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1.0 Introduction 
The art in the game is the very first thing 

the player sees. The rest, such as rules and 

mechanics, are hidden in the “backstage”.   

 

The art provides vital information on 

where and how the player should act 

according to her surroundings. The art can 

guide, deceive and touch. 

 

 

 
 

1.1 Playing a cinematic 
Have you ever played a cinematic 

platformer, in 2D graphics? You open up 

and expect a Super Mario game, but what 

greets you instead is a real human being.  

 

He's not as agile and fast running, but he's 

crafty, can go almost anywhere and 

interact with anything he find. 

 

 

 
 

1.2 The example 
In this book we will be drawing examples 

from a real game project, “Rufus the 

alchemist”, which is a 2D platformer 

game. We will go through how we came to 

the main character Rufus' look, from idea 

to final appearance.  

 

This will not be an art tutorial on how to 

draw, but rather present theories that can 

be applied to any skill level with any artist. 

 

  

 Information squares like these will 

summarize each chapter. 

1.1a Oddworld: Abe's Oddysee (1997). 

1.1b Flashback: The quest for Identity (1992). 

1.1c Another World (1991). 
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2.0 The genre 
To see the future one must look at the 

past. 
 

The genre had its golden age during the 

1990s and it's a sub-genre of platform 

games. The platform game's name is 

literal, since the first gameplay was a 

character jumping from one platform to 

another in early level design. 

 

The cinematic platformer genre focus on 

fluid, realistic animations, and this was a 

time before 3D came into the industry and 

became the number on tool for realism in 

games. 

 

The “cinematic” in the genre name came 

from the rotoscoped middle sequences 

which worked well together with the 

ingame animations without breaking the 

immersion or the mood. 

 

You can compare with today's game 

commercials for high budget games. Some 

brag about the things displayed in the 

trailer are actually ingame graphics and not 

a cinematic, pre-rendered in 3D.

 

 
2.1 Key features 
Cinematic platformers are known to aim 

for a more realistic approach, both in game 

mechanics and visual style. 

 

 So instead of extremely deformed 

(chibi-style) characters, human 

characters have realistic 

proportions. 

 Often, rotoscoping (tracing live 

action moves) is used for character 

animation. 

 Movements take their time to 

decelerate and accelerate, even 

when turning. Never instant. 

 Characters are often normally agile 

like the average human being, 

meaning they are not able to jump 

very high and no one can change 

direction mid-air. 

 In addition to weak jumps, 

advanced climbing feats can be 

performed. Check out the sport 

parkour or free running for 

inspiration. 

 They tend to have weak characters, 

so long falls and single shots from 

guns can instantly kill. Just like real 

life. 

 In combat, both enemies and 

players can use punches, kicks and 

weapons. 

 Collecting items will displayed by 

an animation of picking it up. 

 Almost no graphic user interface 

(GUI) is visible. 

 Gameplay is often linear, mostly 

because it can be a lot of work 

adding unique animations. 

  

 The genre was most popular 

during the 1990s. 

 It’s a sub-genre of the platform 

games. 

 Cinematic platformers are known 

for realistic movements and regular 

weak humans as protagonists. 

 They are heavily animated. 

 They have almost no GUI visible. 
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3.0 Creativity 
 

Crafting something real from your 

imagination is a random process happening 

during an unknown time.  

 

You’ll never know exactly what the end 

product will look like, even if you have a 

plan at the start. Sometimes when you 

have one or many assignments ahead of 

you, you might feel overwhelmed. 

 

So where do you exactly start? You have a 

deadline to complete and you simply can’t 

order inspiration to come to you. 

 

The first thing is to forget the pressure. 

That will only limit you. Forget norms and 

rules. That will only narrow your visions.  

 

 

 

Many people usually 

turn to other media for 

inspirations, like 

books, movies and 

games. 

 

But that quest for 

inspiration can easily 

turn into a distraction 

and suddenly you’ve 

lost precious time.   

 

I would recommend 

that you should focus 

on your own crafting 

than turn to others 

results. 

  

  

 Search inspirations from things 

you like and analyse why you like it. 

 Focus on your own creativity and 

pursue originality.  

 Redesign existing concepts, do fan 

works or something original. 

 

3.0a This infernal beast has nothing to do with Rufus the Alchemist. The 

drawing isn't even finished. The artist drew this in order to “loosen up”. 
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3.1 Drawing 
Sit down with paper and pencil (or 

computer tablet if you prefer) and sketch 

whatever you feel like. 

 

You might feel happy, sad, angry or horny 

at the moment. Let that out on the paper! It 

doesn’t have to be relative to the project at 

all. The point of this is that you must start 

create something!  

 

Draw anything that lets you enter a “flow”. 

The flow is the state of mind where 

everything is just right and you are at the 

top of productivity. 

 

This is a moment of reflection, and an 

exercise of learning to love the art. 

Because you’re about to do it even when 

you feel tired, stressed, sick or half dead. 

 

If you still remain as a “numbskull”, 

devoid of inspiration, gather a moodboard 

rather than watch a cool movie (you can 

still use the stills from the movie).   

 

A moodboard‘s only purpose is to inspire 

the viewer. Compare to other media, it 

cannot distract you with its awesomeness 

and interesting plot and wicked lyrics.  

 

You’re not supposed to think and process 

information, you’re supposed to feel and 

try out new things. 

 

Remember that you will always be 

influenced by things you see, hear and 

experience. So your drawings will be a 

mixture of new, unique creations and 

everything you associate with "cool". 

 

Things that are innovating are actually a 

mixture upon mixture of the good stuff. 

 

 Doodle at random a little bit, 

before you get to work. 

 Always carry a sketchbook. 

 Create a moodboard, if you wish 

to stick to one style or one feeling. 

3.1a If fan art gets your drawing going, like this 

Protoss from Starcraft 2, don't let copyright 

infringement stop you! Just remember to credit the 

original makers. Thank you, Blizzard Entertainment. 
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4.0 The World 
To create a grain of sand you must first 

create the universe. 
 

There is no limit on how the world can 

look like. You are its first visitor and it is 

you who tells everyone what it’s like. That 

is your job. 

 

Without the world, our character won't 

exist. The world shapes its inhabitants; you 

won’t find a fish in the desert unless the 

fish has legs and breathe air. 

 

 This is where you dress your 

gameplay in the clothing of an 

imaginary world. 

4.1 Art direction 
Beauty is in the eye of the beholder 

 

The art direction is the thing that decides 

the look and feel of the whole world. The 

very first sketches don’t have to be related 

to the chosen art direction at all. 

 

The sketches are supposed to flesh out and 

share ideas. When the ideas have turned 

into established facts, that is when they get 

assimilated by the art direction.  

 

With the help of art direction, they are 

added into the same universe, despite 

coming from many different origins (and 

minds). 

 

The art direction is a vital output of 

information for the player and game 

development. Choosing the art direction 

will affect the quality of the work. 

 

It determines the speed of the development 

(which is dependent of the artist current 

skill). 

 

 It also tells the player what she can see, so 

she can make a decision on what to do 

next. Bad art direction may blind the 

player. 

Real life contains vast information, so 

much that the brain has to filter a lot and 

tell us what’s relevant to our interests or 

not.  

 

Your game shouldn’t be that 

overwhelming, unless you really want to 

confuse the player.  

 

So the art direction needs to be as clear and 

user friendly as possible, depending on 

what the target group is. 

 

 

 The art is the first way you catch 

the players, so it must be able to sell 

your game. 

 Simple art is easy to produce. 

“Simple” is also a very objective 

term. Know your limits or learn. 

 Know your target group. 

 
  

 
4.0a Sketch some landscape thumbnails. 

Thumbnails mean “miniature pictures”. 



 

The Cinematic Platformer Art Guide 

 

Advanced Game Development, Uppsala University 

Author: Cecilia Bexander cbx@live.se 

8 

4.2 Places 
See the world... 

 

So how is a world born? Some may begin 

in creating a universe, and then create its 

inhabitants. The desert could mean that all 

life have to adapt to its harsh conditions. 

 

You can also look at our own history.  

I have divided it into several parts: 

 

 Hunters & gatherers: Back when 

we were cavemen. 

 Agriculture: Mankind began to 

farm. 

 Renaissance: Fine art and alchemy. 

 The enlightenment: Everyone had 

access to books. 

 Industrialization: Factories and 

steam machines 

 Space age: Man began the race to 

the moon. 

 Information Technology: 

Computers and modern science. 

  

Each of these periods took a great leap in 

technology. And technology has shaped 

the environment we live in. 

It has changed wilderness into check 

patterned farmlands or exploited 

wastelands. 

 

Intelligent creatures tend to shape their 

environment to suit their own needs. And I 

expect any reasonable alien civilization to 

blow up a few mountains if it blocks a 

great view. 

 

But still, if a fire planet would be 

awesome, don't be afraid to include one. 

 

Another interesting aspect to take note of 

is to see where in the world these historical 

periods took place. Near the equator or up 

in the northern parts? 

 

How does the geography look like? 

Deserts, oases, jungles or snowy plains? 

 

We will be using a game concept as 

example. Our place is a lush forest, 

European style, where the animals are still 

feared and where the wilderness is still 

wild and respected. 

 

 It is a dangerous place for a stranger. 

Slippery rock, sink holes, hidden traps and 

secret passages are only one of many 

things that hide under the trees. 

 

 

 

 

 Try to make your design choices 

logical, but don't forget the rule of 

cool. 

 Look at our own world and history 

to gain inspiration. 

 Choose some familiar elements 

when you create your world, so the 

player can use her own logic to solve 

your challenges. 
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4.3a These three characters are of the same species and have the same job, but they are not exact 

clones of each other. Can you spot the difference between them? 

 

4.3 Inhabitants 
… meet new people and kill them. 

 

To create a world, some may begin in 

creating the characters and then ask them 

questions; 

 

 “Who are you?” 

 “What do you fear?” 

 “What do you desire?” 

 “Do you want to die?” 

 

The last question is vital for the character, 

because self-preservation is part of the 

gameplay, be it the player or the enemy.  

 

A character more willing to die can appear 

more brave and self-sacrificing despite 

fearing the situation, making it a hero. 

 

A character who wants to live may act like 

a coward and are cautious around new 

things. 

 

Everyone living in the world may answer it 

differently, shaping the overall look of it. It 

could be a safe world or a dangerous 

world. 

 

The character’s answers will tell you how 

the world and the society are.  

 

The clothing will tell the world's current 

season/temperature, the character's culture, 

job and social status. 

 

 

 

 

 If you like doing character designs, 

make up some and then build up a 

world around them. 

 Engaging characters are driven by 

desires similar to us. That's how we 

can sympathise with them. 
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4.4 Props 
Power-up! 

 
The prop’s main purpose is to serve the 

gameplay. The player character can 

perform various actions interacting with 

objects, or items.  

 

Her hands may burst into flames and be 

used as a weapon or she can instantly heal 

lethal wounds.  

 

In real life, such things will severely burn 

her hands and healing from lethal wounds 

would take several months. To make 

absurdities believable they require plot and 

design.  

 

Will the burning hands be a cream coated 

on the hands or be flaming gloves? Or is it 

an orb that flares up as soon it leaves its 

owner? Is it magic? Is it technology? 

 

In our project example storywise; our main 

character Rufus is an alchemist, so he will 

be using flasks and herbs to mix up various 

potions and trinkets.  

 

 
Since this takes place in a fantasy world 

we can bend the rules a little, making 

Rufus a “MacGyver”-type. 

 

MacGyver is a television show where the 

main character is a secret agent who 

invented solutions on the spot from any 

items laying around, thus saving the day.  

 

His inventions could be smoke bombs 

from tube socks and toilet rolls or anything 

as silly. The show was dead serious with 

their inventions. And the plot made it 

work.

 
 

 

 Props are interactive objects. 

If you come up with a good lore 

explanation for your gameplay 

choice, you won’t break the illusion 

of the game world. 

  

 
4.4a This is the “excuse” for the Alchemist's 

seemingly magical powers. He is always 

carrying this multitool belt on his person, 

containing satchels and potions. 

4.4b Abe from Oddworld: Abe's Odyssey 

discovers he wield magical powers chosen by his 

long forgotten gods. He doesn't need guns! Or a 

pair of pants. 



 

The Cinematic Platformer Art Guide 

 

Advanced Game Development, Uppsala University 

Author: Cecilia Bexander cbx@live.se 

11 

5.0 The player 
Don't be a player hater. 

 
The Player Character (PC) is first and 

foremost a tool in the game world, the 

player’s “hand”. What the player does 

through her character produces a response. 

 

5.1 Playability 
The game Heart of Darkness (1998), about 

a boy fighting shadows, had a terrible 

story, but the gameplay was incredibly 

good and had clever solutions with the art. 

 

The art distinguished the main character 

from his environment, by making his 

clothing in bright colours. The enemies 

were the opposite of him and were pitch 

black. 

 

The story tells they’re shadow creatures. 

Playing around with contrasts is a great 

way to tell the difference between the 

“good” and the “bad” in the game. 

 

It can also produce plot twists if, for 

example, the game builds up with cute = 

good and then later introduce something 

cute and EVIL. 

 

Even if the player is a master of disguise 

and camouflage, by making her too 

shrouded or completely invisible is a bad 

idea. Then the player won’t know where to 

move and may walk off a cliff or die 

somewhere equally stupid. 

 

But enemies with that ability can be 

presented as a challenge, and raises the 

difficulty of the game. The overall 

satisfaction will be great when the player 

managed to defeat such an enemy. 

 

So the issue on how to make it playable is 

something the art direction should focus 

on. The target group will determine how 

the art might be shaped.  

 

A gritty, detailed look may not be a game 

for children if you want to divert attention 

to the point of interests. 

 

Also, the age of the main character can 

turn off intended target audience, 

depending on the culture they live in. 

 

A Japanese audience may prefer teens as 

main characters while a European audience 

can accept older characters.

 

 Main characters and enemies can 

contrast for quick identification… 

 …unless plot says otherwise. 

 Think of target groups when 

designing characters. Who is it for? 

 
5.1a A suggestion of Rufus as a middle aged 

man, dressed for exploring. 
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5.2 Character Design 
 

To look at the playability, one must begin 

to look at the character itself. 

 

5.2.1 Building the character 
 

The character is recommended to be 

distinguishable from his environment. You 

don’t want him disappear from the player’s 

view = loss of control.  

 

He may also require unique clothing or 

another colour scheme if he happen to look 

alike other non-playing characters (NPC). 

The main character should have the most 

worked out thoroughly animations, since 

the player will see him a lot. 

 

 
A unique wardrobe is helpful to separate 

him from the rest of the cast. Work with 

contrasts:  

 

 If the cast is simple, the main 

character can have detailed 

clothing.  

 If the inhabitants are the complex 

wearers, the main character can 

wear simple as contrast. 

 If all are dressed alike, separate 

your main character with a unique 

colour scheme. 

 

Our project example; Rufus is an 

apprentice alchemist. So he could be sent 

out on errands for his master and thus may 

have comfortable traveling clothing. Since 

he's an apprentice, he may not have earned 

his “alchemist” robes yet. 

 

Choose a look that let the 

protagonist pop out from the world. 

5.2.1a This is an extremely blurred out 

screenshot from the game Heart of Darkness. 

The player character is still somewhat visible 

thanks to his colour scheme. 

 

5.2.1b  Abe from Oddworld rescues his kin 

that looks exactly like him. He's the blue. 

 
5.2.1c Bad fashion sense. 
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5.2.2 Colour palette 
 
How you colour the character can be vital 

for your game. The colouring can affect 

the sympathy the player feels for the 

character and affect the playability.  

 

The game Another World (1991) made the 

character a redhead.  

 

The red is a great contrast to the blue, cold 

alien world and may even provoke some 

sympathy for the redhead. Simply because 

of the warm red. 

 

 

People are friendlier in warmer 

surroundings. Warm and cold colours can 

produce the same effect.  

 

The character can also have colours that 

clash with his/her clothing. So bad fashion 

sense can be a part of the character trait. 

 

 
Or mismatched clothing could be a way of 

separating the torso from the legs. If the 

character is crouched or lying down, the 

player can still tell the head from the toe. 

 

 

 If you were to give your character 

just one colour, what colour would 

best define your character?  

 What colour would best define the 

opponents? 

 
5.2.2a Screenshots of the main character from 

Another World. Here he is encountering a local. 

The colours ingame are mainly black and blue, but 

he stands out by being reddest. 

 
5.2.2b The main character Conrad from the 

game Flashback has a mismatched wardrobe. 
 

5.2.2c This is the final Rufus. If Rufus was to 

be in a single colour, red would be so him! 
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5.3 Animation 
The illusion of life. 

 

The most distinguable feature for 

cinematic platformers is the animations. 

 

They aim for realism and often use 

rotoscoping (tracing live action 

movements) for their human characters. 

Thus every jump, turn, rise and duck 

action take time to perform. 

 

Every action has a beginning, middle and 

an end. Start, action and stop. 

 

If the character is wearing heavy clothing, 

like a cloak or robe, it must also be 

animated. The cloth can add the illusion of 

haste when the character walk, run and 

suddenly stop.  

 

Imagine the cloth behaving like a 

pendulum. It swings back and forth 

depending on how you move. 

 

Since the character moves into unknown 

territory, he will always look at the point 

of interest while interacting and moving. 

  

 
5.3a The image above portrays a simple turn, when the character changes direction. His head is the first that 

reacts, and is one step ahead the body in the turning action. While turning, he is shifting his body weight from 

one foot to the other, until he is resting his weight on both feet when still. 
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 Another example of a typical animation is 

the stop attempt after running. 

Since the torso is still moving forward, the 

legs must apply kinetic force in the 

opposite direction in order to halt the 

movement. 

So if the character is having a faster speed 

at the beginning, the character will require 

a longer braking distance in order to halt.  

  

 
5.3b An example of the character decelerating. The first that happen is that the character notice; the character spots something. Then the reaction; he starts 

to act upon it. And then the rest of the animation displays how the player tries to stop. This part is to simulate friction. During movement, it’s standard for the 

body weight to lean on one foot at a time. 
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When preparing to jump and grab a ledge, 

the character’s head tilts down when the 

spine bends inward, following the neck. 

His torso and knees is always near the 

same “edge” of the box, to retain balance 

(if he’s not moving forward). The same 

rule applies to his butt and heels.  

 

Since 2D animations mostly lack a physics 

engine that can simulate gravity and mass, 

the animator must be schooled in the basic 

animation principles in order to provide 

realistic movements, which is important in 

this genre. 

 

The limitation of movements inside this 

drawn rectangular box is an adaption after 

a game engine called Construct 2, which 

used the same sized sprites. 

 Start and stop animations to 

actions simulate weight and friction. 

 The Protagonist has always the 

best animations since the player is 

constantly looking at him. 

 
5.2.3c The character attempts a jump. He first looks at the target (that could be a ledge or a rope). He then, still 

looking at the target, squats down to pounce up. He throws his arms back and swings forth, and his arms’ mass 

produces a lifting force drag the body along. Then he pushes up with his legs, creating the jump. When jumping, 

he’s stretching to his full length, in order to reach his target. 
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6.0 Sketchbook 
 

Here are samples of the author’s creativity used to draw inspiration.  

 

 
  

 
6.0b An early sketch of Rufus. 

 
6.0c Sketch of Rufus the Alchemist. 

6.0a Costume designs for Rufus the Alchemist. 
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