. Mead’s background in industrial design lent a sense of weight to his work on the movie (16) When designing the city Mead used New York and Chicago as examples extrapolating what was happening with the urban development of those cities into his designs 
“We’re building cities 2,000 feet high, so let’s go 3,000 feet, - the street became a basement of the city” 
Syd Mead interview with Vulture

The Concepts for Blade Runner imagine a dark prediction for the future the Los Angeles of 2019 as imagined by Ridley Scott and artists like Syd mead is eternally dark runaway urbanization and mass pollution destroying the environment. Dominating the skyline is the Tyrell building a gigantic pyramid foreboding and largely featureless compared to the rest of the city. The building appears more like a religious center than a corporate headquarters. Tyrells room was dressed to look like the Popes bedroom it was very elaborate with very eclectic décor (17) one thing to note the only time the sun is seen in the film is in the Tyrell building during the scene Deckard is interrogating Rachael. (18)  The street life if LA is made to look as radically diversified as possible with prominently Japanese and Chinese influences with their language covering the neon facades of buildings. (19)

Blade Runners world while clearly trapped in its 1980’s view of the future was strangely prophetic in its vision of the future while we haven’t got hover cars or human like robots with intelligence roaming around, Beijing with its high industrial production has a ‘smog season’ its skyscrapers shadowed by thick layers of smog, smog so thick it can be seen from space (20) the urban development in Tokyo appears strangely reminiscent of Blade Runners LA  its post war Metabolist architecture tinted by neon light. (21) It’s major streets are lined by pulsating vertical neon (22) 

“Syd was a great preview of where we’ve gone in Tokyo and Shanghai, the way urban development is going Syd had it nailed”
Ridley Scott, Blade Runner Designing the Future part 1



















Chapter 2
Character design

Once a world has been established it needs to be filled with characters, characters that fit the style of the world they live in. character design is an important process in any visual medium be it film, video game or comic book. Your first impression of a character come all at once the moment you see them, in an instant you should be able to tell who they are and why they’re there (23) it needs to be clear who the villains are and who are heroes are character design can go a long way to show this. The simplest example of this is the use of white and black hats in the early Western films.  The heroes wore white hat and the villains wore black ones simply and obviously showing the contrast between good and evil. (24) this use of colour in the costumes would be used again in Star Wars the first time the villain Darth Vader is when he appears abroad the Rebel ship following the assault by the Stormtroopers, emerging from the smoke the tall imposing figure clad entirely in black. One of the most iconic and memorable costumes in cinema had made its debut. 

Creating Darth Vader’s look again required the talents of Ralph McQuarrie, who spent several weeks refining Vader’s design. Of greatest importance was the imposing helmet which was introduced to serve the story (25) originally in the story Vader and the Stormtroopers where supposed to leap from there ship to the Rebel ship. Keeping this in mind McQuarrie took a practical approach to the design, giving Vader’s helmet a breathing apparatus and goggles these where added as they would be necessary for his survival in space. At one time Vader’s design featured only the breathing mask but no helmet, but Lucas felt the design wasn’t dramatic enough.
Lucas liked the idea of him wearing some sort of head gear McQuarrie took this idea and drawing inspiration form samurai warriors started designing him with a large flared down dome. The rest of the costume was comprised of life support gear and layered robes, the life support to add a sense of practicability it was there to interface with the helmet. The robes where there to tie the costume together.  With the character designed it’s down to the costume designers to actually create it. This is where costume designers like John Mollo takes over. The designers went about studying McQuarrie’s sketches refining the costume but not straying too far from the established design elements. The costume would need to be practical and importantly wearable by the actor David Prowse. The costume was to be made in pieces so that it could easily have parts taken of on set. The costume designers went about creating the basic costume while the art department would create the mask, the armour, the belt and the box on Vader’s chest. Once everything was created they painted the entire costume all black to match McQuarrie’s paintings. Unfortunately, this resulted in nothing showing up when they took photographs, none of the features would show up on screen. (26) So they went about redesigning it with coloured features added to make areas stand out. Vader’s mask and shoulder armour where given a two tone colour scheme of gloss black and gunmetal silver. This contrast of colours prevented details from getting washed out on screen. Detailing on the costume was done by prop makers using found parts to create detailing. 

While Darth Vader was clad mostly in black the heroes of Star Wars have largely white costumes Leia with her large white robe, Han Solo wears a white shirt and of course Luke Skywalker who through the course of the film has his costume change to reflect his character development. In Star Wars his costume takes the look of a farm boy. It was quite a simple Saxon sort of costume, with the only complex part of his costume being his belt (26) In Empire Luke’s costumes appeared more militaristic instead of wearing simple country clothes his outfits reflected his change into a soldier fighting against the empire but still maintaining the essence of the original look. (27) When Luke is first seen in Return of the Jedi it is a dramatic change. Lucas wanted him to wear black. It gave the feeling that Luke might move towards the dark side. The outfit reflects one of the sagas central themes. Will the son repeat the mistakes of the father, (28) (29) of course it is revealed in the climax following Luke’s fight with Vader his jacket comes undone Luke’s lapel is open showing a small triangle of white, the yang to the rest of the costumes yin underneath all of Luke’s stress its clear he’s still good he’s still our hero. (30)

One of the great ways the costume designers, set designers and other artists working on the designs of Star Wars was the addition of ‘greebles’ a term coined by artists and Industrial Light and Magic. (31)  Greebles where used on everything from costumes and spaceships to the sets themselves, they’re fine detailing added to the surface of an object to make it appear more complex and visually interesting. 

When creating the look of the characters in blade runner the costume designers Charles Knode and Michael Kaplan keeping with the rest of the production design, created inventive costumes that where influenced by the past. Instead of using science fiction clichés like zippered jumpsuits or latex body suits the characters where dressed in a unique combination of 1940’s style, Japanese-inspired fashion and the punk rock style of the 1980’s. (32) this keeping away from the cliché’s that have dated many other science fiction films due to the limitations of the filmed technology has allowed Blade Runner’s visual aesthetic to appear timeless. When creating the costumes the costume designers looked back to the films of the 1940’s for inspiration as Blade Runner at its heart was in the noir genre. The protagonist Rick Deckard wears a suit combining the aesthetics or noir detectives. Michael Kaplan wanted Deckard to be a ‘gumshoe’ evoking the style of characters like Sam Spade from The Maltese Falcon (33) 

Deckard’s costume was originally designed to include a Fedora in keeping with the trope of Private Detectives wearing hats and fedoras Harrison Ford made a request to the wardrobe department as he didn’t want to wear a hat because he had just come off shooting Raiders of the Lost Ark where he had worn the iconic Indiana Jones fedora for months. He had also cut his hair short in an almost Caesar style without permission from production as he thought it was a good look for the futuristic noir thriller. While this break from tradition helped create Deckard iconic look, it wasn’t due to creative insight but simply because Harrison Ford had just come off working in two huge box office hits Empire Strikes Back and Raiders of the Lost Ark and frequently clashed with director Ridley Scott who was still seen as ‘a new kid on the block’ following the commercial success of his film Alien. Ford wears one suit during the film that is complimented by a trench coat that evokes the classic look combined with slight futuristic stylings featuring a heavily ribbed collar a single-breasted design, patch pockets and a russet colour. The coat is both a stylistic choice as well as there to serve the story Deckard had to live in a city plagued by acid rain and would need something to protect himself from it. (34)

While Blade Runner has a male protagonist the costume designers didn’t want the women who were some of the most important characters in the film being overshadowed by the masculine, hyper stylized worlds and the male characters. When Sean Young’s Rachel first appears, her design makes her stand out she appears wearing a black shoulder-padded suit with a diamond like shape underneath her neck. The suits angular shapes serve as a visual reference to the origami unicorn that becomes one of the essential iconographies of the film, Importantly the suit hints at Rachel being a Replicant appearing perfectly symmetrical and fitting into the lines that have been shaped for her and not by her (35)

Daryl Hannah’s Pris design with her punk look with ripped tights, charcoal black eyes with a Debbie Harry-esque platinum blonde hair contrasts strongly with Rachel’s clean cut look with controlled angles that abound her wardrobe. It’s throughout these two very different looks that give the viewer an insight into the different personalities and minds of the two main female Replicants of the story. Pris who’s style evokes her will to be free and her chaotic nature compared to Rachel whose life is controlled completely. 











Chapter 3 sequels and continuing the legacy.


Both Blade Runner and Star Wars created a universe with a unique visual style that has been expanded upon by other creators who while adding their own style to the story would have to keep to the aesthetics of the original creators to maintain a sense of consistency. Blade Runner has had one sequel Blade Runner 2049 plus a series of short films that expanded the world and led into the story of the film.(36) Star Wars on the other hand has had a trilogy of films made before the story of the first three films made by George Lucas (37) plus following the rights to Star Wars being acquired by Disney another trilogy of films has been produced with two already released and one more still to hit cinemas (38) plus two more anthology films released (39)(40) and I’m not even going to get into all the comics, TV series and other media that has expanded the Star Wars universe. 
	
Blade Runner 2049’s world was an extension of the first film and not an extension of the reality of the world. The original Blade Runner was inspired by the end of the 1970’s and the early 1980’s. This is clear in the background details there are giant advertisements for the now defunct Pan American Airways and a ballerina show produced by the USSR. (41) It is a vision of the future as if the 1980’s never ended. This led director David Villeneuve to approach the world as an analogue world there would be no touchscreens and everything would appear boxy and rough. This was a slight departure from the vehicle designs of Syd Mead who’s designs where quite curvy. like the first film it used largely practical effects as little green screen was used as possible as the director simply didn’t like working with them, the world and characters where designed with the idea of practicability in the thirty years that had passed since the first film the world had gotten bleaker and more dystopian to reflect this the costumes where changed to better suit the setting. Initially Ryan Gosling coat that he wears throughout the film was very long and sleek but didn’t say much about the world his character lives in. So, it was changed to look much more beaten down and warmer. Just by looking at the jacket you can tell just how harsh the character’s life is. (42) Instead of persistent rain, Villeneuve looked back to his upbringing in Montreal and depicted a world in a persistent winter that was full of snow and slush. Unlike the first film which took place entirely in Los Angeles, 2049 had a larger geographical foot print locations like Las Vegas and San Diego where added and had the bleak Blade Runner aesthetic applied to them. (43)

One of the most stunning visuals of Blade Runner 2049 is when Ryan Goslings Character Officer K heads to Las Vegas to find the previous films protagonist Deckard the city is completely devoid of life and is covered with red dust. To create the look cinematographer Roger Deakins looked at photographs from Sydney’s 2009 dust storm to form the basis of the look for Las Vegas. (44) to create the overall look of the city Villeneuve asked Sid Mead, the original architect of Blade Runner, for his visual input. Mead downloaded street views of Las Vegas to use as underlays for his sketches and went about creating the buildings and streets of the city. (45) While he did less work for 2049 his few sketches where invaluable in keeping a sense of visual consistency between the films.

“He brought back those insanely beautiful views of Las Vegas – I know the Vegas we did is a Blade Runner Las Vegas” David Villeneuve, Designing the World of Blade Runner 2049


The Star Wars universe owes a lot of its imagery to the concept artist Ralph McQuarrie. So much so the when the ‘Sequel Trilogy ‘was being made his influence is clearly there in the design the new characters, vehicles and worlds. Creating the look of the new films it’s clear that his designs are still influencing the look of the universe (46) the most obvious example of this is in the design of the new X-wings which unlike the original which featured four engines on each side of the ship. The new X-wing like McQuarrie’s early design featured only one engine on each side which split into two when the wings form the x shape. (47) When you first see the main protagonist Rey she’s stranded on a desert scavenging for survival wearing a desert garb with goggles which look very similar to the eyes of the original Stormtroopers. Rey’s design here is based on a sketch of McQuarrie’s from when George Lucas was toying around with the idea of having a female lead in Star Wars. (48) In a way Rey herself is a callback to the early drafts of Star Wars. Personally, one of my favorite characters in the new trilogy BB-8 is based of McQuarrie’s initial idea for perhaps the most iconic robot R2-D2. (49)
“I think Artoo was just described as a small robot. I thought of him as running on a giant ball bearing – just a sphere, a circle, wheel-like. He could go in any direction on this ball” Ralph McQuarrie


Of course, the technology wasn’t there in the 1970’s so R2-D2 ultimately took the form we all know but in the nearly forty years since the release of the original Star Wars the technology to create these initial ideas and importantly the budget the filmmakers where given allowed them to become a reality.

Updating the look of the Stormtroopers they had to retain the spirit of the original design but also show that three decades had passed, representing the advance in technology both in the fictional universe and the advances in real technology. The inspiration for the new sleeker look to the Stormtroopers partly came from Apple. (50) 
“With time, I think simplification occurs – Because Stormtroopers are hard, white and plasticky, my thoughts did go to Apple” 
Michael Kaplan

the New Stormtroopers appeared bulkier than the original, the old costumes where VacuFormed and often cracked and broke apart, which due to the action and the stunt work the actors playing the Stormtroopers would undertake, they would have to be made out of a tougher material. The suits where molded out of polyurethane which was much stronger and more flexible. (51) while the costumes where updated they still held the iconic look of the original design but updated for modern audiences. Of course, it wasn’t just the Stormtrooper that where updated Michael Kasdan found the uniforms of the Rebels and the Empire a bit confusing because the uniform colors overlapped. Both factions had some khakis and olive uniforms. So, when he went about creating the palettes for the new factions he used very cold blacks and grays, for the First Order and for the Resistance he used warmer colours khakis, olive and orange. Making the two factions more visually distinct and easier for the viewer to immediately tell who was on which side. As well as using the costumes to make the factions distinct the haircuts where used to separate the factions. The First Order with its clean cut regimental haircuts that where based on hairstyles from the 1930’s while the Resistance have more varied hairstyles with most following the style of the 1970’s. (52)

Of course, Star Wars is nothing without an iconic villain for the heroes to defeat and the audiences to fear the original trilogy had Vader and the Prequels had well the prequels had its villains the sequels have Kylo Ren. His design is reminiscent of Darth Vader’s who in the story Kylo Ren reveres and hero worships. It was designed to deliberately emulate but not imitate Vader’s design and quite simply appear wondrous to the audience especially children the mask was designed in a way to evoke the look of the 1970’s with reflective curving lines. His costume was entirely in black and unlike with Vader where they added accents of gunmetal grey to break up the colour. With Kylo they used different textures. The hood is fabric with a foiled finish for sheen, his sleeves were made of a heavy canvas. Deliberately dyed unevenly pleated. (53) the original look for Kylo Ren was actually re-purposed for one of the other characters, Captain Phasma. The original idea saw Ren as ‘The Lord of the Stormtroopers clad in bright shining armour. The idea was immediately shot down by J.J Abrams who felt the design was not right for the main antagonist, but one day Kathleen Kennedy saw the illustration of the design and like it so much the character of Phasma was created for the films. (54)












Conclusion 

Design can be very important when cresting a story the design of characters and the worlds if changed can massively change the story. Imagine if George Lucas kept the original idea of the Millennium Falcon heading to the Imperial prison on Alderann, or kept the idea of making Luke a female character These small changes creates a massive diversion from the story that we know. In my research, I discovered just how important costume design was to storytelling in films. Before I knew costume, design was important but considered it more about helping the audience identify with a character, but in undertaking the research I discovered just how important the look of the characters is to the story. How the character’s outfit can help in telling there back story little details can tell a lot about their life. Officer K with his beaten jackets tells us about the harshness of the life he lives. The look of the two female androids in Blade Runner how their different visual design tells a lot about their mindset and their roles in the story. When it comes to the world the sets aren’t just there as a stage for the actors to perform but they serve as a storytelling device, every detail that the artist put in there are used to serve the story. 

Design can serve the story all the work that concept artist, storyboard artist and costume designers put in can have a massive effect on the story. Each artist brings there touch to the story defining the look and feel that is then brought to life by the actors. It’s important when different filmmakers and artists work on future films to base their designs on the look of the original artists
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