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This study considers how starting a piece of concept art with a strong silhouette can improve the outcome of a character’s design, using silhouette shapes of stereotypes, considering ink blotch tests and how a person interprets the positive and negative space between them as well as using shadows of everyday objects to create characters and scenes of a completely unrelated nature.
Silhouettes, Shadows, Rorschach Test, Illusions.

Rachel Piper
 HOW CAN THE PRACTICE OF SILHOUETTES IN DESIGN BE UTILISED TO IMPROVE CHARACTER CONCEPT ART AND POSES OF MOTION?


9


1. Introduction
If an audience can read a design from a picture with little to no detail using only positive and negative space, it is likely that the character will be clearly represented when additional detail and colour is added. 
“If you create a set of strong, distinctive poses for your character, people will recognize these poses even when seen in silhouette or from a great distance.” (Gard, 2000)
Therefore, starting a character design process with silhouette sketching should help improve the outcome of the design. For example, changing the perspective in which the character is performing an action can improve how coherent the action is to the audience when it is displayed.
This knowledge can help others wanting to improve their character design skills, giving them the chance for them to start with a simple shape and then build upon this solid shape until the design is complete. 
The silhouette would fit into the beginning of the concept art pipeline, before any solid ideas have been discussed as the character can evolve throughout the silhouette process, before the character detail has been added. Silhouette is used throughout a large range of art and media, including, but not limited to, photography, film, paintings, theatre, architecture, fashion and fitness. 
2. METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _Hlk497767100]The methods used will be performative and interpretive to further research using sketching and photography. I also used reflective writing, where I have analysed my own experiment and whether my research was successful. 
The interpretive research and analysis will be particularly important in finding out how the brain reads positive and negative space, why the brain interprets the knowledge in this way and how this can be used within design to exaggerate a feature or action and help the audience grasp and process the information much faster.
For the performative method, each silhouette will need to be re-drawn repeatedly, without correcting mistakes, as well as being positioned in alternate angles until the information in the final silhouette is the clearest it can appear. 
3. CRITICAL AND CONTEXTUAL REVIEW
The use of silhouette will also help link characters as well as helping you figure out if they are distinguishable from one character to the next. It need to be possible to determine most of the characteristics of the character just by looking at its shape. “Separate the characters, show the difference between them. It’s all to do with contrast: sizes, shapes, colours, voices. Put opposites together: Big and little, fat and thin, tall and short, round and square, old and young, rich and poor etc.” (Williams, 2009). When the silhouettes of each opposite are placed next to each other, you can then exaggerate factors of each character, comparing the two after each alteration. 
3.1 Henry Matisse’s Blue Nude II
Henry Matisse’s “Blue Nude II” (Matisse, 1952), (Figure 1), has very little detail in the art work. It features only gouache painted paper cut outs and negative space. Regardless of the lack of detail and elongated limbs, it is still possible to tell that this is a female character, with legs crossed over one another, the left arm holding onto her ankle and an arm stretched behind her head. As each limb is clearly marked out by negative space, it is possible to identify exactly what pose is being shown. Using this when creating the character initial silhouette will help the audience perceive the exact action that is being shown in each design and/or frame. “The human figure was central to Matisse's work both in sculpture and painting. Its importance for his Fauvist work reflects his feeling that the subject had been neglected in Impressionism, and it continued to be important to him. At times he fragmented the figure harshly, at other times he treated it almost as a curvilinear, decorative element. Some of his work reflects the mood and personality of his models, but more often he used them merely as vehicles for his own feelings, reducing them to ciphers in his monumental designs.” (The Art Story, 2017)
[image: Blue Nudes Henri Matisse.jpg]
Figure 1, Blue Nude II, (Matisse, 1952).
3.2 Shadow Art
New and interesting character shapes and silhouettes can be found in the shadows of inanimate objects, with or without intervention. Tim Noble and Sue Webster created a piece of artwork using strategically placed rubbish and a light source. (Figure 2.) By placing the rubbish in such a way then placing the light source at a low angle and a slight distance away projected a completely different image of the white wall behind. Using this technique, new character shapes can be devised, especially when one is looking for inspiration and originality. “These are collaborative pieces with manifold meanings. They please the eye two-fold, like optical illusions: there’s the sculpture itself and then the image it projects.” (Meir 2011)
[image: Real]
Figure 2, Real Life is Rubbish, (Noble and Webster, 2002.)

3.3 Shapes and Negative Space
Understanding the importance of negative space within a piece of artwork can help improve the artists final outcome of the image and how it is perceived by audiences. “Viewers appreciating a finished image may not see shapes of space, but if the artist does, their subject and composition will become more real, unified, dynamic, and engaging. Negative space is the simple key to getting positive shape right; a foundation stone in picture-making.” (Simblet, 2009)
One benefit of using silhouette is that they lack detail and can be drawn relatively quickly. This means it can be repeated until the artist is satisfied without wasting an awful lot of time. “Quick drawing trains you to see what is most important about a subject and to mark only its most essential expression. It teaches confidence and focus through intensive repetition.” (Simblet, 2009) If you use this technique, it makes sure that the main emotional and physical characteristics you want to get across in that frame are the first that are included into the sketch. 
“The basic idea of this is that when a person is shown an ambiguous, meaningless image (ie an inkblot) the mind will work hard at imposing meaning on the image. That meaning is generated by the mind.” (BBC News, 2012) From this we know that a shape lacking in detail can be perceived in multiple ways. Therefore, to be sure that the right information is being put across to the viewer, each section of the silhouette should have a clear outline of negative space around it. 
3.4 The Rorschach Test
The Rorschach test works by showing a person an inkblot printed on a card and asking them what they think it is. The scoring system is based on 9 types of characteristics, although these can be blended so some of the more detailed responses can be scored accurately also. The characteristics are:
· Form
· Movement
· Chromatic Colour
· Achromatic Colour
· Shading Texture
· Shading Dimension
· Shading – Diffuse
· Form Dimension
· Pairs and reflections
(Framingham, 2016)
From this we know what the main points of reference are for the mind when trying to decipher what an image means. Not all of these can be applied to a solid colour silhouette, but if the silhouette needs more clearance, these can help when building up to the full character from the silhouette.
It is hard to find the 10 Rorschach images and their actual meanings online, as future patients finding out about the answers and what they mean before taking the test will make the answers invalid as the answers can be consciously changed to give the outcome the patient wants to give. There are some results posted on its Wikipedia page but the validity of these are unknown. 
The Rorschach inkblots have inspired numerous pieces of artwork, such as Andy Warhol’s, Rorschach (Warhol, 1984). This piece is very interesting as it has a different take on the idea completely by accident. “Warhol originally misinterpreted the clinical process, believing that patients created the inkblots and doctors interpreted them: “I thought that when you went to places like hospitals, they tell you to draw and make the Rorschach Tests. I wish I’d known there was a set.” Because of this misunderstanding, Warhol’s Rorschach series is one of the few in which the artist does not rely on preexisting images.” (Museum of Modern Art, 2013)
Therefore, Warhol’s piece does not have blocky, solid shapes, the detail is a lot more intricate, with thinner strokes of paint than the standard Rorschach inkblot, although he still produced the final work in a similar way by folding the canvas to print the exact opposite on the other side of the canvas.
The Rorschach inkblots can also be seen being featured in Gnarles Barkley’s Music video for the song ‘Crazy’ (Crazy, 2006). This is in reference to the fact that the inkblots are usually used for Psychiatric Evaluation and within the song, the artist describes how he has been driven crazy. 
The inkblots themselves were inspired by artwork and techniques also. “Da Vinci would even sometimes throw a paint-filled sponge against the wall and contemplate the stains. Once while thinking of new ways to transport people, he threw a paint-filled sponge against the wall which produced a scattering of irregular shapes. Trying to make sense out of the meaningless shapes, he imagined one group of shapes to resemble a rider on a horse. He perceived the bottom half of the horse’s feet as resembling two wheels. Thinking of a horse on wheels, then of a structure that resembles a horse on wheels he realized people could be transported on two wheels and a frame that resembles a horse. Hence, the bicycle which he invented.” (Michalko, n.d.)
Alfred Binet’s inkblots helped Rorschach create the Rorschach test as Binet’s inkblots were “messy, asymmetrical things — were used to measure a person’s imaginative capabilities: the greater the number of distinct forms the respondent saw in the inkblots, the greater his creative powers.” (Huberman, 2017) From this, we know that shapes can be deciphered differently based on how creative the mind is. The silhouette created needs to be as clear cut to the most creative person, all the way to the most uncreative person, either wise the shape of the character is still not understandable to the whole audience.
4.  Project-specific research

I researched this topic using books, journals, magazines and previous artwork, as well as videos and conferences, where the benefits and pitfalls of using silhouettes are discussed. The use of silhouette is discussed often within tutorial videos across Youtube, many discussing its use within character design. 
One of the reasons the use of silhouette within design pipelines has increased may be because digital design tools such as graphics tablets and Cintiqs are more widely available, which makes creating a strong silhouette shape quicker and simpler than ever before. As well as within design, silhouettes have also been used in other art forms such as shadow puppetry and has also been incorporated into optical illusions. I have done research into this and also how the human brain perceives silhouettes, for example, how the brain interprets positive and negative space. This is what optical illusions often focus heavily on to trick the brain. Within this same area, is the ink blot test or the 'Rorschach' test (Rorschach, 1921). (Figure 3).
[image: Image result for Rochard Ink Blot Test]
Figure 3. An example of an ink blot from the Rorschach personality test. (Rorschach, 1921).
This test was originally used to diagnose schizophrenic patients although was later expanded into a personality and emotional response test. I researched this topic to see whether the use of ink blotches and the random shapes they create can be used to inspire unique character designs and lines of motion. 
I also tried other techniques such as using shadows from standard household objects to create new characters and one frame stories like artist Vincent Bal who created prints in this way such as Concerto for Piano Peeler (Bal, V., date unknown), which featured the shadow of a kitchen potato peeler utensil to create a scene where a man was playing the piano. (Figure 4). I will combine my findings from art literature and academic literature to create a piece that is original and useful in the character design community. 
[image: Image result for vincent bal shadow art]
Figure 4. Concerto for Piano Peeler. (Bal, V., date unknown.)
This was a lot more difficult in practice. More of this will be discussed in sections 5 and 6 of this paper.
4.1 Drawing my own silhouettes
I began by thinking of a character type in its most basic, stereotypical form. For example, a superhero. Without any more detail, I began to sketch multiple silhouettes of what I believe the standard shape of a superhero should be. I did not eliminate mistakes and continued to draw and expand on each shape. From this, I took the silhouette which I believe is the most expressive and best represents the personality of the character and built upon this. Once I was happy with the basic shape, I then sketched the silhouette in various perspectives until I found the view that best exhibits the key elements of my character.  Once I found this, I added detail and colour into my character design. I then critiqued each sketch then repeated them until I was confident that the outcome is the best portrayal of that character in that one pose that it can be. (Figure 5). (Figure 6).
[image: ]
Figure 5. Silhouettes of super hero poses, own.
[image: ]
Figure 6. Stages of superhero sketch, own.
I have also attempted this technique to create a silhouette of an elderly man with a walking stick mid walk. (Figure 7). The silhouette begins with a very simple shape and with each new rendition, something about the shape is changed. The original drawing appears very childlike with a large head and small body. I therefore attempted to fill out the body a little more to match the dimensions of the head. I then tried to thin out the arms and legs a little bit more, so the character looked frailer. 
I wasn’t sure if the legs were too close together to be able to tell that the character is walking in the silhouette, so I tried to separate the legs. I didn’t feel like this gave an accurate representation of how this character would walk as I wanted it to be more of a shuffle, so I changed the leg span back to what I had drawn originally. I then added clothing detail. The next step would be to add more of a dimension to the character and add colour and detail. [image: ]
Figure 7. Stages of silhouette sketches of an elderly man, own.
3.2 Using ink blotches
For the ink blotch method, I found ink blotches from psychology literature and attempted to find and create characters from within each ink blotch. Multiple characters may also be featured per ink blotch. After designing characters from my own depictions of what the ink blotch may be, I then looked at popular answers for each ink blotch and tried to design the character based on popular answers unless my portrayal was accurate the first time around. I did this after my own versions as I did not want to influence my own portrayal. 
3.3 Using object shadows
I found objects that produce interesting shadows, some without interference, some that were placed in a specific way, and then I created characters based solely on the shadow the object forms. I took pictures of the shadows using a phone camera and a torch to accentuate the shadows, incorporating the objects that are creating the shadows so the whole process can be seen. 
Within each method, I used a Wacom graphics tablet to sketch the silhouettes and designs on top of the shadows and ink blotches. 
RESULTS
One of the outcomes that I was hoping for was that, throughout the sketching process I would become more accustomed to my character, which would help me understand the personality of the character and how this character may move, talk and hold themselves when idle.
[image: ]
Figure 8, Girl, own.
[image: ]
Figure 9, Ballerina, own.
On this sketch, (Figure 8), (Figure 9), this did happen, as the original drawing of a girl developed into a ballet dancer and with each sketch more movement was brought into each drawing.
[image: ]
Figure 10, Footballer, own.
With this sketch, (Figure 10) I wanted to begin the sketch with a movement rather than an idle character. I began looking like a chalk outline from a body at a crime scene, but as I filled out the silhouette, I tried to add more detail to the muscle definition and clothing, so it would look more like a footballer about to kick a ball. This is a useful technique to use by not including a ball. The positioning of the silhouette should be able to tell you exactly where the ball is placed and if not, the silhouette pose is not clear enough. 
I believe it is important to be able to tell if the silhouette is male or female from first glance. Using the silhouette, I was able to make sure there were plenty of differences in the curves of the body between the male and female form, so it is possible to easily distinguish between the both. (Figure 11), (Figure 12).
[image: ]
Figure 11, The Female Form, own. 
[image: ]
Figure 12, The Male Form, own.
The Rorschach test helped develop ideas for characters and even story ideas. The most popular answer for the first Rorschach picture here (Figure 13) is a bat or a moth, therefore my interpretation of this inkblot is accurate, although the most popular answer for the second ink blotch picture here, (Figure 14) is an animal hide or rug so my interpretation of a giant and a small child is not close but does give an interesting angle for characters in a story. 
[image: ]
Figure 13, Bat sketch based on a Rorschach ink blotch, own.
[image: ]
Figure 14, Sketch of a Giant and a small girl, based on a Rorschach inkblot, own.
These ink blotches have very sharp angles and dark colours which makes them mysterious and unnerving and I believe most of the results that would come out of an activity like this would result in a lot more menacing characters than not. 
I was not able to find appropriate shadows from inanimate objects to complete the final part of my research where I would create characters and scenes based on shadows that I found. This could be improved by having appropriate equipment such as a large bright light and a plain white back surface so there is a lot of contrast between the shadow and the background, therefore, the negative space between objects would be more obvious and this task would be easier to complete next time. 
5. Evaluation and Conclusion
The techniques used brought many points to light. Some were successful, some not as useful, but it has created more for me to think about in my future of designing characters. I believe that including silhouettes into my character design pipeline is the right way to go, although I would not put it right at the beginning of my pipeline like I first believed. Using a simple blocky character and then embellishing the outline slightly helped create a standard pose for each sketch. The silhouette drawing helped but highlighting where the limbs may have been too thick or too long and then I slowly carved out the shape I wanted step-by-step with the erase tool. I found this way I could start off with an almost shapeless character and throughout the process slowly create more definition between body parts, muscle and bone.
I enjoyed this way of sketching and I felt that it made my sketches simpler and less time consuming, so I would be able to spend more time on the final sketches, although for this task, I focused mainly on the silhouettes. 
The silhouettes have improved my male and female body shape sketching. From this, I learnt the main differences between each form, for example the female tends to have a smaller waist whereas the male has more of a rectangular shape to the torso. The male form often has more muscle definition especially on the limbs, so I tried to include these into my sketches. 
Using the Rorschach tests or similar is something I would use in the future. It may not have improved my sketching skills, but it helped me with my creativity of characters and I would even use this technique to create a plot for a story. Just from these two sketches alone, I was able to develop ideas for a story.
In conclusion, I believe my research has helped improve my outlook on future designing processes and I would use them again. I would use the silhouette technique more often as I believe it can be used in so many ways and not just applied to still drawings but whole animatics to check that the movements are clear from pose-to-pose before I would complete a full animation. 
I would take this research further by creating fully developed characters from my initial silhouettes rather than just rough sketches.
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