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GOALS
Originally, I am a traditional animator. However, in my work, I have al-
ways been more interested in staging and designing environments from 
different angles. This can be seen in the many backgrounds and concept 
art I have created for my films. Other interests I have are perspective, 
and in particular perspective used as a more expressive means - I have 
always enjoyed creating vast landscapes or cityscapes with multiple van-
ishing points that are impossible in real life but trick the eye into seeing 
depth. For this project I wanted to do something that reflected these 
interests of mine. 

From top to bottom: Ministry, 2014 (digital print of a 3D render), Background for Skulptur 23, 2010 (ink on paper).



GOALS

The main challenge for this project, then, is to design an interesting 
environment where the camera can rotate and view the subject from 
different angles. 

left to right: concept art Skulptur 23, 2010 (ink and paper), background 
art Trilemma, 2012 (gouache on paper)



CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT
My first idea was that of a car commercial. The premise was a 
wood-burning car in an environmental apocalypse, where parts of the 
world had been flooded, desertified, or were burning. The intent was 
to tell the story through the landscape, and to subvert the commercial 
by having the voice-over disappear with the car. The problem with this 
idea was that it would call for very ambitious environments, and sim-
ulations of fire and water. I was also worried that the narrative would 
not be so clear in the end. My other problem was that I have made 
environmentally themed projects before and I wanted to try something 
new.

left to right: excerpts from my sketch book.



CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT
The Hot Car idea then became one of travelling through different styles 
of paintings of favourite artists. Already I was very interested in the 
works of Neo Rauch and Thomas Huber. (featured later)The premise 
was still that of a car travelling through different environments.

left to right: excerpts from my sketch book.



CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT

The final idea became a simpler one where the clean and serene envi-
ronment of Thomas Huber becomes destroyed and is transformed into 
the strange and surreal environment of Neo Rauch. The challenge here 
is to adapt Neo Rauch’s very iconic style to CG. 

left to right: 
Thomas Huber, 2002. Antonia. (Oil on canvas).
Neo Rauch, 2000, SUB (oil on canvas).



THOMAS HUBER
perspective

basic, simple forms
architectural

primary, bright colours
silent

serene
extremely ordered

Born in Zurich, 1955.
Studied at the Kunstgewegeschule in Basel, 1977-1978
Studied at the Royal College of Art in London, 1979
Studied at the Staatliche Kunstakademie Dusseldorf, 1980-1983

Exhibiting since 1982.



THOMAS HUBER



Born in Leipzig, 1960
Studied FIne Art at the Hochschule für Grafik und Buchkunst Leipzig, 
1981-86

Exhibiting since 1997.

NEO RAUCH
Chaotic

Troubled colours in combination with brighter ones
Very limited palette

Plays with flatness and depth.
Characters have comic-book like outlines

Collage-like aesthetic



NEO RAUCH



CONCEPT ART

Working in the style of Thomas Huber and using two paintings of his 
as inspiration (seen on the right, from top to bottom: Öffentlicher Bil-
draum, 1996, and Schweizer Bauvorhaben, 1996) I started designing 
concept artwork for an environment. The purpose was to start with 
seeing the environment from one angle that exactly resembled the 
painting, but from another angle reveals what lies beyond and behind 
objects. 



CONCEPT ART

In the case of Neo Rauch, I was interested in trying to analyse the es-
sentials of his style. Featured here is a sketch of a typical shape he often 
refers to in his paintings, a swarm of floating mittens, and a sketch of 
how a Rauch figure might be scalewise compared to a Huber shape, 
as well as a suggestion for a possible interaction with the environment. 



STORYBOARD: FIRST VERSION



STORYBOARD: FIRST VERSION



CHARACTER DESIGN
The process for designing the characters went along the following ways. 
I made large sketches of faces based off paintings of his to get the feel 
for how he painted and to better understand his characters. Based on 
the portraits, I made a rough character model sheet to show how two 
of these characters would look from the front. 

from left to right: woman from Weiche, 1999, man from Busch, 2001, and woman from Quiz, 2002.



CHARACTER DESIGN



CHARACTER DESIGN



CHARACTER DESIGN
Then I analysed the bodytypes and proportions most common in 
Rauch. An important aspect to Neo Rauch is the rather uncanny valley 
aspect of his characters, with very thick necks, small arms and hands, 
long legs, and short upper bodies. 



CHARACTER DESIGN
The idea was to create a basic ‘template’ for a Rauch man and Rauch 
woman. Simply changing the colours, clothes, and the hairstyles would 
allow for having different characters. I came on this idea as I noticed that 
Rauch had a common bodytype he used in his artworks. 

I then switched to sketching in zbrush, creating a bust of a Rauch wom-
an. I am satisfied with the profile, but the front view still needs work. In 
this program I sketched out a female full body model, using a pre-made 
mesh to fit into and exaggerate Rauch’s strange proportions.



ENVIRONMENT DESIGN
Out of the two environments, Thomas Huber is the easiest to re-cre-
ate. I made a 3D model based on my concept artwork and the paintings 
used as basis for that, and created a very close 3D translation. 

clockwise from top: a screenshot of the geometry as seen from the camera and as seen from above. A render of the geometry with Huber’s painting 
super-imposed. A render of the geometry.



ENVIRONMENT DESIGN
Neo Rauch was more challenging, as he has a very particular disjointed 
style. I suspect that he starts off with collages that he transfers to paint-
ings. In his work, perspectives clash, people walk and interact in land-
scapes they are too big for, and he plays with flatness vs. depth. 

The main question that came up is: why do I want to create a 3D envi-
ronment for what is a very clear 2D aesthetic? the reason is that I want 
to be able to rotate the camera in this environment and change points 
of view. To create a 3D collage that is viewable from every angle.  

Tentative collage of two Neo Rauch paintings in order to come up with a concept for the environment the same way I did for Thomas Huber.



ENVIRONMENT DESIGN
Sketching I came up with this idea. I later rejected it because it was a 
very architectural environment, of the sort that I always make or de-
sign, but not fitting with the theme of Neo Rauch. There was also the 
question of where the Huberville would come, and how the characters 
would interact with it. Finally, after closer analysis of Rauch’s paintings, I 
noticed that he often makes use of very traditional landscapes as a kind 
of backdrop. Redefining Rauch into more theatrical terms helped a lot 
to push the concept to the next level.



ENVIRONMENT DESIGN



ENVIRONMENT DESIGN



ENVIRONMENT DESIGN



ENVIRONMENT DESIGN
I eventually decided on a much simpler design: an optical illusion known 
as an Ames room to create a sense of unease. When the camera turns, 
the illusion is broken of course, but it also reveals strange and extreme 
angles. The purpose is an environment that will remain bizarre from 
every angle. Objects placed within the room seem to obey their own 
perspective, thus solving the problem of how a 3D Huber would look 
in a Rauch-ian environment. Based on this, I could take the concept 
further.

screenshot of the basic geometry of the Ames room. The two cylinders show the difference in percieved size, and demonstrate the Ames room illusion. 



ENVIRONMENT DESIGN
Here is a still rough version of the room showing how Huberville looks 
when placed inside. Both the podium and the city seem to obey their 
own perspective rules, the cylinders (placeholders for characters and 
props) seem to be different sizes. The illusion works.



ENVIRONMENT DESIGN
And here is a rough sketch of how it looks when looking from the room 
outside. The Huberville has a different horizon compared to the ‘actual 
horizon’ created by the backdrop, the podium has its own perspective 
again, and the house shape is an interesting set of lines that also breaks 
the perspective. While the visuals are still crude, they work as planned.



STORYBOARD: SECOND VERSION

Huberville. A large foot enters the frame and steps into the hole.

Zoom out from this frame. Another foot moves in frame. Reveal Rauch man standing in Huberville with a rake.



TEXTURE TESTS
As seen in the first page of the Environment Design section, Thom-
as Huber’s city already looks very close to the real deal. Rendering in 
mental ray and maya with simple textures already creates the desired 
results. 

Neo Rauch was more of a challenge. He paints humans generally 
with a thin outline, as if they were comic characters. Parts of them are 
shaded, and other parts are a single, solid colour. Applied to CG, this 
means that different parts of their bodies must recieve different shaders. 
I made a lot of tests using different renders and techniques to figure out 
which was the best process for creating the desired result. I found out 
that toonshaders work especially well for the face areas, and the co-
lours can be swapped for my own painted textures. Using a three-tone 
toonshader, I discovered that I had much more control of the shadow 
colours as well. This is important to me, because having shadows that 
actually do change with the light and the position of the characters will 
bring in an extra element of believability and stylisation. 

Interestingly, Vray has its own toon outliner, but as far as I can tell, it 
does not allow the control that Maya’s toon outliner has, so I settled for 
the latter. The thing that makes it so particularly useful is that the thick-
ness of the lines can be influenced, for a more expressive line. 



TEXTURE TESTS

Toon outliner combined with a texture and a basic lambert material. The shadow below the chin is strangely blocky, 
and I suspect it is because the light was not agreeing with mentalray. The figure looks very 3D and the textures 
clash with the toon outlines. This creates more an impression of a photograph with an outline around it than a vi-
sual whole. The painted texture looks hokey, and while it is rough, I doubt that a better painted texture would look 



TEXTURE TESTS

Zoomed out does nothing either, but I do like how her skirt looks with its painted texture and painted shadow. 



TEXTURE TESTS

Rendered using vray. Maya’s toonshader did not work with vray, so I used the vray toon outliner. The line is very 
even and rather artificial. Applying a bump map based on the texture of watercolour paper to roughen up the sur-
face created an interesting effect., but not what I was looking for.



TEXTURE TESTS

Adding specular and softening the bump map creates a painted wooden doll effect, but is again not the level of styli-
sation I am looking for with Rauch.



TEXTURE TESTS

Playing around with the toonshader creates a much more cohesive image. The hair and skirt are untouched, but the 
jacket and skin are toonshaders, and create a very convincing painted effect.



TEXTURE TESTS

The transitions between the three different textures can be smoothed, and the effect is much more painterly, while 
still able to change shadows when the light or the character moves. This also makes the toon outline a lot less jar-
ring.



TEXTURE TEST
Using the same logic I used for the lady, I applied the toonshader to the 
environment I had created. A flat shader on the walls allowed me to 
import a texture that would not recieve any shadows, giving it a sem-
blance of flatness, and preserving the Ames room illusion. The doorway 
cut into the wall, (now black) balances the composition a little better.



TEXTURE TEST
The backdrop environment now seen with textures and shaders ap-
plied. I am not very happy about the toonoutline on the podium, it is 
too straight and inorganic. But the framing of the shot works a lot better 
than I had anticipated. Right now the landscape and the house are too 
similar in colour, so that needs to be fixed.



ANIMATION DESIGN
Thinking about Rauch and his humans, I imagine them working steadily, 
like bees, following their own mysterious plan, creating more disorder 
in an orderly way. As a result I looked at polyrhythms for an idea on 
how to approach the animation:

each worker has their limited set of movements, no more than three or 
four different activities that are organised in a sequence. For example: 
stamp, bend, pick up, throw.

These sequences are repeated, and together, all the workers seem to 
cooperate nicely with each other. The worker who has ‘throw’ pro-
grammed as his last movement in the sequence, is linked to a worker 
who has ‘catch’ at more or less the same moment. 

However, each sequence is slightly different in timing, having the work-
ers begin in sync with each other, but slowly go out of sync, creating 
a chaos. The principles is similar to flickering traffic lights - sometimes 
they seem to go simultaneously, and sometimes they alternate. On this 
principle, the first movement goes smoothly, because everyone is in 
sync, but the second time the sequence goes, nobody is in sync, creat-
ing problems. 



STORYBOARD PROPOSAL

1. Huberville. 2. A large foot enters the frame and steps into the hole.

3. Zoom out from this frame. Another foot moves in frame. 4. Reveal Rauch man standing in Huberville with a rake. Sweeps 
whatever is his path to the left.



STORYBOARD PROPOSAL

5. Man picks it up. 6. Throws it to the girl behind. Goes back to his position.

7. She walks to the other lady and hands her the object. 8. She walks off to the other end of the board...



STORYBOARD PROPOSAL

9. Change angle. 10. Pan to the right, revealing a stack, the woman walking to-
wards it. Places the object on the stack, building a tower.

Repeat from 4. step 6 is where it goes wrong, as the left girl has already walked to 
the other side of the room. The box crashes, releasing black goo.



STORYBOARD PROPOSAL

the black goo slithers off, the girl tries to hand over nothing to the 
second lady who is not in sync, she topples over, very slowly.

Turn to this angle, now the frame is covered with pulsing black goo 
taking over the frame.

The toppled lady floats over the scenery. The black goo takes over the screen. The end.



PIPELINE
Characters - 

Zbrush
Maya for retopology
RunUVlayout for unwrapping
Maya for fine-tuning the UVs
Mari and Photoshop for painting the textures - three each. Dark, Mid, 
Light.
Maya for rigging, animation and rendering.
Nuke compositing

Environment - 
Maya
Mari and Photoshop
Maya
Nuke

Basic props - 
Zbrush
RunUVlayout
Maya
Mari and Photoshop
Maya
Nuke



REFERENCES 
References

Anon, 2016. Polyrhythmic Tap Dance - choreo Bob e Thom-
as. [online] YouTube. Available from: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=owO7aBpSDTc [Accessed 10 May 2016].

Autodesk, 2013. Discover Paint Effects in Autodesk Maya 2013. [vid-
eo] Available from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8SlAnwLvnfs 
[Accessed 2 Apr. 2016].

Cosor, S., 2011. The Scream. [video] Available from: https://vimeo.
com/33976373 [Accessed 15 Apr. 2016].

Georgio, P., 2006. Maya Tutorials > Rendering with Maya Toon. [video] 
Available from: http://www.digitaltutors.com/tutorial/1131-Render-
ing-with-Maya-Toon [Accessed 2 Apr. 2016].

Gordon, M., 2002. Trance. [CD] London: Red Poppy Ltd.

Huber, T., 2002. Antonia. [Oil on canvas].

Huber, T., Wismer, B. and Bätschmann, O., 2004. Thomas Huber. 
Baden: Müller.

Jones, C., 1965. The Dot and the Line. [video] Available from: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=hgqUya0kGPA [Accessed 3 May 2016].

Rauch, N., 2002. Neo Rauch. Maastricht: Hatje Cantz.

Universal Store London, 2015. 3D version of The Night Cafe by 
Vincent van Gogh. [video] Available from: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=zxmVq_sGGkc [Accessed 15 Apr. 2016].

Visions of Light. 1992. [film] United States: Arnold Glassman.

Youtube, 2012. Maya Tutorial - create your own shader. [video] 
Available from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yH9NEt8qIto 
[Accessed 2 Apr. 2016].


