Production Design and Animation – Research and Design Blog

Introduction
For this module’s assignment, we were given a brief to create an environment look following production design techniques and ideas that we have learned over the module while using both 2D and 3D mediums to produce a final product. We were to pick an environment from media be it books, film or games to create. We also had the opportunity to adapt the media that we were using into something new, for example using genre blending to create a unique outcome. We were also tasked with creating a design and production blog, recording our processes and research throughout the project.
Initial Ideas and Planning
Before I came up with any ideas, I first needed to find a piece of media to adapt. I decided to look at books mainly because I wanted the challenge of adapting something written into a visual medium. I decided upon the book Darkstalker: Legends by Tui T Sutherland as I liked the idea of figuring out how dragons who act human-like would live and how a room would function in that universe. I took an excerpt from the book which describes one of the main character’s, Darkstalker, room.
For some more background information, the character, Darkstalker, is one of the many dragons who inhabit the world of Pyrrhia, a world that is inhabited both by dragons and humans alike. He lives among the Nightwing tribe, one of the seven tribes in Pyrrhia, and is a tribe that is powerful compared to the other tribes in the series. Using this information as well as the excerpt, I wanted his room to look rather elegant due to the tribe’s power. Another thing I wanted to make sure is that the furniture is not too unrealistic for a dragon to inhabit while also making it functional for a creature that can hold items in its talons with ease.
The environment itself is only really seen once or twice in the book however I feel that it subtly gives some insight into Darkstalker as a character well. I think it would only really be used in one scene in an overall film. However, I do think that it would be a really great opportunity to throw in foreshadowing easter eggs within the scene which I might do during this project if I have enough time.
From the excerpt that I took from the book, I wanted to make it look like it wasn’t anything too special while also evoking a sense of calm and warmth. I wanted to make it feel like it could be somewhere where you could read comfortably for hours.
Once I had picked the excerpt I went through it with two highlighters, one for the main details of what was in the room and another one for what the atmosphere of the room and how the character lives was like.
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Excerpt from Darkstalker: Legends
Once I had all this highlighted, I went ahead and started thumbnailing ideas for room concepts. First off, I focused on getting everything that was in the room into the thumbnails, but I didn’t feel like the composition of the room was that interesting. To get more ideas, I came up with a mood board and did an analysis of work done by the graphic novel of Tui T Sutherland’s main series which Darkstalker: Legends is a prequel to, Wings of Fire, illustrated by Mike Holmes. I found that, after this, I had more ideas that I could adapt and use for my own concepts as well as colours and atmospheres that I could try and replicate in my own scene.
For the mood board I mainly looked up images of caves, cave houses and temples, old Victorian/antique furniture, colour palettes and cave themed background art from Disney movies. I think I should have looked a little more into different types of furniture from different periods in time and experimented a bit with what kind of functionality furniture would have if it was owned by a sentient dragon like the materials used to make them and the way the furniture would be used but the furniture that I picked for the room, I feel, worked fine for its purpose. I think if I did this project again, I would experiment a lot more in the planning phase and draw up more concepts of the objects in the room themselves to make the room more unique and eye catching.
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Mood board
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Mike Holmes - Wings of Fire the Graphic Novel - Analysis
From looking at both the mood board that I had created and looking at the ideas presented in the graphic novel I then went back and did some more concepts. I knew that I wanted to have some levels of some kind in the room to elevate some of the space for Darkstalker’s “sleeping corner” and I also wanted to create some clutter around the room so that the room wouldn’t be as bareboned as it seems in the excerpt and a large window that would illuminate the room with moonlight. Another thing I wanted to do was lead the eye around the room in the same order that it is written in the excerpt. I found it easier to plan an overhead shot of the room before going and doing a perspective drawing of it as I could easily visualise the surrounding area and know where everything was going to be.
Something that I also did when doing thumbnail sketches and concepts was loosely shade the sketch so I could play with how the lighting would work when converting the concepts into 3D.
[image: ]
Room Concept Sketches and Thumbnails
Grey-Boxing
Before I started going in and modelling the final models I went and blocked in where everything would go beforehand. This stage was helpful in visualising how the final product will look while being flexible enough for me to move and alter positions on the room itself as well as all the furniture within the room. I first went in with a cube and shaped it using the floor plan as reference. This proved to be quite difficult to manoeuvre around in the perspective view, so I began from scratch. For the walls, I created very thin cubes so that it was easy to put them into a channel layer and hide them if necessary. I also added some quick point lights in the scene so I could begin to visualise what the final product would look like.
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Grey-box Model
Artist Study - Don Griffith
[image: ]
Don Griffith - Analysis
As a part of this module, we were encouraged to study works of production designers and artists. I looked into a Disney layout artist, Don Griffith, who worked on films like 101 Dalmatians, The Black Cauldron and Lady and the Tramp. I really liked his use of props in the scene as he uses them as focal points and framing in shots. For example, the image on the left from Mickey’s Christmas Carol, the jar borders the left side of the shot. The same goes for the right one from 101 Dalmatians with the armchair on the very left as well as all the clutter lining the right. Another thing that he does well is making the environments look like they have been used and, in these cases, abandoned and left to decay and build up clutter. Some ways he does this is by adding wear and tear to places like the wallpaper on the walls and skewing picture frames and candles like the Christmas Carol example.
I think, from this study, I will make use of the objects in my scene and make use of them for interesting compositions of shots.
Modelling
Next, I began modelling the furniture that would be placed within the scene. I started with the furniture that I thought I would find the toughest, the desk and the scroll rack, first so that I could focus on everything else as soon as possible. I first off drew a basic concept for the desk using reference of Victorian writing desks and some more modern moon shaped desks. I found that this was helpful in keeping me from going too far off the rails and spending a lot of time on just one piece of furniture. I mainly stuck to extruding out faces and moving verts around to the right place using the concept sketch as a loose reference and then once I had all the components together, I combined them. I also added the inkwells that were mentioned in the excerpt as well as a small box to add some more clutter. I added some cubby holes into the desk as I would then add some blank scrolls into them later. For the scroll rack, I used a basic wine cabinet photo as a loose reference.
[image: ]
Desk Concept Sketch
During the modelling of the scroll rack, I created modular assets of the cubbies for the scrolls, a pair of drawers and the top and bottom of the racks and pieced them together in different ways so that I would have some variety to choose from when putting the assets into the main scene just in case the racks did not suit the space well. I ended up using both the large scroll rack twice for the side of the room and the small and thin one to fill in a small gap at the end of the desk. The small scroll rack proved quite handy when creating clutter for the room later.
After I got the tough models out of the way, I then continued working on the other assets. I only really used images of antique furniture and items to help for reference for the other items. Once each item had been modelled, I then took them into the main scene and placed them into their corresponding places so that they would fit right.
One thing that I did forget to do when modelling the desk and the scroll racks was the UVing. I managed to do the UV mapping for the rest of the models as I went and then went back later to those models.
Once I had placed all my models in the scene, it was clear that I needed to add some clutter and extra objects into the scene to make it look lived in. I went ahead and modelled a scroll and imported it into the main scene, duplicating it and placing scrolls in the scroll racks and in the desk’s cubby holes. I also added a couple of scrolls on top of the smaller scroll rack and in the hole in the wall in the sleeping corner. I removed a couple of scrolls from the scroll racks and the desk too just to make it look like the character had taken them out to read and hadn’t put them back or used them to write in. I also created some small items that reference things that happen later in the series, like the small wooden dragon figure and the plush strawberry.
Artist Study - Noboru Yoshida
[image: ]
I also looked at Noboru Yoshida’s background work in many Ghibli films such as When Marnie Was There, The Secret World of Arrietty and Howl’s Moving Castle. In a lot of Yoshida’s work there is a lot of subtle storytelling like for example the background from Howl’s Moving Castle. The background really shows how disorderly Howl is when at home, leaving hair dye quite literally everywhere, leaving dirty bath water in the tub and items strewn about the room like they were tossed there haphazardly. He has a good grasp of lighting and colour and uses that to create a noticeably clear atmosphere.
Yoshida also has a good grasp of adding the right amount of clutter and making that clutter either serve towards the atmosphere and hint to what the character’s personality is like.
From this study, it has helped me understand how to create a good atmosphere and how to lead the eye around the scene using both light and colour contrast.
Texturing
For texturing, I was debating a lot on whether I wanted to have realistic textures or cartoony textures. I chose to go with realistic textures as I felt that the tone of the overall series would work best with realistic textures. 
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Candle Texture
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Candle with applied texture
I decided to hand paint the colours on the textures by using the UV editor to take a UV snapshot and then taking it into photoshop and painting the colour on the corresponding UV shells. I could have taken the UVed model and brought it into a program like Blender to hand paint it directly onto the model however I feel that painting it into Photoshop gives a more exact result. I then went back into Maya and applied the texture to a material and added bump maps to materials that needed more depth, e.g., the walls, any bits of wood and the cushions. I made these by taking seamless realistic textures and putting them into Photoshop and using the 3D bump map filter. I am quite happy with how this method of texturing came out, but I might experiment a little with hand painting custom bump maps for future models.
Outcome
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Screenshots of the final scene
Overall, I am quite happy with the outcome of this project. If I were to do this differently, I would have taken more time on the texturing and customised the textures a lot more than I had done and researched more into how to make more realistic materials. I would have liked to have used Substance Painter for more control of the materials and used alphas to give different qualities to the distinct types of materials on the objects like the metallic sections on the chest and the glass on the picture frames for example. As for the modelling I would like to take what I have learned from doing this and learn how to create more detail in objects like the desk and the scroll racks. Another thing that I would have liked to have added but either the equipment that I have did not work with it or I would have not had enough time to implement it was to add some fire in the fireplace and on the candle near the sleeping corner.
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Parkstalker darted down the hall to the room at the end and unlocked it. Clearsight glanced
at the lock as she followed him in. She had never once thought of trying to put a lock on her
bedroom door. She could just imagine how startled her parents would be at the idea. They
never snooped in her scrolls, and she wouldn’t expect them to understand her notes about
the future even if they did see them.

On the surface, Darkstalkers room [didiIGEKIKEEIPIECEUINGHSEGets. His

was marked by a pile of neatly folded blankets, purple and white. The desk held nothing but
three it inkuwels (black, royal biue, emerald green) and a coth for wiping the ink off his
claws. A rack of scrolls beside it wasjfigatijllabeled, and each scroll was either a
school-approved text or the kind of scroll every young NightWing owned - Geography of
Pyrrhia; Myths of the Lost Continent; Ten Little Scavengers (Recipes included!); Goodnight,
Moons.

There was a locked trunk at the foot of the blankets, but instead of opening it, Darkstalker
went straight to his scroll rack and SlidlfOMNAEISIAE. He stuck his claws into the gap around
one of the wall stones and slowly worked it out, revealing a hidden hole containing a square
piece of paper and a black leather case.
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