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WELCOME TO CHARACTER DESIGN QUARTERLY 02! 

Here at Character Design Quarterly HQ we are always looking out for exciting new artists and original 
character designs to share with you. With so much inspiration at your fingertips, and the possibility of a 
future dedicated to character creation, we feel it is right to explore what educational options and career 
opportunities there are for character designers. In our debut issue we spoke to the wonderful people at Blue 
Zoo about life at a busy animation studio, and Disney TVA character designer Amanda Jolly told us how her 
career developed. 

In this issue we continue this exploration with an insight into what students can learn at 
the renowned Ringling College of Art + Design. In addition, we find out how 
Michał Dziekan created evening illustrations to unwind from work, leading 
to a full-time career, and how Meg Park has managed her workload as a 
freelance character designer. Enjoy!

Annie Moss

EDITOR
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With initiatives such as Inktober (an annual sketch-a-day challenge 
throughout October), the MerMay challenge to create mermaid 
characters throughout May, and the monthly themed Character Design 
Challenge competition, there are many different drawing challenges 
out there to be inspired by. It was a similar, year-long daily drawing 
challenge which encouraged Gabriel Picolo to continue drawing at a 
time when he might have given up completely. As well as providing him 
with motivation, the project also garnered Gabriel a huge amount of 
attention online. This in turn created a launch-pad for his career which 
now sees Gabriel living off his art as a freelance illustrator and comic 
artist, with his first book CELESTIAL recently released.

Continuing his passion for telling stories through drawing, and the 
recurrent archery theme of his recent work, Gabriel created the brilliant 
cover artwork for Character Design Quarterly 02! Here he tells us more 
about what he learned from the challenge, his experiences as a self-
taught artist, and what advice he would give his younger self.

Hi Gabriel, thanks very much for 

taking the time to chat to us! 

Please can you tell us a little bit 

about yourself and your work?

Thanks for having me! I started getting 
noticed because of my 365 days of doodles 
project, a daily drawing challenge I did in 
2014. Since then, I’ve been freelancing full-
time and most recently started creating 
comics. I’ve created artwork for Blizzard 
Entertainment, DeviantArt, Autodesk 
SketchBook, and HarperCollins. I’m also 
very passionate about my personal projects, 
the most important being my series Icarus 
and the Sun.

Your 365 days of doodles project 

was a really big challenge. What 

did it teach you? 

I started my doodle project during a really 
low point for my art; I nearly quit drawing, 
even as a hobby. By doing a daily project, 
drawing became a habit again. Also, seeing 
how I progressed each month was really 
exciting. It taught me not to expect instant 
results but to try instead to see further 
ahead. By the end of the year I was a 
completely different artist.

Left: Warm-up ink studies to test new ink brushes

Right: The sun

All images © Gabriel Picolo 
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GIVING
LIFE TO DESIGNS

Before you begin working 
on a character, focus on 
making your hand loose 
and free. Normally I sketch 
ideas when I am sat in a 
café. My character designs 
start with doodles that 
have uncertain shapes and 

unclear stories. 

When you have selected your design, you can 
start to develop the character concept. Try 

to catch her core personality. This will be her 
defining image, like a Facebook profile picture. 

From these loose doodles or quick 
sketches, start to make your ideas  
more certain. Pick one of the designs 

and make up a backstory for them. 

TB Choi
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Cactus 

acupuncturist 

Creating an original and unique character can be an exciting but daunting 
challenge, especially when you are about to start a new project. Do not fear 
though because most artists will tell you that it takes time and a lot of bad 
drawings to find your end result! 

In this tutorial, I will go over the steps I take when creating a new design using 
these keywords as a brief: teenage girl, cactus, excited, healer, and green. The 
tools that I’ll be using are my sketchbook for writing notes and doodling, and 
Photoshop for making “roughs” (loose designs) which will be turned into the 
final design.

DONNA LEE

Treat yourself! 
It is important that you take the time to 
mentally prepare yourself before you 
even pick up a pencil. It always helps 
to be in an environment that you feel 
comfortable in or that can inspire you. 
You will be spending a lot of time using 
your brainpower so treat yourself to 
a nice iced coffee, some inspirational 
music, or a browse through art books to 
get motivated. A good workspace and 
having the right tools can make a big 
difference in helping you to be efficient 
with your time and have an enjoyable 
working experience.

Who Is this character?
Once you are settled in, it is time 
to think about who you are going to 
create. Whenever I design a character 
I find it incredibly helpful to think about 
who the character is as an individual 
with a mind of their own. Knowing 
your character’s personality and back-
story can help you think about their 
aspirations, poses, expressions, and the 
mood that they’ll affect in the viewer. 

Start by jotting down some bullet 
points of the character’s key traits and 
anything else that pops into your mind. 
One of my favorite ideas is for this 
character to be a little desert nymph 
who lives inside a cactus.

Left: A treat can mentally 
prepare you for a challenge

Below: Use a sketchbook 
to explore some ideas 

and doodle out the first 
looks for the character



MEET THE ARTIST

All images © Michał Dziekan

Michał Dziekan
The satirical illustrator and character designer 

discusses his ideas and motivations
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This design will be centered on an emotion, and as I absolutely love 
drawing animals it feels natural to use dogs as my inspiration. Dogs 
can be extremely expressive, especially when they’ve been naughty, so 
I am going to base my character design around the emotions of shame  
and guilt. 

In this tutorial I will explain my progress, sketching traditionally in the 
beginning, then moving on to digital media later. I will eventually sketch 
in Photoshop on my MacBook Pro, using a Wacom Cintiq 13HD.

ANDREA FEMERSTRAND

Research
The very first thing to do when creating a new 
character is to gather together some sources of 
inspiration and a few references. For this design I 
choose to watch various videos of guilty dogs, to 
get an idea of how they behave. You can then write 
down some quick keywords in a spider diagram to 
help you remember what you’ve learned.

Quick pencil studies
I look at photos of different breeds of dog, and 
draw some fast scribbles using a mechanical pencil 
with a wide lead. I love sketching with wide leads, 
as they help you to stay loose with your lines. 

It is important that you don’t copy your photos, 
instead try to capture the common essence and 
characteristics of dogs and puppies. You could also 
catch up on some anatomy studies, if needed, to 
broaden your visual library. This preparation will 
help draw a dog from memory with ease.

Above: A spider diagram created while researching 
will help memorize the subject’s behavior

Below: Fast scribbles on paper using a 
mechanical pencil with a broad lead
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EDUCATION PROFILE:

Ringling 
College 
of Art + Design
We find out how the illustration and game art 
courses at the Florida-based college nurture the 
talents of exciting new artists and designers 

All images © Ringling College of Art and Design

There are many things to consider when planning a creative career, not least how and where 
to learn the skills needed to secure your first job. In this and future issues, we will take a 
look inside some of the different educational options and institutions providing top-level 
teaching for promising artists and designers. Here we take a look at the renowned Florida-
based art school Ringling College of Art + Design. Scott Gordley, head of Illustration at 
Ringling College, and Martin Murphy of the Game Art department, give us an insight into 
their courses, explain what makes their students stand out to employers, and share their 
advice for building a successful art career.

IllustRation MajoR BFA

Hi scott, tHank you For tAkIng tHe tIme to cHat to us! Please could you kIck tHings 

ofF by telling us a bIt aBout youRself and youR role at Ringling College?

I graduated from Ringling College of Art + Design a number of years ago and moved to New 
York City shortly after. I lived and worked there for forty years, receiving my MFA from Tufts 
University while illustrating full-time. At that time I also served as head of the art department 
at a small college in eastern Connecticut, and played tenor sax every weekend in a long-
standing blues band. In essence, I am a classic representation of over-achieving middle-child 
syndrome. I’ve mellowed a little lately; still doing all the things I did previously but not as 
maniacally and with more balance. 

As head of the illustration department at Ringling it is my job to coordinate hiring in conjunction 
with the dean and vice president, set faculty schedules, manage the budget, and evaluate 
faculty performance. I am also a cheerleader for the students, shamelessly encouraging their 

progress with free pizza 
and other perks, while 
generally keeping the 
whole operation running 
smoothly. Added to that, 
I also teach the senior 
thesis course. It’s all an 
absolute labor of love. 

scott goRdley
Head of Illustration

Opposite page: Illustration 
students working on Cintiqs

Left: The Alfred R. Goldstein 
Library at Ringling College. 
Photography by Ryan Gamma

All images courtesy of Ringling College of Art and Design

Ringling College of Art + Design | 47
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In this tutorial I will use the narrative opposite as a guide to design and then render a new character. 
I will use the Driver design to demonstrate how I create stylized renders for video game and comic 
characters in Photoshop. The tool I will use throughout is the Cintiq 13HD tablet as it is small and 
more convenient to draw on. However, I will also use a Mac to assess, my work because it is easier 
to comprehend contrasts and color codes on its display.

Research and brainstorming 
The first step of the process is a research phase, which I do by looking through images and videos 
on several websites. However, research can be anything from browsing social media sites to 
searching specific banks of images, such as Pinterest boards or Flickr. This step is crucial to the 
development of an artwork in terms of style and idea.

The first idea I have in mind for this character is inspired by those 80s car chase movies. The 
narrative reminds me of a vigilante guy who is against the law. I want to create a rainy background 
with dark blue and reddish lights, and a combination of vintage elements with a modern treatment.

To fit with this look I search for images that have a retro feeling with a modern treatment, images 
with blue and red coloring, and I look at some inspiring movies and games too. This step is vital 
in terms of exploration because it helps to define the design and inspire you to come up with 
something original using existing elements from reality or fiction. Make a mood board with the 
results of your brainstorming.

The Driver

The Driver had nowhere left to go so he slammed his brakes and 
skidded to a stop beneath the neon lights. Blue and red flashed from 
the rear-view mirror onto his aviators. His hands were slick with sweat 
within his gloves. He took one long look back, breathed, and stepped 
out with his arms raised. The Authority had him surrounded; every 
headlight on him, red dots circled his leather jacket like insects. Even 
in the glare and beneath the blue and pink neon advertising, he was a 
dark figure; hair slick, boots and jeans black, grease smeared across 
what you could see of his face. One foot on the tarmac, one foot in 
the car; he smirked as a drone circled down from above to handcuff his 
raised hands. Narrative by Adam J. Smith

HICHAM HABCHI

Above: Hicham’s tools 
and workspace
 
Right: Make a patchwork 
of images to help define 
the color mood and 
design elements

Images from 
www.shutterstock.com



Characters have always been my favorite 
subject to draw. It is a real challenge to create 
a character and, more than the technical 
difficulties of perspective, anatomy, and so on, 
the real challenge is to create an understandable 
character. They need to look alive and the people 
who look at your character need to understand 
the character’s story. The character’s attitude, 
the outfit they wear, their body shape: all these 
attributes spark the imagination.

In this tutorial I will use Photoshop and a Wacom 
Intuos Pro to work on six characters that belong 
to the same elite warrior squad, using different 
body shapes and costume choices to show how 
easy it is to create variety.

POSING
I begin with the posing, imagining each 
character’s attitude and body shape (such as 
round, square, triangle, and so on). My reflections 
on a character’s story always start with the 
posing. I use three-dimensional shapes such as 
cylinders, that are easy to imagine in space.

SILHOUETTE OR LINE? ►
There are two kinds of people: painters and illustrators. The painters start with 
silhouettes, the drawers with lines. Their techniques are equal in term of results, so you 
just need to discover which technique suits you best. I’m an illustrator; I always start with 
lines even if I want to have a fully rendered final image. You can mix the two techniques 
by using a big brush when you are working on a sketch, then clean the work with a little 
brush (I use a 4-pixel round brush). 

Whatever the technique, you need to understand proportions and anatomy to draw 
characters well. Life model classes are a really good exercise as they help you hone all 
the key skills: anatomy, perspective, posing, and line quality.

Elite

warriors
Lucile Meunier

All images © Lucile Meunier

Lucile Meunier | 77
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Meg Park
MEET THE ARTIST: 

With clients such as Disney, Sony Pictures Animation, and 
Paramount Pictures, Meg Park has an understandably hectic 
schedule, yet she still finds time for her playful personal projects. 
We catch up with Meg to find out more about her work, side 
projects, and what life as a freelance character designer is like.

Hi Meg, thanks very much for taking the time 
to chat to us! Please can you tell us a little 
about yourself and where you’re from?
I grew up in a small town in Fife, Scotland. I’ve 
been drawing for as long as I can remember 
and never really considered pursuing anything 
else as a career. I tried a bit of everything in 
college, from painting to sculpture, graphic 
design, and photography, but my heart was 
always set on being an animator. I went on 
to specialize and earn my degree in animation, 
but as I learned more about the process 
of animated filmmaking, I found myself 
enjoying the pre-production side more than 
anything else. 

How long have you been working freelance? 
what is it like and what opportunities have 
you had?
I’ve been working freelance full-time for four and 
a half years. Some of the opportunities have been 
amazing. I’ve worked on feature films, short films, 
TV series, commercials, and children’s books. 
Freelance work is pretty unpredictable, but I kind 
of enjoy not knowing what’s around the corner. 

Any down-time I have between client work I 
spend on personal projects. It’s refreshing to 
be able to shake off the limitations of client 
briefs and take complete creative control over 
something on the side.

Opposite page: An illustration 
from Meg’s book Alver

Below: Baddies from Fluff 
& Fangs volume 2

Right: A cool cat character for 
one of Meg’s new side projects

All images © Meg Park
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Kids with 
attitude

In this tutorial I will take inspiration from my five-year-old daughter 
and create a fresh and charming character. I will reduce the 
graphical elements of the design as much as possible to offer 
an example of my usual freelance workflow reduced to the very 
basic concepts. The techniques covered will range from traditional 
sketching and illustrating, to working digitally, and will focus on the 
ideas which are formed before starting the very first stroke.

ENRIQUE FERNÁNDEZ

First ideas
From the very beginning of the process, try 
to form simple ideas that you can easily keep 
in mind throughout the creation process. It is 
always easier to return to a strong foundation 
when you get stuck on a design, than it is to 
return to a complex idea which conflicts with 
new ones.

In this case let’s try to find a character, a little 
lady, who is fun and agile. To make the design 
youthful focus on the head from the start. 
Make it bigger in proportion to the body, so all 
the visual weight (the focus of your eye when 
reading the picture) goes there. Also make 
the feet really tiny with only a few details. This 
gives the sense that the character has little 
physical relationship with the floor.

Visual references
Get some good visual references. Photos that 
you take yourself will help even more, as you 
have been in contact with the subject and 
all the elements surrounding them. Lights, 
textures, the movement of the elements; 
everything goes in your favor if you have been 
in contact with the subject of your reference.

In this case, I take some photos of my eldest 
daughter Amelia. As you can see, she likes to 
make many faces and we had fun during the 
process! Unfortunately she moves really fast 
so many of the images are blurred. They are 
good enough for reference purposes however.

Above: Before starting, 
think about the basic idea 

behind the design

Below: Use photo references. 
Personal photos can be 

particularly useful
Model: Amelia Fernández



Contributors

ANDREA FEMERSTRAND
Concept Artist & Illustrator
noukah.com

Animals are Andrea’s favorite 
subjects to draw. She has worked 
on a variety of films, children’s 
books, and games since 2008.

HICHAM HABCHI
Concept Artist & Comic Artist
hichamhabchi.com

Based in Dubai, Hicham immerses 
himself in comics and video 
games. His clients include Blizzard 
Entertainment and Riot Games.

ENRIQUE FERNÁNDEZ
Character Designer
enrique-fernandez.com

Enrique is a comic, animation 
and video game artist. He has 
freelanced for Disney, Headless 
Productions, and Hasbro.

MARTIN MURPHY
Game Art Faculty at Ringling 
College of Art + Design
ringling.edu

Martin has contributed to feature 
films, commercials, and more 
than twenty games. He has taught 
professionally for twelve years.

TB CHOI
Freelance Artist
facebook.com/sjinchoi1234

TB is a twenty-two-year-old 
freelance artist and drawing 
teacher based in Korea. She loves 
to draw and play games.

LUCILE MEUNIER
Character Designer at 
Fortiche Production
lucilemeunier.com

Lucile is a self-taught concept 
artist and character designer who 
has worked in the video game and 
animation industries for six years.

GABRIEL PICOLO
Comic Artist & Illustrator
patreon.com/picolo

Gabriel is a comic artist and 
illustrator from Brazil. He likes 
constellations, Greek mythology 
and story-telling drawings.

MEG PARK
Character Designer
megpark.com

Meg has recently relocated to Los 
Angeles. Her clients include Disney, 
Paramount Pictures, Illumination 
Entertainment, and Reel FX.

MICHAŁ DZIEKAN
Illustrator & Character Designer
michaldziekan.com

Michał was a motion artist and 
art director before his passion 
for drawing satirical illustrations 
became a full-time career.

DONNA LEE
Story Artist at Walt Disney 
Animation Studios
birdyhoodie.tumblr.com

Donna has so far worked for 
Disneytoon Studios, Paramount 
Pictures, DreamWorks Animation, 
and Walt Disney Animation Studios.

SCOTT GORDLEY
Head of Illustration at Ringling 
College of Art + Design
scottgordleyart.com

Scott’s clients include TIME 
magazine, Esquire, and Penguin 
Viking. He joined Ringling College 
as Head of Illustration in 2016. 

BEV JOHNSON
Character Designer & 
Storyboard Artist
bevsi.weebly.com

Bev graduated from the Rhode 
Island School of Design in June 
2017. She loves drawing emotional 
and expressive characters.


