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The concept of Fan Design occupies a unique intersection in the history of art and design, spanning from the 

decorative physical objects of the 18th century to the sophisticated digital character reconstructions of the 21st 

century. While the name "Blake" frequently appears across these disparate eras—associated with the visionary 

watercolors of William Blake, the pioneering Pop Art of Sir Peter Blake, and the contemporary digital character 

Blake Belladonna—the underlying principles of design, composition, and technical execution remain surprisingly

consistent. This analysis explores the technical methodologies, historical contexts, and engineering workflows that

define fan design across three centuries of artistic evolution.

The Classical Framework: William Blake and the Art of the Hand-Fan

In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, the design of hand-fans was not merely a decorative endeavor but a 

complex exercise in structural engineering and miniature composition. William Blake’s contributions to this field,

as documented by scholars like Andrew Wilton, highlight the technical challenges of working within a semi-circular,

foldable substrate.

Technical Constraints of Fan Media

Designing for a fan requires a deep understanding of anamorphic distortion. Because the fan surface is pleated

and expands from a central pivot point, the artist must account for the following technical variables:

•  Radial Symmetry: The central oval must anchor the composition, while peripheral elements must remain 

legible despite the folding of the leaf (the paper or silk surface).

•  Pigment Adhesion: Classical fan designs often utilized watercolor or gouache on vellum. The hydrophilic 

properties of the substrate required precise control over water ratios to prevent warping.

•  Kinetic Durability: The medium had to withstand repeated mechanical stress. Blake’s use of light washes 

allowed for flexibility, whereas heavy impasto would have resulted in delamination and cracking.

One of the most significant examples is Blake’s design for "Morning Twilight." This piece demonstrates the use of a 

centralized narrative focal point, a technique that remains foundational in modern character-centric fan art. The

technical workflow involved sketching the layout in a flattened arc, calculating the fold lines, and ensuring that no

vital facial features fell on a crease.

The Pop Art Transition: Peter Blake and the Design of Icons

Moving into the mid-20th century, the definition of "Fan Design" shifted toward the design for fans—the creation of 

icons that resonated with a burgeoning consumer culture. Sir Peter Blake, a pioneer of the British Pop Art 

movement, introduced collage as a primary technical methodology. His work represents a transition from original 

illustration to the curation and re-contextualization of existing media.

The Mechanics of Collage and Assemblage

Peter Blake’s technical approach to collage, particularly highlighted in his monograph, involves several key



engineering steps:

1.  Source Material Analysis: Identification of high-contrast imagery that maintains visual integrity when scaled.

2.  Substrate Preparation: Using rigid boards (often wood or heavy card) to support the weight of multiple 

adhesive layers.

3.  Compositional Mapping: Using a grid system to organize disparate elements into a cohesive whole, a 

precursor to the digital layers used in modern software like Adobe Photoshop.

4.  Adhesion Chemistry: Utilizing pH-neutral adhesives to ensure long-term preservation and prevent the 

"ghosting" of ink from the reverse side of sourced clippings.

Blake’s philosophy, often summarized by his commitment to his craft despite the "mountain" of artistic expectations,

emphasizes the democratization of design. He treated "fan objects"—from record covers to matchboxes—with the

same technical rigor as fine art, effectively bridging the gap between high culture and mass-market design.

Digital Convergence: The RWBY Fan Reboot and Character Engineering

In the contemporary era, the term "Fan Design" often refers to Fan-Created Reboots or technical redesigns of 

existing intellectual properties. The RWBY Fan Reboot project, specifically the redesign of the character Blake 

Belladonna, serves as a prime case study for modern digital workflows. Unlike the static designs of the past, 

modern fan design must account for 3D rig-ability and cinematic physics.

Technical Workflow for Character Redesign

Modern character artists, such as Tom Blake or those working on the RWBY reboot, follow a rigorous technical

pipeline:



Phase Technical Task Tools/Principles

Phase 1: Conceptualization Orthographic Drawing (Front, Side, 
Back views)

Maintain consistent proportions 
across the Y-axis.

Phase 2: Topology Optimization Creating a 3D mesh with clean quad-
dominant flow.

Ensure edge loops around joints 
(knees, elbows) for deformation.

Phase 3: Material Science Defining PBR (Physically Based 
Rendering) textures.

Calculating Albedo, Roughness, and 
Normal maps.

Phase 4: Rigging Designing a digital skeleton 
(armature).

Implementing Inverse Kinematics (IK) 
for realistic movement.

In the case of Blake Belladonna, the design must balance aesthetic silhouette with combat functionality. For 

example, the redesign of her weapon, Gambol Shroud, requires mechanical feasibility. Designers must ask: How

does the blade fold? Where is the center of mass? These are engineering questions that William Blake never had

to consider, yet they stem from the same root of functional aesthetics.

Comparative Analysis: Historical vs. Modern Design Methodologies

To understand the breadth of "Fan Design," we must compare the technical metrics of these different eras. The

following table provides a side-by-side evaluation of classical watercolor fans, Pop Art collages, and modern digital

character designs.

Table 1: Technical Metric Comparison



Metric Classical (William Blake) Pop Art (Peter Blake) Digital (RWBY/Fan 
Reboot)

Primary Medium Watercolor/Vellum Found Object/Paper/
Adhesive

Voxels/Polygons/Pixels

Dimensionality 2D (Foldable 3D) 2.5D (Layered) 3D (Animated)

Color Space Natural Pigment 
(Subtractive)

CMYK (Printed Matter) RGB/Linear (Additive)

Workflow Direct Application Additive Curation Iterative Non-destructive

Distribution Unique Physical Object Mass-Produced Prints Global Digital Transmission

The transition from Subtractive Color (RYB/CMYK) to Additive Color (RGB) represents one of the most 

significant shifts in design history. William Blake’s mastery of light was achieved through the thinness of watercolor 

washes allowing the white vellum to reflect light. In contrast, modern designers like those working on Zelda BOTW 

Link fan art utilize HDR (High Dynamic Range) rendering to simulate light physics within a virtual environment.

The Mathematics of Composition in Fan Design

Regardless of the century, successful fan design relies on mathematical principles. One of the most prevalent is the 

Golden Ratio (<b�$‚��ãc�‚•, used to determine the placement of focal points.

Applying the Golden Spiral in Character Design

In digital character design, the Golden Spiral is often used to determine the "flow" of a character's silhouette. For a

character like Blake Belladonna, the placement of her signature bow and the curve of her weapon follow these

proportions to ensure visual balance. The formula for the Golden Ratio can be expressed as:

<b�Ò�ƒ��²�!£R’�ò� 

By applying this ratio to the vertical hierarchyof a character design (e.g., the distance from the head to the waist

vs. the waist to the feet), designers create an intuitive sense of "rightness" that resonates with the viewer. This

same ratio can be found in the curvature of the 18th-century fan ribs, demonstrating a mathematical bridge

between the centuries.

Field Guide: Implementing Professional Fan Art Standards

For designers looking to enter the field of high-end fan art or technical character design, following a structured

procedure is essential for achieving professional-grade results. This field guide outlines the requirements for a

modern technical character sheet.

Step-by-Step Technical Execution

1.  Silhouette Analysis: Black out the character. If the character is not recognizable by silhouette alone, the 

design lacks visual hierarchy.

2.  Color Palette Serialization: Limit the palette to 3 primary colors and 2 accent colors. Use Hexadecimal or 

Pantone codes to ensure consistency across different displays and print media.

3.  Functional Layering: In software like Clip Studio Paint or Photoshop, organize layers by material type (e.g., 



Metal, Cloth, Skin). This allows for non-destructive editing and easier texture baking in 3D pipelines.

4.  Anatomical Correctness: Even for stylized characters like those in RWBY or Zelda, the underlying skeletal 

structure must be sound. Use Andrew Loomis’s proportions as a baseline before applying stylization.

Case Study: Challenges in Fan Design Reboots

Rebooting a fan-favorite design (such as the RWBY Fan Reboot) presents several operational challenges. The 

primary failure mode is "Over-designing,"where the artist adds excessive detail that clutters the silhouette and

makes the character difficult to animate.

Common Errors and Solutions

•  Error: High polygon counts in non-deforming areas. Solution: Use Normal Mapping to simulate detail on low-

poly surfaces, optimizing the model for real-time engines.

•  Error: Inconsistent lighting in 2D fan art. Solution: Establish a Key Light, Fill Light, and Rim Light in the initial 

sketch phase to maintain three-dimensional volume.

•  Error: Lack of historical context in redesigns. Solution: Research the original artist's intent. For example, if 

redesigning a Peter Blake-inspired piece, incorporate halftone patterns and mid-century typography.

The Synthesis of Tradition and Technology

The evolution of fan design—from the delicate watercolors of William Blake to the complex 3D maquettes of Tom

Blake and the collaborative efforts of the RWBY fan community—reveals a continuous thread of technical

innovation. While the tools have changed from sable brushes and vellum to digital styluses and liquid crystal

displays, the core objective remains the same: the creation of a visual language that celebrates, critiques, and

expands upon cultural icons.

As we look toward the future, the integration of AI-assisted design and Procedural Generationsuggests that the

next phase of fan design will be even more data-driven. However, the foundational principles established by the

pioneers of the past—balance, proportion, and structural integrity—will remain the essential benchmarks of quality.

The designer’s role is to navigate this vast "mountain" of influence, using technical precision to transform inspiration

into enduring art. Whether it is a hand-fan meant for a 19th-century ballroom or a 3D model destined for a fan-

made game engine, the legacy of Blake in all its forms continues to define the boundaries of what is possible in the

realm of fan-centric design.
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