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hen you paint science fiction
you don't create something
out of nothing. Instead your
imagination creates
something new, based on what you
already know. In a sense, your artwork is a
mosaic of the knowledge you possess, but
put together in a certain order to create
something vibrantly original. All that
might sound daunting, but there’s

illustrator
based in

nothing to worry about. | don't know any
more than you do — it's how you use your
ideas that counts. Painting sci-fi enables
you to unleash your creativity, bringing to
life anything from weird aliens to hulking
robots. The flipside of this is you need to
know how to paint different materials
and create futuristic designs.

Before getting started, | like to have a
clear idea of what | want to draw. Think of

it as a tree — you can always branch out
with your ideas, but you'll need a trunk
for those branches to stem from. You can
develop ideas and finishing touches as
you draw, but you'll need a solid direction
for your ideas to grow into.

For this workshop, | chose the subject
“A female mech pilot in a bright,
colourful suit.” So, let's see where our
imagination and that topic takes us.

Start with a thumbnail

Every painting | do starts with a
thumiynail, outlining the goal for the
finished piece. You don't need to put a lot
of detail in your thumbnail, just try to
clarify in your own mind what you're
striving to achieve with the image.

At this stage, it's important to keep it
simple and display your idea clearly.
Remember, your sketch doesn’t have to
be structurally or anatomically sound —
those errors can be mended as you
develop your painting. All you're doing is
getting down the design elements and

creating a basic colour reference.
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Create a rough

end goal
Now that you have a subject and a
thumbnail to develop your painting
with, try going a bit deeper into
the elements of the sketch. Add
new ideas and remove old ones
that don’t work as you originally
envisioned them. Modify clunky
ideas as you go. At this stage, | feel
that the mech design isn’t working
because I'm having trouble
grasping the idea as whole.
Fortunately, there’s a simple
solution to this problem...

Expand the view

If the object you're drawing is larger
than the entire canvas, you may have
trouble understanding the structure of the
object as a whole. I'm sure that this is a
problem every artist experiences
occasionally in their work. To combat it,
and to restore your sense of perspective,
increase the size of the canvas so the entire
object fits. You can always crop out stuff
you don't need later.

My file size is pushing the limit due to
the canvas increase, but that’s fine for
now. | quickly draw in limbs for my mech.
It looks rather awkward and will need
adjusting as the
image develops. >
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Workshops

Develop the idea
For the size of mech I'm drawing,
the skinny limbs aren’t working well. |
decide to buff the mech up and change
one of the guns into a hand with an
opposable thumb, adding variation to the
design. | drew inspiration for the mech
from modern tanks, as well as a slew of
sci-fi games and movies. As a result, the
design of the mech is sharp, angular and
boxy. Most of the exoskeleton is well
protected, as are the internal wires,
hydraulics and gears. | have other design
ideas popping up, but I'll hold on to those
for now. Since | have the basic structure,
it's now time to look at dimensions and
connect the girl and mech together.

Give dimension

Since | drew the whole mech
without any perspective guidelines, there
are bound to be errors. To find them, |
quickly draw a two-point perspective on
a foreground Multiply layer, erasing any
lines that cross over the mech.

With this indication of space, | have

to choose where the mech will be in the
composition. This means selecting a
background. As | chose to draw the pilot
with the mech'’s hatch open, | can't really
have her looking pretty on a battlefield.
After some internal debate | settle on a
garage to complement the mech'’s passive
stance. | also sketch an oil heater on the
wall, blending the elements together.

Add colour

This stage could have come much later, but | want to get a feel for the contrast of
the pitot and mech. To colour the pilot, | create two new layers: an Overlay and a
Multiply layer. | find the Overlay layer is great for assigning colours to grgscale
paintings. You could use a Colour layer instead, but | think that tends to look cull
unless you use an Overlay layer on top of it, so why bother?

After the pilot's coloured, | expand the canvas to the right to give more room for the
mech’s left arm and shoulder armour. | also correct some minor perspective eors as |
go along. While doing this, | add rough indications of a few new ideas I've had for the
mech, such as belt-feed bullets, new gun designs and cockpit lights.
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Fix perspective lines

I'm not particularly organised when | work, so | often end up
going back to correct perspective after my initial rush of ideas. If you
can avoid getting caught up in your sketch stage then I'd suggest
drawing with correct perspective from the outset — it saves plenty of

- redrawing time later. As | correct, | think about improving my mech
- design, adding sonre-weaponry and moving elements after my tweaks.

PRO
SECRETS
Save often

If youere in the habit of

Add a rough background

I've already decided that the mech will be in a garage/repair
shop, so | do a quick internet search to get some real-life reference.
From the reference | draw in the red toolbox and fuel pumps. | also add
some people to create a sense of perspective, but end up removing
them later because they clutter the image. During this process | get a
few more ideas, mostly for the mech’s navigation mechanism. If you
look at the top side of the hatch, there’s no obvious peek hole for our
pilot to look through, indicating this mech is a fully digital machine
that gives the pilot a monitor-feed of what'’s going on outside. To allow
for that, | add sensor spheres on both sides of the mech’s shoulder,
using UAV and military helicopters as my reference. | also draw a few
exposed wires in the interior, to echo modern-day fighter cockpits.
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In depth Sci-fi mech art

Developing the

character
With all the elements starting to develop,
I turn to the painting’s central focus — the
character. Because she’ll be getting most
of the attention she really needs to shine.
Her immediate surroundings should be
interesting as well, drawing the viewer’s
eyes to her. The lighting and the colour in
these areas are too

dull at the ‘
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Altering the character

After I've brightened the colours |
still feel something isn't quite right. | try
to convince myself that it might be
because all the details aren’tin yet, but |
know this isn’t a simple detail problem:
there’s no quick fix. | think that the
overall direction of this character design
needs to take a slightly different path...
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Glossing over it

Eureka! It was the gloss — I've been painting a latex suit without
agloss. It’s easy to forget the simplest fact when you're hours into a
painting. Taking a break to refresh your eyes and your brain can really
help to identify these discordant elements. Sadly, even with the gloss,
it's still not right. She’s now too glossy and her posture is awkward.

Deglossing and

fixing posture
I reduce the overall glow by taking a
brush and cutting out the areas that are
over-glossy. | already have all the layers
flattened, so using an eraser isn't really an
option. To work around this, | pick the
colour nearest to the gloss reflections and
tone down each part individually.

Her posture is another issue. She was
off to the side in the last step, so | use the
Lasso to cut around her silhouette, Copy
and Paste it, then slide her over to the left.
In her new position | completely redraw
her right leg and make both her arms an
equal length.

Next | work on the colour of the suit,
painting it a mixture of orange and red/
pink on an Overlay layer. Finally, | add a
data cable, placed behind her back, to
complement the design. »
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Workshops

Head adjustments

The character is almost done, but not quite. | suddenly realise that her head i®t
big. Every time | zoom out, her head sticks out like a bobble on top of a car antenna. |
might be being a perfectionist, but in my eyes it needs to be fixed.

| use the Lasso tool to select the head, then resize and slide it around using Free

Transform. Her hair gives me some trouble because | didn't select the bottom paof it
when | moved her head. | lasso each section of hair separately, resize them ang to fit
them as closely as possible to the existing parts of the image. Any coldtexture
differences between the sections are painted over with a brush.

@Developing the
background
| got the rough background ready in step
eight, but now it's time to take it further.
Be careful not to cram too much in and
distract the viewer, but avoid a barren
look in your backgrounds as well. Cracks
in the wall, pin-up posters, whiteboards
and calendars are all characterful hints
about the kind of people who work here.
After the all of the details are done,
darken or brighten them as needed. |

darkened most of my details (except for C%(W({L ’
the outdoor scenery through the window) Full Screen mod €
to highlight the mech and cregte a goyod — ery; kes you o
contrast. Remember, the subject you're EullSoreenmode, enabling
drawing must be easy to see or you'll lose you ton avi gat ethrou gh
your good work in visual clutter. you rpaint ing without

any rest rict ion s.
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PRO

SECRETS
Bind tyour
tablef keys
Chances are yousve got
a digital tablet. Many
of these come with
progammable buttons,
s0 bind them to shortcut
keys and make use of
them. It may feel alien at
first, but once you get
used to it, youell never
have to reach down to
the keyboard while
working. Bind keys such
as Colour Picker, Hand
tool, Brush Sizing and
Zoom infout to increase
your productivity.

Finalising details

I've achieved pretty much all of my goals at this point. All that
remains is to add a few more details. | try a test patch of camo on the

mech to see if it will work and redo the tricky roof of the garage to
accommodate a more simplistic approach.

When finalising your painting, it helps to quarantine sections off

mentally as you finish them. This kind of thinking enables you to
estimate accurately when your painting will be complete.

Finishing touches

To finish up, a holo-interface, camo and a few other details are
added to make the mech even more interesting. When you feel that
your painting is done, save and close the file. Return a few hours later,

open the file again and thoroughly examine your painting for any

errors. You'll always find something you'll want to go back and fix.@
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