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THE LEVEL UP! EXCLUSIVE OFFER TO OUR READERS

Thank you very much for bying Level up! The Guide to Great Video Game Design! If you happen to meet me at a book signing or a video game conference or a taco shop just present this page and I will draw you your very own customized level design—free of charge!

Signed, Scott Rogers
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FOREWORD

Scott set out to write a handbook; a general text that any designer can pull off their shelf or call up on their PC or e-reader when they want to get back to fundamentals. A sort of Scout Handbook or Farmer’s Almanac for game creation. Scott has even included the kind of clear and simple illustrations you might find in these evergreen texts.

When any team in sports, any military unit, or any human endeavor wants success, they start in one place: with the basics. How many times have we heard after a big win, “It’s all about fundamentals.” One of those fundamentals I’ve found valuable in game design is the concept of “doing one thing, well.” Well, Mr. Rogers has done just that with his handbook.

Whether you are starting out as a new designer or are a veteran who’s stuck on a difficult problem, pull this handbook off the shelf, get back to the fundamentals, and I’ll bet they trigger some inspiration that will take you beyond.

Danny Bilson  
Executive Vice President of Core Games, THQ  
February 2010




ABOUT THE AUTHOR

After discovering that game designers have more fun, Scott Rogers embarked on a 16-year-(and counting) career in video games. He has helped design many successful video games including: Pac-Man World, the  Maximo series, God of War, Drawn to Life series and Darksiders. Scott is currently a creative manager for THQ and lives just outside nuclear strike range of Los Angeles with his lovely wife, two children and many, many action figures.
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PRESS START!




IF YOU ARE ANYTHING LIKE ME… 

… then you’ll read the first page of a book before you buy it. I find that if I like the first page, then I’ll probably like the whole thing. I have noticed that many books have an exciting excerpt on the first page in order to grab the reader’s interest, such as:The zombie’s filthy claws clutched hungrily at Jack’s shirt, even as his blade split the creature’s head like a ripe melon. A firm kick to its headless torso sent it sprawling down the stairs into the greedy mob that surged forward like a wave. The corpse’s undead brothers and sisters paused their onslaught until they realized the decapitated body was just dead meat. Their hesitation gave Jack a second to spare a glance over his shoulder and see that Evelyn had finally reached the helicopter. Jack braced himself for the oncoming mob. “Get that thing started! I can’t hold them off forever!” he yelled, as he severed several greedily clutching hands from their wrists. “But, Jack!” Evelyn screamed back, frantically flipping switches. “I don’t know HOW to fly a helicopter!”





Not that I would ever resort to such cheap tactics in this book. I have also noticed that some books try to gain respectability by publishing a positive quote from an industry professional or famous person on their first page:I learned more from reading the first page of Level Up! The Book of Great Video Game Design than I learned in working for 25 years in the video game industry!

A very famous game designer1





You obviously don’t need someone else to tell you how to make up your mind. Just by picking up this book, I can tell you are a discriminating reader. I can also tell you are seeking the straight truth on the creation of video games. This book will teach you the who, what, where and, most importantly, how to design video games. If you have an interest in arcade games, boss fights, chili, deadly traps, ergonomics, fun, giant hydras, haunted mansions, islands and alleys, jumps, killer bunnies, leitmotifs, Mexican pizza, non-player characters, one-sheet designs, pitch sessions, quests, robotic chickens, smart bombs, the triangle of weirdness, un-fun, violence, whack-a-mole, XXX, Y-axis and zombies, then this is the book for you.

Before we start, keep in mind that there are many ways to approach game design. All of them are valid, as long as they can communicate the designer’s ideas. The tricks and techniques found in Level Up! are MY WAYS of creating game design.

Another quick reminder, when I say “I designed a game” this is an oversimplification. Video games are created by many, many, many talented people (you’ll be introduced to them shortly) and to give the impression that I did all the work myself is not only incorrect but egotistical2. There is no “I” in team3.

The majority of the games I’ve helped design were single player action games, so many of the examples found in Level Up! will be skewed towards that perspective. It’s just the way I think. But I have also found that most of the gameplay concepts are transferable to many different genres of games. It won’t be too hard for you to translate my advice to your own game, no matter what the genre.

Another thing before we get started. If you are looking for a single chapter about gameplay, don’t bother. Because EVERY chapter in this book is about gameplay. You should be thinking about gameplay all the time and how things affect the player, even when designing passive elements like cutscenes and pause screens.

Since you have made it this far, I may as well start by actually telling you the bad news first. Making video games is very hard work4. I have worked in video games for over 16 years and on games that have sold millions of copies.

But in that time, I have learned that making video games is also the best job in the world. It can be thrilling, frustrating, rewarding, nerve-wracking, hectic, boring, vomit-inducing, and just plain fun.




NO, YOU CAN’T HAVE MY JOB 

Over the course of my career, I came up with some Clever Ideas and learned some Universal Truths. For your convenience, I have added these at the end of each “level.”

I also learned a couple of very important things. You can tell they are  very important because they are written in all bold letters. The first very important thing I learned was:GAME DESIGNERS HAVE MORE FUN





I know this, because my first job in the video game industry was as an artist5. Back in those 16-bit days, video game artists drew images with pixels. There are several great 16-bit artists, like Paul Robertson and the teams that made the Metal Slug and classic Capcom fighting games; but for me, drawing pictures out of pixels is like drawing with bathroom tiles. Here is what a drawing I made out of pixels looks like:[image: 004]



Anyway, as I was “pushing pixels” I heard the sound of raucous laughter coming from the group of cubicles next to mine. I peered over the wall to see a bunch of video game designers yukking it up and have a good ol’ time. For the record, I was not having a good ol’ time pushing pixels. I realized, “Those game designers are having more fun than I am! Making  video games should be fun! I want to have fun! I want to become a game designer too!” And so I did. I eventually worked my way up the ladder to become a game designer. After I became a real game designer, I learned the second very important thing:NO ONE ON YOUR TEAM WANTS TO READ YOUR DESIGN





This is a horrible thing to discover, but it is something every game designer needs to hear. Here I was, a brand new game designer with brand new game designs ready to go, and no one wanted to read any of them! What was I to do? In order to solve this problem and get my colleagues to read my design documents, I started drawing them as cartoons. And guess what? It worked. They conveyed the ideas I wanted to get across to my team mates. And I’ve been designing games this way ever since, many of which have gone on to become top-selling titles. That is why you will find many cartoons, so you will continue reading and understand the ideas presented. If you do, then you can apply them to your own design and become a great designer, too.
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WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR? 

Why you, of course. Provided you are one of the following people.

A working video games professional. There are lots of books about video games design, but most of them are full of THEORY, which I have never found very helpful while making a game. Don’t get me wrong, theory is great when you are at a game developers conference or one of those wine and cheese affairs we game designers always find ourselves at. But when I am working on a game, with my sleeves rolled up and blood splattered all over the walls6, I need practical nuts n’ bolts advice on how to solve any problems I may encounter. I mention this because I assume that some of you reading Level Up! will be experienced video game professionals. I hope you find the techniques and tips in this book useful in your day-to-day work. Not that this book doesn’t have uses for beginners.

I’m talking about you, future video game designers. Remember, one page ago when I told you I was a pixel pusher? There was a point to that story, which is I was just like you. Maybe you’re also an artist who is tired of hearing the game designers laughing it up over in the other office. Or a programmer who knows he can design a better enemy encounter than the knucklehead currently doing it on your game. Or maybe you are a tester who wants to move up in the world, but you don’t know how to do it. When I wanted to become a video game designer, there weren’t any books on the subject. We had to learn everything from other game designers. I was lucky to have a mentor and an opportunity to work as a game designer. If you don’t have either of these things, don’t fret. Read this book; I will be your mentor. All you need to do is follow my advice, be prepared, and take advantage of the opportunity when it finally arrives.

This book is also great for students of video game design. Back when I started making games, I didn’t take any classes on video game design—because they didn’t exist! I just made stuff up as I went along! And I made a lot of mistakes. This is why I wrote this book: so you can learn from all my  mistakes before they become your mistakes too.

Finally, this book is for anyone who loves video games. I love video games. I love to play them. I love to make them and I love to read about making them. If you want to make video games, then you must love them too. Ironically, I know several people who work in video games that freely admit they do not like to play video games. That does not make any sense  to me. Why would you work in video games if you do not love video games? They are fools. They should just step aside and let someone who loves video games make video games. Someone like you.

Ready? Great! Let’s find out how to make games!
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LEVEL 1

WELCOME, N00BS!

This chapter is written especially for people who are new to video games and how they are made. If you are not a n00b7, then feel free to skip it. However you are going to be missing out on a lot of great stuff. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

Within the academic gaming community, there are many different definitions for what qualifies as a game. Some scholars insist that “a game needs to be a closed formal system that subjectively represents a subset of reality 8.” Others say that games need to have “players in conflict with each other9.” I think those definitions are trying too hard to sound smart.

Games, while complex, are often simpler than that. Bernard Suits10 wrote that “playing a game is a voluntary effort to overcome unnecessary obstacles.” This is a pretty amusing definition, but still a bit too scholarly for my taste. Let’s keep things simple. Let’s consider hand ball. You only need one player for hand ball—where’s the other players to be in conflict with? Bouncing a ball against a wall without missing it is hardly a metaphor for reality; unless you lead a very boring life. Let’s face it, sometimes a ball bouncing against a wall is just a ball bouncing against a wall.

[image: 007]

Playing hand ball may therefore seem like a time-waster, but a time-waster becomes a game when you add rules and an objective. A rule may be to throw the ball with your right hand and catch it with your left, or to not drop the ball. A victory condition could be that you have to catch the ball ten times in a row. A failure state would be if you violated any of the rules or victory conditions. Once those criteria have been met, you have created a game. Ironically, while simple, hand ball was enough of a game to inspire the creators of one of the earliest video games: Tennis for Two.

Tennis for Two

[image: 008]

So, let’s ask this basic question:Q: What is a game?

A: A game is an activity that:• requires at least one player
• has rules
• has a victory condition.







That’s pretty much it.

Now that you know what a game is, let’s ask:Q: What is a video game?

A: A video game is a game that is played on a video screen.





Sure, you can start complicating the definition and add requirements about devices, peripherals, control schemes, player metrics, boss fights, and zombies (and don’t worry; we’ll tackle these things soon enough). But by my reckoning, that is pretty much as simple as it gets.

Oh, there’s one other thing to consider at this early stage. The game’s  objective. You should be able to sum a game’s objectives up quickly and clearly. If you can’t, you’ve got a problem.

Danny Bilson, THQ’s EVP of Core Games, has a great rule of thumb about a game’s objective. He says that you should be able to sum up the game’s objectives as easily as those old Milton Bradley board games did on the front of their box. Check out these examples taken from real game boxes:

Battleship: sink all of your opponent’s ships.

Operation: successful operations earn “Money.” Failures set off alarms.

Mouse Trap: player turns the crank which rotates gears causing lever to move and push the stop sign against shoe. Shoe tips bucket holding metal ball. Ball rolls down rickety stairs and into rain pipe which leads it to hit helping hand rod. This causes bowling ball to fall from top of helping hand rod through thing-a-ma-jig and bathtub to land on diving board. Weight of bowling ball catapults diver through the air and right into wash tub causing cage to fall from top of post and trap unsuspecting mouse.

Ok, so maybe not with that last one. The lesson is, you need to keep your game objectives simple. Speaking of simple games, let’s take a moment to travel back to the dawn of video games. They had to start somewhere, right?




A BRIEF HISTORY OF VIDEO GAMES 

The 1950s. The dawn of television, 3-D movies, and rock ‘n’ roll. Video games were invented in the 1950s too, only they were played by a very few people on very large computers. The first video game programmers were students in the computer labs of large universities like MIT and employees of military facilities at Brookhaven National Laboratories. Early games like  OXO (1952), Spacewar! (1962), and Colossal Cave (1976) had very simple or even no graphics at all. They were displayed on very small black and white oscilloscope screens.

[image: 009]

After playing Spacewar! at the University of Utah’s computer lab, future Atari founders Ted Dabney and Nolan Bushnell were inspired to create  Computer Space, the first arcade video game, in 1971. While (despite the name) the first arcade games could be found in bars, arcades dedicated to video games began appearing by the late 1970s.

[image: 010]

Early arcade games like Asteroids, Battlezone, and Star Castle were rendered in vector graphics (images constructed from lines). After color  raster graphics (images constructed from a grid of dots called pixels) were introduced, cartoon-inspired video game characters appeared. Characters like Pac-Man (Namco, 1980) and Donkey Kong (Nintendo, 1982) became pop culture icons virtually overnight.

During the early 1980s, three styles of game machines dominated arcades:  uprights (cabinets which the player stood in front of while they played), cocktail tables (arcade games set into the top of a small table, allowing the player to sit down while playing), and cockpits (elaborate game cabinets that allowed the player to lean or sit down to further enhance the gaming experience).

Arcade Cabinet

[image: 011]

Cocktail Table
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Arcade Cockpit

[image: 013]

In the mid-1980s, arcades began springing up everywhere and video games took the world by storm. Game genres and themes became more varied, while gaming controls and cabinets became more elaborate with realistic controllers and beautiful graphics decorating uniquely designed cabinets. You could sit back-to-back in a two-player spaceship cockpit while playing  Tail Gunner (Vectorbeam, 1979), battle Klingons from a replica of Captain Kirk’s command chair in Star Trek (Sega, 1982) or drive in an actual Ferrari Testarossa that moved and shook in Out Run (Sega, 1986). By the late 1990s, many arcade games started to resemble mini theme-park rides complete with rideable race horses, gyroscopically-moving virtual simulators and fighting booths that allowed players to battle virtual foes using actual punches and kicks. The most elaborate of these arcades was Virtual World’s BattleTech Centers; steampunk-themed arcades with linked “battle pods11”  that allowed 8 players to fight each other while stomping around in giant virtual “mechs.”

These elaborate arcade games required lots of floor space and were very expensive to maintain. In the late 1990s, home systems began to rival and eventually surpassed the graphics seen in most arcade games. Arcades went out of business by the dozens. The video games became replaced with more lucrative redemption machines12 and games of skill like skeeball. With the liquidation of arcades, many cabinets ended up in the hands of private collectors. The golden age of video game arcades was over.

Most recently, arcades have become social and virtual experiences. LAN gaming centers combine retail and social space to allow players to play computer and console games on a per-hour basis. Many have upgraded to feature large-scale gaming experiences held in movie theater-sized venues. Internet cafes are similar to LAN centers but with an emphasis on cultivating a café-style environment.

Social gaming has also expanded in another direction. Companies such as Disney and the Sally Corporation have started merging traditional amusement dark rides13 with gameplay to create new arcade-style experiences. For example, Toy Story Midway Mania at Disney’s California Adventure (2008) whisks a four-player cart past a succession of giant video screens where players compete in a variety of carnival-style shooting games. Players are sprayed with air and water to simulate different visual effects in the game. The circle of modern arcade gaming and home gaming has come full circle with the release of a Wii version of the Toy Story Midway Mania attraction.

Who knows? Perhaps these new attractions will become the backbone of a new hybrid arcade/amusement park filled with virtual games and interactive dark rides.

 Atari 2600
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Nintendo Entertainment System (NES)
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Playstation One (PSX)

[image: 016]

A console is a gaming platform that can be used in the home. A microprocessor runs the electronic device, which sends a video display signal to the user’s TV set or monitor14. Unlike the dedicated controllers of an arcade machine, a home console controller has enough buttons, triggers, and analog controls to allow for a variety of games to be played. And unlike the dedicated motherboards in early arcade games, which could only hold one game, console games use cartridge, CD, and DVD media to allow players to quickly change games. From the late 1970s onwards, there have been many home consoles. Some of the more popular and/or well known previous generation ones include the Atari 2600 and Jaguar, the Mattel Intellivision, the Colecovision, the Nintendo Entertainment System and Super Nintendo, the Sega Genesis and Dreamcast, and the 3DO interactive player. Current consoles such as the Playstation 3, Xbox 360, and Nintendo Wii continue to bring gaming into the homes of millions of gamers worldwide.

Nintendo Game Boy

[image: 017]

Sega Nomad
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Playstation Portable (PSP)
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Like arcade games, handheld games have a visual display, a processor, and controller, but are small enough to fit in the hands of the player. The first handheld titles were dedicated to only one game per unit. Auto Race  (Mattel Electronics, 1976) used a digital display while the Game & Watch series (Nintendo, 1980) featured a more appealing liquid crystal display.

Microvision (Milton Bradley, 1979) was one of the earliest handheld systems to have switchable cartridges. Handheld gaming took off when Tetris became a phenomenon on the Gameboy (Nintendo, 1989), the forerunner of the Nintendo DS 15. Recent handheld systems have become quite powerful. The Sony PSP’s processor can run the equivalent of a Playstation One game. That’s quite a jump since the digital blips of Mattel Football!

Handheld gaming, particularly on mobile devices, is becoming more and more popular. Games for cellular phones are quick and less expensive to make. In a few short years, the number of mobile game developers has exploded. Are these mobile games and devices the future of gaming?

Commodore 64 (C64)
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Macintosh Plus
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Personal Computer (PC)
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As personal computers (or PCs) became popular in the late 1970s, both video game programming and video game playing became more common. An entire generation of game developers started off in their bedrooms, programming games on their PCs. These early games were stored on tape drives and floppy discs. While early computer video games attempted to emulate games found at arcades, the addition of the keyboard allowed greater user input, giving rise to unique game genres including the text adventure game. Longer periods of time spent at the computer also meant longer gaming experiences and simulations; construction and management and strategy games started to become popular. As the computer hardware, memory, and storage evolved to CD and DVD media, computer games became more detailed, more involved, and more complex. The rise of the  first person shooter (or FPS) can be attributed to the popularity of the mouse controller. By the mid-1990s the computer was the ultimate gaming platform. Several gaming genres, particularly strategy, FPSs, and  massively multiplayer online games (or MMOs) remain very strong on the computer platform.




GAME GENRES 

Over the years, gaming has splintered off into many different genres and subgenres. A game genre is used to describe the style of gameplay.

 

Action: games that require hand/eye coordination to play. The action genre has several subgenres:• Action-adventure—this combination of genres features an emphasis on item collection and usage, puzzle solving, and long-term story-related goals. Examples: the Prince of Persia and Tomb Raider series.
• Action-arcade—any game presented in the style of early arcade games with an emphasis on “twitch” gameplay, scoring, and short play time. Examples: Dig Dug, Diner Dash.
• Platformer—a platform game often features a mascot character jumping (or swinging or bouncing) through challenging “platform” environments. Shooting and fighting may also be involved. At one time, the platformer was the most popular subgenre in gaming. Examples: Nintendo’s Mario titles (Super Mario World, Mario 64, and  Super Mario Galaxy).
• Stealth—an action game with an emphasis on avoiding enemies rather than directly fighting them. Examples: the Metal Gear series and Thief: The Dark Project.
• Fighting—a game where two or more opponents battle in arena settings. Fighting games are distinguished from action games for the depth of their player controls. Examples: the Street Fighter series and the Mortal Kombat series.
• Beat ‘em up/hack ‘n’ slash—these games have players battle against wave after wave of enemies increasing in difficulty. Examples:  Double Dragon, Castle Crashers.



Shooter: shooters focus primarily on firing projectiles at enemies. While fast-paced and “twitch” oriented, like action games, this genre has evolved to include several subgenres that are distinguished by their camera view:• First person shooter—a shooter as seen from the player’s perspective. The tighter camera view is more limiting but more personal than in a third person shooter. Examples: Quake, Team Fortress 2.
• Shoot ‘em up—shoot ‘em ups (or shmups for short) are arcade-style shooters where players shoot large quantities of enemies while avoiding hazards. The player’s avatar in a shmup is usually a vehicle (such as a spaceship) rather than a character. They can be presented from several different camera angles. Examples: Space Invaders, the  Contra series. 
• Third person shooter (TPS)—a shooter where the camera is placed further behind the player, allowing for a partial or full view of the player’s character and their surroundings. Despite the wider view, the emphasis on gameplay remains on shooting. Examples: the Star Wars Battlefront and Grand Theft Auto series.



Adventure: adventure games focus on puzzle solving, and item collection and inventory management. Early adventure games were solely text based. Examples: Colossal Cave, the King’s Quest, and Leisure Suit Larry series.

• Graphical adventure—this subgenre has players use a mouse or cursor to click to uncover clues and navigate around. Examples: Myst,  Monkey Island, and the Sam and Max series.
• Role-playing game (RPG)—this subgenre is based on pen and paper role-playing games like Dungeons and Dragons. Players choose a character class and increase their statistical abilities through combat, exploration, and treasure finding. Characters can either be specific characters or generic character classes. Examples: Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic and the Mass Effect series.
• Massively multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG)—an RPG that can support hundreds of players together in one environment. MMORPGs are known for player vs player gameplay, repetitive gameplay or “grinding”, and group battles or “raids.” Examples: World of Warcraft, DC Universe Online.
• Survival/horror—players attempt to survive a horror scenario with limited resources, such as sparse ammunition. Examples: the  Resident Evil series, the Silent Hill series.

Construction/management: this genre has players build and expand a location with limited resources. They can be based on stories or “toys.”  SimCity and Zoo Tycoon are examples of this genre.

Life simulation: similar to the management genre, but revolving around building and nurturing relationships with artificial life forms. The Sims and  Princess Maker titles are both life simulators.

• Pet simulation—based on the Tamagotchi digital pet pocket games, though often now much expanded, pet simulators revolve around nurturing animals through feeding and relationships. World of Zoo is an example of this.

Music/rhythm: the player tries to match a rhythm or beat to score points. They can be as simple as the game Simon or as complex as Rock Band.

Party: party games are specifically designed for multiple players and are based on competitive play. More often than not, gameplay is presented in the minigame format. Examples: Mario Party and Buzz!

Puzzle: puzzle games are based on logic and pattern completion. They can be slow, methodical or use hand/eye coordination. Examples: The Incredible Machine or Tetris.

Sports: these are games based on athletic competitions, whether they are traditional or extreme. It is common to see annual versions of these titles. Examples: the Madden series, the Tony Hawk series.

• Sports management—rather than directly playing the sport, players manage players or teams. Examples: the FIFA Manager series, the  NFL Head Coach series.

Strategy: from chess to Sid Meir’s Civilization, thinking and planning are the hallmarks of strategy games. They take place in both historical and fictitious settings.

• Real time strategy (RTS)—similar to turn-based games, these faster-paced games focus on the “four X’s”: expansion, exploration, exploitation, and extermination. RTS has become the dominant strategy subgenre. Examples: Command and Conquer series, the  Dawn of War series.
• Turn-based—the slower pace of these games allows players time to think, providing more opportunity for strategy to be employed. Examples: the X-Com series, the Advance Wars series.
• Tower defense—a relatively new subgenre on PC and handheld systems where players create automated projectile-shooting “towers” that keep enemies at bay. Examples: Defense Grid: The Awakening,  Lock’s Quest.

Vehicle simulation: players simulate piloting/driving a vehicle, from a sports car to a spaceship. Emphasis is placed on making the experience as “real” as possible. Examples: Lunar Lander, Densha de Go! 64.

• Driving—players race and upgrade vehicles, from motorcycles to hovercrafts. Driving games can be ultra-realistic experiences or more action oriented. Examples: the Gran Turismo series, the NASCAR Racing series, Wave Race and SSX.
• Flying—players pilot aircraft either for the pleasure of flying as in the  Microsoft Flight Simulator series or into combat as seen in the Ace Combat and Blazing Angels series. You can even fly into outer space as in Starfox and the X-Wing/TIE Fighter series.

This list of genres and subgenres attempts to scratch the surface. Adult games, serious games, advert games, and vehicular combat are other classifications that fit within several of the genres above. As games combine several genres and subgenres, new ones are constantly being created. For example, the Grand Theft Auto series now combines action-adventure, third person shooter, driving, life simulation, and action-arcade genres into one  game! Tuper Tario Tros.16 seamly combines Super Mario Bros. and Tetris! What’s next? What will be the most popular game genre in the future? Who knows? Perhaps you will create it!




WHO MAKES THIS STUFF? 

Just as there are many types of games, there are many types of people who make them. In the early days of video game development, games were initially created by individuals; one example is the original Prince of Persia, which was made by one person 17 programming, designing and animating the entire game. He even composed the game’s music! Teams eventually became bigger as commercial video game development became serious and games required two or three programmers to make.

Artists joined development teams as players began to demand better-looking games. Games were initially designed by whichever team member had the good idea. Finally, when game content became too involved to do alone, a dedicated design position was created. While team members on current teams can still wear many hats, specialization is becoming increasingly necessary as games become bigger, more complex, and take longer to make.

Video game teams that produce games are known as developers or  development teams. They are similar to a production team that makes a movie or TV show—several creative people all working together to create entertainment. An average production team includes numerous members, as outlined in the following sections.


PROGRAMMER 

Using programming languages such as C++ and Java, a programmer  writes the code that allows a game’s text and graphics to be displayed, develops the control systems that allow a player to interact with the game, creates the camera system that allows the player to view the game world, programs the physics system that affects the player and game world, writes the Al system that controls enemies and object scripting … you get the idea.

One programmer may work exclusively on tools to help team members build the game more efficiently. Another programmer may write code to simulate real-world physics making water look realistic or develop inverse kinetics for characters. They may even work solely on sound tools to play music and effects.

Like many of the jobs in the game industry, programming jobs are becoming more specialized. Regardless of the position, a programmer needs to have an excellent understanding of mathematics, 2-D and 3-D graphics, physics, particle systems, user interface, artificial intelligence, input devices, and computer networking. These skills are always in high demand and some programmers make a good living as contractors, moving from project to project as “hired guns”, writing code and providing temporary solutions to beleaguered teams.
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ARTIST 

In the early days of video games, programmers created all a game’s art. Because that early art was so blocky and crude, we now call placeholder game art “programmer art18.” Thank goodness real artists came along. One of the first artists working in video games was Shigeru Miyamoto, who created Mario and Donkey Kong. He was able to create memorable cartoon characters with an 8-bit CPU using only 2-bit pixels. That’s a lot of personality per pixel! There were a few exceptions in the early days, such as Dragon’s Lair  (Cinematronics, 1983) and Space Ace  (Cinematronics, 1984), beautifully animated games created by ex-Disney animators like Don Bluth, but those games were rare exceptions because they employed laser discs to play the video footage. Eventually, new, better hardware with more memory, color depth and the ability to display larger graphics meant artists could create more detailed images, backgrounds and characters like those seen in beautifully hand-drawn and animated games such as Darkstalkers  (Capcom, 1994) and Metal Slug (SNK, 1996).
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As high-end computer software became more affordable to developers, 3-D graphics, which had been limited to movies like Tron (Disney, 1982) and Pixar’s animated shorts like Luxo Jr. (1986), began appearing in games.  Myst (Broderbund, 1993) and Donkey Kong Country (Nintendo, 1994) used prerendered 3-D graphics. True 3-D graphics had been in arcade games as early as Battlezone (Atari, 1980), but when the Playstation arrived in 1994, game developers became inspired to use 3-D to create more realistic worlds and characters for home consoles.

Just like with programming, video game art has become a specialized job. A concept artist uses both traditional medium and computers to draw game characters, worlds, and enemies. Storyboard artists illustrate the game’s cinematics and sometimes elements of gameplay design to be passed along to other artists and animators. 3-D Modelers and  environmental artists build characters and environments using programs such as Maya and 3D Studio Max. Texture artists literally paint surfaces onto 3-D models and locations. Visual effects artists create spectacular visual effects using a combination of 2-D and 3-D art. A user interface (UI) artist designs icons and elements that are used in the game’s interface and HUD. Animators animate the player character and create cutscenes exactly like they do in big budget animated movies. Technical artists help every artist on the team by doing a variety of tasks, including rigging models to allow animators to move them and teaching fellow artists the latest tools and technology. The art director supervises the work of all the artists while maintaining the artistic vision for the entire project. Regardless of what kind of art position you are interested in, make sure you study the basics and keep drawing!


DESIGNER 

Director, planner, producer19, lead designer, or senior game designer—no matter what the job title is, the designer’s role is the same: create the ideas and rules that comprise a game. A game designer needs to possess  many, many skills 20, least of which is to love to play games. As a game designer, you should be able to tell the difference between a good and bad game and, more importantly, communicate why. Remember, “because it sucks” is never an acceptable answer.

Just like with programmers and artists, design is becoming a specialized profession. Level designers create paper maps, build “grey box” worlds using 3-D programs, and populate the levels with everything from enemies to treasure.  System designers develop how the game elements relate to one another, whether it is the game’s economy or technology tree. Scripters  use tools to write code that allow things to happen within the game, from springing a trap to choreographing a camera movement. Combat designers specialize in player vs enemy combat and “balancing” the player’s experience. The  creative director maintains the vision of the game while supervising the other designers; often offering suggestions for improving their work.
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There is one other task that a designer is responsible for: that the game is “fun.” However, I will leave this can of worms unopened until later in the book. I hope you can stand the suspense.


PRODUCER 

Overseeing the entire game development team is a producer. Originally, producers were designers who also managed the work of their team members. A producer’s role has expanded dramatically over the years.

The producer’s responsibilities include hiring and building teams, writing contracts, contributing to the game’s design, managing the team’s work schedule, balancing the game’s budget, resolving disputes between  creative and programming leads, acting as the team representative to upper management and publishers, coordinating the creation of outside resources such as art, music and cutscenes, and arranging testing and localization. Producers are usually the first team member on and the last team member off of a game’s production. More often than not, you will find producers acting as the public face of the game; talking to the press and public about the game they are managing21.

Because there are many things for a producer to do, often you will find assistant and associate producers helping out with day-to-day tasks. Sometimes the task can be as “trivial” as ordering dinner for a team that is working late. Believe it or not, some of those “menial” chores are some of the most important that a producer can provide to a team.
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Regardless of how helpful producers can be, some development studios consider producers to be an unnecessary part of development. Others feel that producers should not have any creative control, just manage the game’s production and schedule. As with designers, the role and influence of a producer varies wildly across the industry.


TESTER 

Do you like to play games? Do you like to play games over and over? Do you like to play the same level over and over and over and over and over and over and over and over again? Then testing is for you!

While testers work long hours, work in cramped environments, and have to play games to a degree that many would classify as mind-numbingly boring, being a tester requires more skills than you may think. A good tester has patience, persistence, and great communication skills to report back any  problems (or “bugs”) they find in the game. It’s not a glamorous job, but without testers, we would be plagued with games that crash upon loading, have crappy cameras, broken combat systems, and unfair difficulty balances.

Quality assurance (or QA)22 is crucial to the successful completion of a game. Publishers hold games to a rigorous standard of quality so the game that you buy is (mostly) bug free. That standard can only be met by thoroughly testing a game for weeks, if not months. Only once it has passed muster with the QA department is a game truly ready to be released to the public.
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Testing is a great gateway job position for newcomers to the game industry, I have seen testers go on to become designers, artists, producers, and even heads of studios. You can find out a lot about games in a short time by working as a tester. Testers prevent games from sucking. Remember that the next time you think about making fun of a tester.


COMPOSER 

In the earliest days of video games, music was nothing more than crude beeps and bloops to accompany the game’s action. But how many of you can still hum the music to The Legend of Zelda or the Super Mario Bros.  theme?

Music is extremely important to the gaming experience, and a composer  creates that music. Most modern composers create their music on a keyboard or synthesizer, as they can be used to simulate any musical instrument. As sound technology has improved, many composers have created actual “live” and orchestral pieces; this requires a whole new set of skills, including conducting an orchestra. I won’t even pretend to know how to do that—I have no idea what all that baton waving means!

Home versions of modern audio software are powerful enough to mix and master professional-sounding samples. If you want to become a composer, then write some music, record it, and get your samples into the hands of a game producer. As someone who has reviewed lots and lots of composers’  audio resumes, I can tell you it goes something like this: the designer has a specific idea for the style or feel of music in his mind. If your music sample matches what the designer wants, then they will contact you for the job. What matters most is that your music is unique and fits the needs of the game. Look at the success of a movie score composer like Danny Elfman. He composed very distinct music for Beetlejuice and Pee Wee’s Big Adventure, and soon everyone wanted his style of music in their own movies.

Writing music for games is somewhat different than writing music for movies. Most game themes are either very short or have to repeat over and over again. Being able to compose powerful and exciting music with these limitations in mind will make your music more appealing than someone who just writes “songs23.” Don’t worry, I’ll cover more about music in Level 15.


SOUND DESIGNER 

Unlike a composer who creates the music for a game, the sound designer  creates all the sound effects that are used in a game. Go ahead and fire up a game, turn off the sound and try playing it. Do you notice that the game just isn’t the same without sound effects? Often, there is a lot of information that is delivered to the player via sound. These audio cues are the sound designer’s responsibility to create.

Personally, I think sound design is a lot of fun. Games tend to come to life once sound is added to them. That is why it is important to even have placeholder sound effects. Mixing and blending sounds to create something no one has ever heard before is pretty cool. However, a good sound designer needs to understand the game he is working on and how to create sounds that help the player with the game. Some sound effects need to sound “positive” to encourage the player that they are doing something right or collecting something good. Other sounds warn players of danger or possible bad choices. A sound designer can make a sound effect sound happy, deadly, scary, or like a big pile of treasure. Or sometimes all the above!

If you want to be a sound designer, you also need to take direction from people who may or may not know what they want. For example, see if you can create a sound effect based on the following description: “I need this creature to sound like a phlegmy cougar from hell … but make it sound more shriek-ey than growl-y24.” Did you do it? Congratulations! You are now ready to be a sound designer.


WRITER 

Unlike Hollywood, where writers come up with the initial ideas for a movie, video game writers are usually hired pretty late in the game’s production process. If you want to be the “idea guy” then I suggest sticking to game design.

That’s not to say that writers don’t contribute to games. However, a writer is not usually a full-time team position. Most likely they are a freelancer who is brought into the game’s production for one of the following reasons:• To rewrite the design team’s story into something that makes sense once everyone on the team realizes that it is drivel.
• To write dialogue for the game characters and cutscenes once everyone on the team realizes that writing good dialogue is actually hard to do.
• To make elements in the game clearer to understand, as in the case of instructional or directional prompts.
• To write the games manual and any fictional support material, such as character biographies, that will appear on the publisher’s website.
• To add some “star power” to the back of the box. This comes and goes depending on how important the game industry is feeling about the worth of “name writers” at the time.



The upside of being a writer in the game industry is that there is usually plenty of work, as long as you don’t mind doing different writing jobs and working for different companies. If you want to be a game writer, you obviously need to know how to write, use proper grammar, and know how to write in screenplay format. But the most important thing to know is how to write for video games. They are very different than writing a book or movie. Fortunately, this book has a whole chapter25 on how to do this. Good thing you are reading it!

Well, now you know all the different employment possibilities in video games, right? Wrong! People don’t generally know this, but there is a second career path in video games: publishing.




HAVE YOU THOUGHT ABOUT PUBLISHING? 

Publishers provide the funding for game development teams, manage the game’s production, handle any legal issues, manufacture the game, and  provide public relations and marketing for the game. They even handle distribution of the finished product. Here are some of the more common positions found in publishing:


PRODUCT MANAGER 

Much like a game producer, a product manager works with the development team and manages them based on the agreed production schedule. They help determine production priorities for the game’s production, act as an intermediary between the studio and the publisher’s legal department, review and approve milestones, and make payments to the studio. They also work with the ESRB 26 to secure a rating for the game.

At some publishers, the product manager has extensive say in the game’s content. At others, the product manager is there to make sure the game’s development goes smoothly. All I know is, I’m glad I’m not the one making the schedule.


CREATIVE MANAGER 

When people ask me what I do as a creative manager for THQ, I tell them “I have the job that people think of when they think of working in video games.” To be honest, working as a creative manager isn’t just “thinking up and playing games all day.” But sometimes it is.

Creative managers are usually game designers or writers who are working in publishing. Like product managers, a creative manager’s involvement on a game can vary from publisher to publisher. In my own experience I have worked with teams to create and develop games, written game pitches, and worked with licensors to create game concepts. One of my most common responsibilities is to play game builds27 and make sure that they remain true to the core idea and are “fun.”

The best benefit a creative manager can provide is what I call the “thousand foot view” (as in looking down on the game from a thousand feet in the air, not looking at thousands of feet!); an unbiased viewpoint on a game that can help root out weakness in the game’s design and construction. When they aren’t solid I need to provide the team clear  feedback on how gameplay can be improved or give advice on how the team can explore another creative direction.

Creative managers also work with marketing and public relation departments to provide press materials to make sure a game is shown in the very best light.


ART DIRECTOR 

An art director is similar to a creative manager, but only deals with the game’s art. Art directors can help a team create a visual style for their game and take their game in directions that weren’t previously considered by the team. An art director can help the team globalize the visual language of their game to make it clear to the player. Art directors also work with the marketing teams to create packaging materials (such as the cover of a game’s box) or wrangle assets that are needed to publicize the game.


TECHNICAL DIRECTOR 

A technical director comes from a programming background. They review and recommend tools and software to teams to help them work more efficiently. They provide technical support and advice when there are deficiencies in a team’s programming staff. They also help perform due diligence on a new team to help assess whether they can actually make the game they are being hired to make.


AND THE REST . . . 

There are other publishing positions that aren’t directly involved in making games, but are important to creating and selling a game nonetheless.  Business development staff build relationships with studios, hold game pitch meetings and review prospective game demos. They make deals with external studios and find emerging studios to acquire. If you ever own a gaming studio, odds are you’ll meet a lot of business developers. A  lawyer negotiates all the contracts and makes sure the production team isn’t creating content that will get the publisher into any legal trouble.

A brand manager creates the marketing strategy to promote and advertise a game. They develop print material such as manuals and box covers. A  public relations manager talks to gaming magazines and organizes press events to show the game off in the best possible light. A quality assurance manager runs the test department, organizing and relaying the bug sheets back to the developer.

In addition to production and publishing, there are many others who interact with development teams and publishers. A talent recruiter searches for new talent and helps get them employment with developers and publishers,  game reviewers play the games before they come out and write reviews and interviews for magazines and online sites, and licensors work for major entertainment companies to make sure their brands are properly represented in games based on their properties.

As you can see, there are plenty of options if you want a career in games. But I say forget all those other jobs. You want to find out how to make great game designs, right? Trust me, game design is where the real fun is!

But to make great games, you need great ideas. Where do you get great ideas? Let’s find out!

 

 Level 1’s Universal Truths and Clever Ideas: • A game is an activity with rules and a victory condition.
• Your game objective should be simple, like that of a 1950s board game.
• Game genres come in all shapes and sizes. Don’t be afraid to mix and match.
• Gaming technology is always improving. Adapt or get left behind.
• It takes all kinds of people to make video games.






LEVEL 2

IDEAS

Let’s talk about making video games. To most people, making a video game is a mystery. The average party conversation goes like this:[image: 028]



At this point in the conversation I then tell people that games are made by elves. All I have to do is leave a game design idea in the middle of the room overnight and in the morning the elves have made the game28.

OK, this is not entirely true.

You have to leave a good idea out for the elves to make into a game. Which begs the question: “Where do good ideas come from?”




IDEAS: WHERE TO GET THEM AND WHERE TO STICK THEM 

Every good idea borders on the stupid.

Michel Gondry29



I like this quote because many game ideas often sound stupid. Try these on for size:• A yellow creature eats dots while being chased by ghost monsters.
• A plumber jumps on the heads of mushrooms to find his girlfriend.
• A prince rebuilds stars by rolling balls of junk into bigger balls of junk.



All of those stupid-sounding ideas ended up being games that made lots and lots of money. I guess they aren’t so stupid after all. To me, the lesson is, never dismiss a game idea, even if it does sound stupid.

So, where do I get my own stupid ideas to turn into video games? The traditional way to get an idea is to get inspired. The good news is that a good game idea can come from anywhere. Here is a list of things I do to get inspired. I suggest you try them yourself the next time you need to come up with an idea.

1. Read something you normally wouldn’t read. I once attended a roundtable discussion with the famous game designer Will Wright. Mr. Wright said he got his inspiration for his games from Japanese gardening, architectural design, and biology. I replied that was great, as long as you were into Japanese gardening, architectural design, and biology; but what about “normal folks” who were into comic books, sci-fi movies, and video games? But to tell the truth, I realized that I knew what the answer to my question was even as I asked my question.One of the reasons why video games sometimes feel the same is that many game developers love the same stuff. There’s nothing wrong with liking video games, comics, and movies; however when developers all get their inspiration from the same things, games start to feel the same. When popular movies come out, their themes start to show up in games. When popular games come out, you find their mechanics being  used in other games. Games start to feel derivative. You also get that creepy synchronicity when developers put out similar games at the same time30. Take the time to expand your educational horizons, even just a little. You don’t have to get a degree in the subject; just thumb through a magazine or two, spend an afternoon at the library or research something new on the Internet. In other words, stop reading so much crap and break the cycle, fanboy!


2. Take a walk, drive or shower. When the active part of your brain is being occupied by a familiar activity like walking or driving, then your subconscious is free to start wandering and making connections it would normally never make. These connections often lead to great ideas. Besides, many game designers could stand an occasional shower. Please make sure though that if you drive to get ideas, you invest in a hands-free recording device or stop your car first before you jot down your thoughts.
3. Attend a lecture. I love the Game Developer’s Conference because I get inspired by the game design lectures and discussions. I often end up with a notebook full of ideas. Make sure you share some of your ideas with your fellow game designers, too. It’s always good to “stretch your idea’s legs” to find out where it bends and where it breaks. Just be prepared to be told your ideas are stupid31.
4. Play a game, preferably a bad one. Playing a good32 video game has its benefits, but I find it more educational to play a bad game. As you play a bad game, look at the things in the game that were done poorly. Then think about what you would do to improve them. Consider how many people “invented” the airplane before the Wright Brothers built and flew their plane. Sometimes it takes several iterations on an idea before it works successfully.
5. Regardless of the above, follow your passion. You never know when you’ll get a chance to use something you love in a game design. Even if you do read comics and play video games, if you really love something, that love will shine through in your game. Satoshi Tajiri designed Pokémon as a game version of his love for collecting insects. Dave Jaffe turned his love for Ray Harryhausen movies into God of War. Shigeru Miyamoto often turns his real-world hobbies into game designs. If you follow your passions, designing your game won’t even feel like work.
It’s one thing to have a good idea; it’s another thing to have a marketable  one. During the course of my career, I have been told many times (usually by my colleagues in the marketing department) that my idea is a “designer’s idea”, which means that they think my idea one that I would love to play but it isn’t marketable to the general gaming public. Personally, I am torn with this assessment. On the one hand, I can understand their desire to make a game that will sell. If your game sells, that means you can make more games.

But on the other hand, before I am ready to give in to “the suits” I am reminded of all of the innovative games that have been created over the years. I am sure that at one point the designers of these games were told by their marketing colleagues that their idea was too weird, too unmarketable, or too stupid. If that were the case, then games like PaRappa the Rapper, The Sims or Braid  would have never been made.

However, let me tell you a little secret. Come a little closer…a little closer … too close!

If you think something is innovative, it just means you haven’t been paying attention.

attention. Scott Rogers



While I am sure there is probably still a completely original idea out there in the galaxy of ideas, the majority of gameplay design works by each game building upon its predecessor. I truly believe that this strategy is one of the keys to creating great game design. Even the most innovative games like the aforementioned PaRappa, Sims, and Braid had their predecessors in  Simon, Sim City33 , and Blinx: the Time Sweeper.

Here’s another secret. My idea isn’t even original. Raph Koster charted the evolution of the shoot ‘em up genre in his book A Theory of Fun for Game Design (Paraglyph, 2004). Taking Raph’s chart as inspiration, I will show you the evolution of gameplay design within the platform game genre.
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• Space Panic’s (Universal, 1980) walking character climbed ladders and dug holes to temporarily stun enemies.
• Donkey Kong (Nintendo, 1981) added jumping and a power-up that could defeat enemies.
• Popeye (Nintendo, 1982) introduced moving collectables and environmental mechanics that the player could interact with.
• Pitfall! (Activision, 1982) added alternate moves including vine-swinging and hopping on alligators’ heads.
• Mario Bros. (Nintendo, 1983) added a second player and enemies that could be defeated by the player’s skill rather than just a power-up.
• Pac-Land (Namco, 1984) featured a world map, a variety of themed levels and dynamic hazards.
• Ghosts ‘N’ Goblins (Capcom, 1985) featured multiple weapons including projectiles, health (in the form of armor that shattered off), and combatable “boss” monsters.
• Super Mario Bros. (Nintendo, 1985) launched a wave of imitators who were inspired by its tight controls, whimsical environments, and creative level design.
• Dark Castle’s (Silicon Beach Software, 1986) hero Duncan could “hide” from enemies. It was also the first game where players didn’t immediately die from falling, but rather ended up in the dungeon.
• Mega Man (Capcom, 1987) introduced themed stages ending with similarly themed bosses who possessed powers that could be gained by the player once they were defeated.
• Crash Bandicoot (Universal, 1996) used 3-D models and environments to create the camera view called “2.5-D.”
• Mario 64 (Nintendo, 1996) brought all of the gameplay of the Mario platform games into true 3-D.

As you can see, each idea builds upon the next. Each game designer inspires the one that comes after them. Or as Pablo Picasso once said, “Bad artists copy. Good artists steal.”

Now that you have a great game idea to start with, you have to ask yourself:




WHAT DO GAMERS WANT? 

I believe that most gamers don’t know what they want until it is shown to them. That is why it is important for game designers to have ideas born from passion. To have a vision of what their game is supposed to be.

Gamers can feel when developers are passionate about their games. They can smell it like a dog smells fear. Don’t be afraid to hold onto your unique vision: just be aware that it may not turn out exactly how you envisioned.

But that didn’t really answer the question did it? Okay, here’s a simple answer:GAMERS WANT GOOD GAMES34





Of course, there is no guarantee that your game will be good. While no one sets out to make bad games, bad games still get made. You can lay the blame of a bad game at the feet of a multitude of reasons, which we will be covering later on.

Tim Schaefer, the designer of Psychonauts and Brütal Legend, says that all good game characters are wish fulfillment. They give the player a chance to be something they aren’t in the real world. I think the same is true about games in general. Games should make players feel something that they aren’t in the real world: powerful, smart, sneaky, successful, rich, bad, or heroic.

As you are developing your idea, you need to know “What audience is my game for?” The rise of casual gaming has created an entirely new market; gamers that aren’t interested in grinding away at a game for hours at a time. You need to decide who your game idea is for: the casual or the hardcore player. You can rule out certain design decisions early on by setting the audience in stone near the beginning of the idea development process.

Don’t forget to ask this important question: “What is the age of my audience?” Having made dozens of “kid’s” games, I have observed a useful fact about kids and games. Kids always want what is made for an audience older than their own age group. For example, an 8-year-old kid wants to play a game that is made for a 10-year-old kid. A 10-year-old kid wants to play a game that is made for a 13-year-old kid. A 13-year-old kid wants to play a game that is made for an 18 year old. Many kids aren’t interested in playing games directly targeting their age range. If asked, they will tell you “that’s a game for my little brother.” Believe me, in kid language, there is no greater put down!

Developers, especially ones who have never made a game for kids before, tend to oversimplify and talk down to younger audiences. They say “we don’t want this game to be too challenging because it is for kids.” Don’t make that mistake. Kids are far smarter and way better gamers than we give  them credit for. Often, they pick up on concepts faster than many adults. There are some limitations you have to consider when making games for kids though. First is that their little hands can’t perform overly complex control schemes. The second is with an audience in first grade or younger (6 to 7 years old), they may not be able to read many complex words or long amounts of text. And watch the swearing.




WHY I HATE “FUN” 

“Is it fun?” is the question I dread the most when coming up with new game ideas. Many gaming academics have attempted to define what fun is. Designer Marc LeBlanc breaks down fun into eight categories: Sensation, Fellowship, Fantasy, Discovery, Narrative, Expression, Challenge, and Submission35. While the classification of fun is an interesting exercise, I don’t find it that helpful “in the field.” There are always problems. For example, a game idea (or mechanic, or boss fight, or whatever) can sound fun “on paper” but may not be fun once you get it working in the game. Or it may work, but only be fun to you.

The problem with fun is, like humor, it is completely subjective. Even if I find something fun the first time I play it, it will almost certainly not be fun on the hundredth go. This ultimately happens to all game developers while working on a game. You will play the same level hundreds of times over the course of the production. Then you start to lose all objectivity. I distinctly remember several times when a producer would come in and ask:[image: 030]



When it comes to fun and games I have found there is only one truth:YOU HAVE NO GUARANTEE THAT YOUR GAME IDEA IS GOING TO BE FUN





You can try to skew the odds in your favor by basing your game on existing, proven gameplay style, but more often than not, you end up with a “clone” game. Look at how many lousy first person shooters and survival horror games have been made.

Because developers always lose their objectivity during the course of production, I have created the “Theory of Un-Fun.”

The Theory of Un-Fun states: start with a “fun” idea. As you develop the game, if you find something in the game that is not fun (or un-fun), then remove it.  When you have removed all of the un-fun, then all that should be left is the fun.



Seems like common sense, right? And yet I have encountered many developers that have left bad gameplay mechanics and ugly art and broken cameras in their games because they got used to them or couldn’t recognize them as problems. They just didn’t possess the objectivity to see that something in their game was not fun. Of course, you need to start with a game idea that is fun to begin with. Otherwise, when you have removed all of the un-fun you’ll be left with nothing!

The theory of un-fun must be applied several times during the game’s development. Stop what you are doing and take a look at the game. Make a list to determine what is making the game “un-fun.” It could be a crappy camera. Lousy controls. You could have bad animations. The game may be too hard. The game may be too easy. A producer I once worked with gave me a great piece of advice when it came to ideas. “Don’t be too dear.” And what he meant was don’t be afraid to kill bad ideas. In other words, kill the un-fun. Don’t worry, there are plenty more ideas where those came from.




BRAINSTORMING 

When coming up with ideas, I like to brainstorm. To brainstorm properly, you need the following five things:1. A working brain
2. Something to write with
3. Something to write on
4. A place to work
5. Collaborators, preferably ones who also have working brains.
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Before you start brainstorming, you need to set some ground rules. First, there is no such thing as a stupid or bad idea. Say yes to everything at this stage. Make sure you collaborate with people from other disciplines than game design: programmers, artists, testers, writers. The more diverse your brainstorming group is the better36. People always surprise me with what they bring to the idea creation process.

Think about all the things you want your game to be. Then write them down. Your goal is to free associate an idea as far as it can go. Milk the idea completely. When you have reached the ridiculous, then squeeze it once more and let it go. Here are some of the notes from one of my brainstorming sessions: 
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As you can see, the topics didn’t really relate exactly to each other; sure, they are all things you may find a combat/driving game to have. The ideas don’t have to be original at this stage either; you are merely cataloging ideas and concepts. As you design them further, then you can start thinking of things like originality or even fun.

When I am brainstorming, I like to write on a very big whiteboard. You may prefer to use lots of Post-It notes. Index cards work pretty well too. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that these ideas get recorded. Even if they don’t work out, you can always use them for some other game.

An excellent exercise you can use to brainstorm your game idea is to create the box and the manual. What would the cover image be? What would the bullet points on the back of the box read? How would you communicate the game in a black and white, 16-page manual? By placing these limitations on your idea, you can streamline your idea to the bare essentials. Here’s an example of the back of game box that you can use as a template.
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BREAKING WRITER’S BLOCK 

What do you do when the ideas won’t come? There’s no need to be ashamed. Everyone gets creatively stopped up from time to time. Here are a few tricks to try when you are dealing with writer’s block.

1. Narrow your focus. Maybe you are trying to think of too many things at once. Tackle your problems one by one by making an outline or breaking things down to a minute level if you have to. Give yourself a time line to complete each of these tasks, but don’t take days. Try to get them done in hours.
2. Take a walk or exercise. Everyone knows the brain is fueled by blood. Don’t let that blood coagulate in your butt; get outside and move around. When your blood starts circulating again, the new ideas will be coming back in no time.
3. Deal with something else that may be distracting you. Sometimes when I am stuck it is because I am worrying about something else. It may be an unfiled expense report or a floor that needs vacuuming. Take a break and deal with whatever is bothering you. When it is done, it won’t be a concern anymore!
4. Jump ahead to the good stuff. Sometimes you have to come up with ideas for game features that may not excite you as much as other parts of the game. If these are bogging you down, then go ahead and jump to the good parts. Take some time to design a boss fight rather than worrying about the UI design. However, I recommend this ONLY as a last resort as it can be very dangerous! The truth is that games are built around schedules, deadlines, and budgets. If you don’t get your work done on time and choose fun over the drudge work, the game, the whole team, and even the company can suffer. Don’t procrastinate. Time management is very important, so be responsible.
5. Change your environment. I find that my office is full of distractions. E-mail beckons, video games call out to be played, and game design documents flutter their little pages at me, begging to be read. When this happens, I get out of my office and go to the nearest conference room to work. Or sometimes I go outside to sit in the sun and get some “vitamin Duh.”
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Once you have your list of ideas, it is time to get critical. Start narrowing down your list. Some items will immediately jump out as “keepers”, while  others are clear losers. Be merciless. It is better to have more good ideas than you can use than to have a game be full of lots of bad ideas.

Present these ideas to another party. Miyamoto has his “wife-o-meter” where he presents his ideas to his wife. If she hates them, they get thrown away. I used to have the executive assistants in my office take a look at game ideas. Someone who has no vested creative interest in your ideas will often give you the clearest and most honest insight.

Now that you have your ideas, let’s put them to good use!

 

 Level 2’s Universal Truths and Clever Ideas: • All gamers want are good games.
• You have no guarantee that your game is going to be fun.
• Start with a “fun” idea. As you develop the game, remove the “un-fun.” All that should be left is the fun.
• Don’t be so dear with your ideas. Throw out some good ideas along with the bad if they don’t fit or have more than you need.
• Ideas are cheap, it’s how you use them that matters.
• If you’re stuck, take a break—but don’t procrastinate.






LEVEL 3

WRITING THE STORY

Almost since the dawn of gaming, designers have debated which is more important: story or gameplay? Some designers believe games require a story to engage the player. Other designers think a story is what people use to describe play when it is finished. Pro-story designers reply that games are an artistic medium used to tell a story. Anti-story designers counter that a story is what you watch while the game loads. Designers at Game Developer Conferences all around the world face off against each other: one group yelling “Bioshock!” while the other side shouts “Doom!” back. Silly designers. They are both right and wrong. A game doesn’t need to have a story, and yet it always has a story. Perplexing? While you are chewing that over, let’s look at the classical definition of “story” as taught by everyone from Aristotle to very famous screenwriters. Here’s the most basic structure of a story:[image: 035]



1. First, there is a hero who has a desire. [image: 036]


2. Our hero encounters an event that throws his life into disarray and interferes with obtaining the desire. This event causes a problem for the hero.[image: 037]


3. The hero tries to overcome the problem … [image: 038]


4. … but his method fails.[image: 039]


5. There is a reversal of fortune, which causes more trouble for the hero. [image: 040]


6. An even greater problem is created for the hero that puts the hero at greater risk.[image: 041]


7. Finally, there is one last problem that threatens the hero with the most risk of all. [image: 042]


8. The hero must resolve the final problem…[image: 043]


9. … in order to gain his object of desire. And everyone lives happily ever after. Well, until the sequel anyway.
Remember that no matter what your story is about, a story ALWAYS has a beginning, middle, and end. Hollywood has spent many years analyzing and deconstructing the story. Don’t feel like you have to reinvent the wheel; learn what they have. Read screenwriting books, take classes, visit screenwriting websites. But you don’t have to feel chained to a standard story structure like Joseph Campbell’s “Hero’s Journey” or Syd Field’s “Three Act Structure.” Try using another medium’s structures to tell your story. How is a story told in a song? In a TV news report? In a Homeric poem? Or try looking to non-Western-world storytelling for inspiration.

Just remember that video games are an interactive medium, and as William Shakespeare reminds us, “The play’s the thing.” That was one guy who knew story, and he was pretty smart for someone who never played a video game. If gameplay is the meat of the game, then story should be the salt: just enough will add flavor but too much can ruin everything and kill you.

Some games don’t even have stories. Games like Tetris or Bejeweled or even Pac-Man don’t need them to be engaging for the player. However,  they still generate a narrative, which literally means “an order of events.” Since we humans perceive time as linear, we express our experiences linearly as well—even if they aren’t presented in a traditional story structure. Let’s look at it this way:

Every time a person plays a game they create a narrative. There are an infinite number of narratives that the player can create. As a designer, you need to look at all37 of the narratives possible and find out how to make them ALL fun. The goal is to create multiple narratives that the player will enjoy playing.

In a narrative, the player is the “hero” of the game. The designer needs to look at the game from the player’s perspective and be aware of the ordering of the events and experiences that will eventually help the play create the narrative. As each experience builds on the next, the goal is to create rising emotional states for the player. Then the designer can design systems to choreograph these interesting experiences which in turn create emotions. Savvy? How about an example instead?
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Left 4 Dead uses an artificial intelligence called the “Director” to control the game’s pacing. Depending on the player’s “stress level”, which is calculated using many variables including health, skill, and location, the Director then adjusts the number of zombies that attack, what items like ammo and health are generated, and even the music. In the end, the game itself generates a unique and dynamic play experience for the player. However, since most developers don’t yet have technology like Left 4 Dead’s Director, it is up to the designer to create these situations as best they can within their own games.

When you are designing a game, it is extremely important to know the narrative that the player will experience. You’ll find that the player’s narrative can end up quite different to the game’s story. Remember to never mistake story for gameplay, and similarly never mistake gameplay for story.

I am also a firm believer that almost ANYTHING can be made into gameplay. Don’t feel like you are limited by subject matter. Look at games  like Mr. Mosquito (the player is a mosquito who drinks the blood of a family),  SimCity (the player builds and manages a city), and PaRappa the Rapper  (dog raps to win the love of his flower girlfriend).

Still don’t believe me? Let’s look at the classic and simple story Little Red Riding Hood. This children’s story has all the elements you’ll need to make a great video game:1. Little Red Riding Hood walks through the forest to Grandma’s house = classic player exploration. Give Red some goodies to collect to fill up her picnic basket (inventory system) and have her jump over a fallen log or two on her way.
2. Red meets the Big Bad Wolf = the player has her first enemy encounter. Of course, you can’t kill off the wolf yet … (unless the enemies are “wolf minions”).
3. Carrying a full basic set of goodies (gating mechanism), Red reaches Grandma’s house (next level), where she finds “Grandma” waiting in bed.
4. Red questions “Grandma’s” true identity (“what big eyes you have”). This can take the form of a quiz, a puzzle, or even a rhythm game.
5. “Grandma” is revealed as the Big Bad Wolf and Red and the wolf battle to the death = boss fight38!
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See? Even a “simple” classic story can still offer all the elements to make an exciting and varied video game39!




THE TRIANGLE OF WEIRDNESS 

[image: 046]

I am sure you have heard of the famous production triangle (see opposite).

One of the best things about video games is that, technical restraints of your chosen platform aside, you are limited only by your imagination.

Developers can craft virtual worlds that feature non-Newtonian physics, bizarre characters, and absurd quests. However, it is possible to go crazy with creativity, especially when writing the game story. This is why I created the “Triangle of Weirdness.” Notice the difference in the choices on the triangle of weirdness: characters, activities, and world.

Unlike the production triangle where you can have any two points, you can only choose one corner on the triangle of weirdness. Choose any more than that and you risk alienating your audience.

Let’s take a look at three examples of how to apply the Triangle of Weirdness to your story and world:[image: 047]



While the Wizard of Oz features weird characters such as a Tin Man, a Lion, and a Scarecrow, the land of Oz was a pretty typical fairy tale location when it was created in the 1900s. The characters of the Wizard of Oz have desires readers can relate to: courage, love, and wanting to return home.
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While the main characters of Star Wars are familiar (the young hero, the princess in distress, the charming rogue), and their desires are familiar (join the war effort, defeat the villains, get the girl), it is the world of Star Wars that is weird with its Jawas, Wookies, Jedis, and a Cantina populated by the craziest-looking scum in the galaxy.
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Monty Python and the Holy Grail features typical (if not archetypical) characters: King Arthur and his knights of the round table. These stalwart knights travel through medieval England on their quest for the Holy Grail. However, that quest is filled with weird activities like designing shrubs for the knights that say “Ni!” or being slaughtered by the killer rabbit of Caerbannog.

It is possible to go too far. Movies like Dune (1984) and The City of Lost Children (1995), or video games like SkullMonkeys or Muscle Man March,  while incredibly unique and creative, just left many audiences feeling like they “didn’t get it.” And nobody likes to feel stupid.

What do these games and movies have in common? They all violate the Triangle of Weirdness. Do so at your own peril …

When developing a game story, you will find there are three different types of people in your audience.

1. Players that are into your story as it happens.
2. Players that want to get into your story in depth.
3. Players who don’t care what the story is at all40.
Making your story appealing to all three types of players can be a challenge. The best rule of thumb is to always make the story be in service of the gameplay and not the other way around. Here are some tips on involving story into the game.

• To satisfy players that are looking for a deeper experience, provide details but make sure they don’t get in the way of the story. For example, Bioshock and Batman: Arkham Asylum both have non-mandatory collectable audiotapes that reveal deeper story details to the player without intruding in on the main story.
• Players that are just along for the ride will “A button” their way through audio cues and cutscenes that reveal story points. Make sure your game’s story is also revealed through gameplay and level design to prevent it being skipped entirely by the player; otherwise, the player will get lost and confused41. You can also introduce story as gameplay by making them playable flashbacks or puzzles.
• Start your story as late into the action as possible. This can be in the middle of a boss fight, at the end of a level, or during a car chase. Keep in mind, this works best for games with traditional story. I’m not sure it’s such a good idea to start a puzzle game of Tetris with dozens of tiles raining down on the player.
• Always keep your stories lively and moving. Professional screenwriters will introduce a change in the plot or action every 15 minutes. Even with non-story games, play sessions are becoming “bite-sized” so they’re short enough for players to enjoy in short bursts.

Speaking of surprises, there is a trend in game stories that I blame squarely on Hollywood: the twist/surprise ending. While it is fun to be taken by surprise, I believe there is merit to a predictable ending. Remember that wish fulfillment I said players want? People like it when the good guys win and the bad guy lose, and yet that’s the oldest story in the book.

Take, for example, the James Bond movies of the 1980s. When I was growing up, I loved to go see those films. Even before I saw them, I knew that Bond was going to use a cool new gadget and drive an awesome car, defeat the villain’s scheme, save the world, and end up with the hot girl. So, if I knew all of these things, why did I bother watching the movie? For me, the fun was the twists and turns the story took. I knew the WHO, the WHAT and the WHY, but I didn’t know the HOW.

There is a delight in predicting how things will turn out. It makes the player feel smart, like they “called it” in an election or solved a mystery. Besides, life is unpredictable enough as it is, why not give your audience a little predictability? The point I am making is you don’t have to be especially clever when writing your story, just entertaining.

Conversely, something that I don’t find very clever is a video game story where the main character has amnesia. Amnesia ranks as the number one video game cliché of all time, but I understand why game writers do this. It’s an attempt to approximate the lack of information about the characters and the world as a player begins the game. However, it ultimately becomes an excuse for the writer to be an “unreliable narrative” and intentionally omit information to the player in order to create a “shock ending.” It just feels forced and frankly, isn’t fair to the player.

Instead, here is a great theory about the value of surprise vs suspense from classic director Alfred Hitchcock. Imagine that there are two men sitting at a table talking about baseball. The conversation lasts for about five minutes, when suddenly, there is a huge explosion! This shocks the audience but that surprise only lasts about 15 seconds.
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However, here is how you can get a greater impact from your audience. Start the scene by showing the bomb under the table. The bomb is set to explode in five minutes. The two men discuss baseball while the audience is squirming in their seats thinking “Don’t just sit there talking about baseball! There’s a bomb under the table! Get out of there!” By making the audience aware of the danger the characters are in, the audience gets emotionally involved. By the time your scene reaches its climax, you have created more excitement with your audience than just the surprise of the bomb exploding42.

Another thing to consider when developing your story is “what is at stake?” Many video games are about saving the world from evil or destruction. But just like every movie doesn’t have to be a slam-bang blockbuster, not every video game has to be about saving the world. Small themes can be just as important as big ones. In my opinion, using a theme for your story other than “violence solves all problems” is a worthwhile pursuit. It worked for games like Frogger, Zoo Tycoon, and Braid.




TIME TO WRAP IT UP 

Ending games can be just as hard as starting them. In the good old days, there wasn’t an end to a game, just a kill screen43. Or they just ran forever, frequently wrapping their scores around like your car’s odometer. Then along came Dragon’s Lair, and everyone wanted to know whether Dirk rescued the Princess or not. The video game story was born.

How long should a game be? In the old days, the average was 20 hours. In the really old days, it was 40. Nowadays, most games average 8-10 hours of playing time; however, depending on the game, this length might not always be appropriate. You’ll have barely scratched the surface of Fallout 3  after 8 hours. I recommend ending the game when you feel like you have left the player feeling satisfied. You can leave plot points dangling to encourage replayability or to open up storylines for sequels, but in the end play fair with the player. Let them feel like they accomplished everything they needed to do during the game.

Some games even offer extra experiences so the player can continue playing after the story has ended. Multiple endings, minigames, unlockable and downloadable content or “deleted levels” (akin to deleted scenes on a DVD) will let your player return to your world without having to hear the same story over again. If you create a world that the player wants to play in, they will want to come back to play.

Or you can just throw away all of the previous advice and write your story at the last minute. Some development teams concentrate solely on the gameplay and create the storyline last. They claim it works. Personally, I think it would make me nervous.

Oh, I almost forgot to talk about one of the most important things about your game’s story: the title! There are several ways to approach naming your game. They include:• The literal title
• The action/cool title
• The punny title
• The “purple cow” title44.



A literal title makes it easy to figure out where the title came from. It can be the name of your main character, like Sonic the Hedgehog or Voodoo Vince. It can be the main location of your game, like Castle Wolfenstein or Saint’s Row. Or you can name your game after a gameplay activity or component like Command and Conquer or Boom Blocks.

The action/cool title is a title that captures the spirit of the game without mentioning any of the game characters or locations. I think games like  Darksiders, Brütal Legend, and Gears of War all have cool titles.

The punny title is a title that makes you appreciate the cleverness of the title. Just Cause, Half Life, and System Shock are all good examples of punny titles. As puns are word play, you have to be careful as your audience may not get the reference or think the pun is funny. Humor is so subjective.

A purple cow title is one that makes your customer stop in their tracks and stare. It compels the reader to wonder why the title was chosen. Once the player has played the game, they understand the significance. Purple cow titles include LittleBigPlanet, Far Cry, and Resident Evil. The advantage to a purple cow title is once you’ve associated the word with their titles, it’s hard for other people to use those words without conjuring up the image of the  game. It’s going to be a long time before anyone thinks of using the word  Halo in their game title …

No matter what naming convention you use, I think that shorter titles are better than longer ones. First of all, they are easier to remember and say. I like to keep them to two or three syllables like Star Wars, Don-kee Kong,  Pac-Man or Hey-lo. I think this started because of marquee sizes on arcade cabinets: they needed to attract the player’s attention, create some mystery, and describe the gameplay. “Defender” is still one of the best game names ever: it perfectly sums up the game in one three-syllable word.

Secondly, shorter titles are easier to make into logos for your game’s start screen and read on the cover of a game’s box. Don’t forget to consider marketing aspects when you are creating your game’s title. If you have to use a longer title or a subtitle, then still try to keep it short. Uncharted: Drake’s Fortune combines a couple of purple cows to make a pretty good title. Players will want to know who Drake is and what his fortune is. Uncharted gives you the image of exploring or sailing into unknown and dangerous territory. Conversely, Batman: Arkham Asylum lets you know who you are playing and where it takes place.

Try to name your game sooner than later. I have always preferred the titles developers created over those made up by someone else in the team. If you wait too long, a publisher’s marketing department will have to come up with the game’s name for you—and believe me, you don’t want that.

When you have finally named your game, you may discover that your great title is already in use or trademarked by someone else. Make sure you do a check with your publisher’s legal department to make sure you can use your title before you become too attached to it. Even a quick word search on the Internet will help get you started.




CREATING CHARACTERS 

Fellow designer Andy Ashcraft believes that video game developers only care about telling the second act of their story. I tend to agree with him. However, games that do that are missing an important part of the storytelling process45. In games, the second act is the grind that moves the player towards the third act which is the completion of the story; usually the last level and a boss fight. They skip the all-important first act to “cut to the chase.” In video games, this is either done with a cutscene  or, even worse, the game’s manual—which no one ever reads46! This is a mistake. The first act is where the player is given an opportunity to find out about and care about the character. However, I believe you need that first act to get the player to bond with the character, even if you kill that character off repeatedly (common in video games) or radically change them into a killing machine. Case in point, you don’t need to look any further than the movie Robocop.

[image: 051]

In the film Robocop, the audience is introduced to police officer Alex Murphy. He’s an honest cop and a decent guy fighting crime in futuristic Detroit. By page 25 of the script, you actually care about the guy and feel bad when he’s gunned down by criminal scumbags. The second act kicks off when Murphy is rebuilt as the cyborg Robocop. Now this movie had several video game adaptations made, and in all of them, Murphy’s death was only shown as a cutscene. The player would start the game as Robocop and the killing of bad guys would commence immediately47.

But in our hypothetical Robocop game, why not start with Murphy as a cop? The first level of the game would have Murphy tracking down the bad guys and end with his death. The player would have time to bond with him, making his death and resurrection have much more of an impact.

Death should mean something to the player, especially when it isn’t the main character dying. When was the last time you cried when a game character died? (Other than when you accidently deleted your save file?) Writers forget that you have to care about a character first if it is going to mean anything when you kill him. And the solution isn’t to make the character a relative or part of a meaningful relationship, especially if that character is killed off in the first cutscene. I remember playing a game that opened with the player’s relative getting murdered after interacting with him for one level. I didn’t feel the righteous anger that the player felt for the rest of the game because I knew the character for such a short time. Invest the time in these characters, even if the ultimate goal is to kill them off.

Even better, make the character important to the player somehow. They can provide information on how to play the game, be the economy system (like the proprietor of the game’s store), or provide health power-ups to the player on a regular basis. When that character is taken out of the game, the player will feel the impact. Spoiler alert, but in my humble opinion, the only game character whose death felt impactful was Aeris in Final Fantasy VII. Aeris filled many roles for the player; she was a damsel in distress, one part of the hero’s love triangle, a character who contributed solutions to the problems in the plot, and a “playable” part of the gaming party. When she died, her loss to the player was felt on many levels. Build up your game characters before you tear them down. Make their loss count.

Your party members don’t have to be human: the deaths of Agro the horse in  Shadow of the Colossus and Dogmeat the dog in Fallout 3 have similar effects on players. All that matters is that your player has a bond with these characters to feel the loss when it happens.

[image: 052]

All this talk about death has bummed me out. So, what about humor in games? Most writers agree that comedy is harder than drama. However, I believe that the secret to humor is character. My favorite first person shooter is Team Fortress 2, and I believe it is one of the funniest games I have ever played. The game doesn’t feature humor like other games have; you won’t find physical gags, “hilarious” jokes, or burping and farting. What makes the game so funny is how true the characters are to themselves. From the wry Australian sniper who has to defend his occupation to his parents, to the Russian heavy gunner who is overly fond of “sanviches.” All of the game characters’ appearances, animations, and vocal barks reinforce their personalities, raising them from stereotypes to truly original (and funny) characters.

If your game character is defined by a profession or activity, then make sure that the majority of the activities they do are related to that profession or activity. For example, if your player character is a demolitions expert, they aren’t going to negotiate their way into a prison level to free their pal. They are going to BLOW IT UP! Heck, they may even blow up a door rather than turn the knob. When we were creating Maximo, we decided that he was an impatient guy, always in a hurry to rescue the princess or get into a fight. He didn’t even stop to open a treasure chest; he just kicked it open, collected the treasure, and went on his way. If you start with your character’s personality you will end up with some interesting animations and gameplay. Remember, characters have many motivations: success, revenge, love, acceptance, escape, hunger, responsibility, knowledge. Many characters have more than one; often conflicting motivations. Knowing their motivations will help you determine what your character will do and say. The result will be a much richer character.

Speaking of character, just like giving your game the right title is important, it is equally important to name your character correctly. Would you name a strapping barbarian hero Mortimer? Only if your hero is a parody or it’s a comedy game. Names carry great weight. It is important to give your character the right name. Baby books are a great place to start. I like names that have some significance to the character’s personality or what their occupation is. Star Wars has some of the best names. What does the name Luke Skywalker tell you about the character? Luke feels like a simple, homespun name fitting for a farm boy who yearns to “walk among the stars48.”

[image: 053]

It’s also fun to have characters’ names juxtapose each other. Two of my favorite character names are from When Harry Met Sally. Billy Crystal’s character is named Harry Burns—a curmudgeonly, burned out name if ever there was one. Meg Ryan’s character is Sally Allbright. She’s positive, romantic, and a little naïve. While these names are pretty blatantly obvious, they give you a quick snapshot of the character’s personality.

Comedic characters need appropriate names too. Guybrush Threepwood, Spongebob Squarepants, and Larry Laffer aren’t heroic sounding names, but they are totally appropriate for the humorous games they are in. The only rule of thumb is when you look at an image of the character; the name fits what you see.




A FEW POINTERS ON WRITING FOR KIDS OF ALL AGES 

Just because you are writing game stories for kids, doesn’t mean it has to suck. The most common mistake kid game writers make is trying to make the story too simple. I have often heard developers protest over using complex ideas and themes because “it’s for kids!” But think about children’s literature. Children’s classics like Where The Wild Things Are, Heidi or The Chronicles of Narnia are full of complex themes, interactions, and emotions. If it’s good enough for kid’s books, it should be good enough for kid’s games. Coming of age doesn’t only mean that the main character can carry a sword!

Another great thing about kid’s games (heck, this applies to all games) is that you can teach your players things without them even knowing it. I am not talking about “edutainment”, but the type of entertainment you used to find in movies and comic books. As a kid, I remember a Batman comic book in which I learned about famous comedians of the 1920s, the opera  Pagliacci, African masks, and how paraffin wax discolors with age. That’s some pretty impressive knowledge to gain from a “kiddie story.” Don’t be afraid to educate as well as entertain. Who knows, your players may learn something while they are having fun … and you may learn something as you are writing your story.




WRITING FOR LICENSES 

A licensed game is when you create a game based on a pre-existing intellectual property49. This can be a character or world first seen in a movie, comic, real life, television, or even another video game. Star Wars, Batman, Harry Potter, and Spongebob Squarepants are all licensed characters and worlds, known as properties. The property is licensed by a publisher or  developer, which means that a fee is paid to use the property for a game (or several games). The group who owns the original property is called the  licensor. Licensors are groups like Lucasfilm, DC Comics, J.K. Rowling or Nickelodeon (to use examples from above). However, just because the  licensee has paid to make a game using the character, that doesn’t mean they can make any game they want. A licensee has to work with the licensor to adhere to the brand. For example, a licensor may not want their character to kill enemies. Therefore, the developer has to design their game around these “brand limitations.” Some properties are pretty lenient to what developers can do with their properties, while others are very strictly moderated.

Don’t dismay about having to stay within the confines of a license. With a good licensing partner, you can design a game that allows room for creativity. For example, I was working on a licensed game that had seen over 10 games previously based on it. Not looking forward to making just “another installment” of the property, we talked with the licensor about making the game in a genre that wasn’t just a standard platformer. After we made our pitch, the licensor confessed that they were tired of creating the same style of game over and over, but had never considered taking the gameplay in another direction. The licensor gave us a lot more freedom than we had previously thought we had and, in the end, we produced a solid game. Just because you are working on a licensed game, don’t assume that you are locked in to the “same old, same old.” It never hurts to ask.

Here are a few tips I’ve picked up from working on licensed games:• Find out about the license inside and out. Read, watch, play everything you can on it. Go deep whenever possible. If you go in directions that aren’t obvious or use characters that are more obscure, the fans of the brand will appreciate it. Every licensed game should be a celebration of the license and a big “thank you” to the fans.
• Uncover the “big issues” early. Talk to your licensor and find out what the big “no no” issues are. Doing this will save you a lot of headaches and prevent you from making resources that will have to be changed later in production. For example, one game used hamburgers as a power-up. When the character ate them, he became invulnerable. However, even though it was never mentioned in any of the license’s episodes, one of the main characters (one that was a playable character in our game) was a vegetarian. We had to change the power-up because the show’s creators didn’t like that we had their character “eating meat.”
• Get as much material as possible from the licensor. Television shows have “bibles”—detailed documents that outline the show characters and worlds. Established comic books have years of back issues that make  great reference material. If your license is still in production (for example, if you are making a game for a movie with a simultaneous release) get hold of scripts, animatics, storyboards, and production photos as soon as possible.
• If you are working on a movie license, visit the set (if applicable) and take your own reference pictures. Anything that helps you replicate the world of the license as closely as possible.
• Respect the license, but find ways to make it your own. A two-hour movie may not have enough material to allow you to create an 8-10 hour game. Work with the licensor to expand the fiction to help you “fill in the gaps.” Don’t be afraid to bring your own interests to the party; those interests may fit in better to the brand’s license than you may think.



There is much more I could tell you about writing stories, but I won’t. This should get you started with your stories. Now, let’s get back on track and talk about the foundations of gameplay: what I call the Three Cs!

 

 Level 3’s Universal Truths and Clever Ideas: • Some games need a story. Some games don’t. All games need gameplay.
• A story always has a beginning, middle and end.
• Never mistake story for gameplay.
• Almost ANYTHING can be made into gameplay.
• Create a world the player will want to play in, and they will come back to play.
• Make death matter.
• Keep names short and descriptive.
• Don’t underestimate kids: they’re smarter than you think.
• Stay true to a license, but don’t be afraid to “make it your own.”






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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Bonus  Atgallery 1 Atgallery Atgallery Al costume At gallery
materials 2 3 4
Time of day  Night Nght  Night  Day Day
Color Bluered  Green/  Green/  Greengiay  Tansky
mapping brown brown blue
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File Name

Dialogue

Notes

Opening_01_01
Opening_01_02

Opening_01_03
Opening_01_04
Opening 0105
Cutscene_01.01

Cutscene_01_02

Cutscene_01.03
Jake_Climb_01
Jake_Climb_02
Jake_Collect 01
Jake_Collect 02
Jake_Collect 03
Jake_Health 01
Jake_Health 02
Jake_Yell 01
Jake Yell 02
Jake Victory_01
Jake Victory_02

Those terrorist bastards have hidden from
us for too long, Montoya.

Well they're about to get a taste of COLD
STEEL.

Saddle up amigo, we're going hunting.
Heh. You can say that again.

Mortoya! Noooooo!

Just because you've got me trussed up

like a Tharksgiing turkey, doesn't mean
you've won, Von Slaughter

I wouldn't give you the map even if| did
have ... Unght

Go ahead, sucker. Do your worst,
Unrnh!

Umphtt Urnphft

Come to papa.

This will come i useful

Heh heh

Oh yeah, that's the stuf,

That was a good one.

Yaaaaahtt

Here | come, suckers!

Take that, sucker!

Ha hal That's how we did it in the old
days!

Opening cinematic

Place emphasis on “cold
steel”

Montoya is kiled by terrorist

Jake is slapped by Von
Staughter at end of ine:

Hurt, but not defeated
Climbs mountain
Aenate cimbing take
Collects pick-up or cash
Collects pickup of cash
Collects pickup or cash
Drinks health tonic
Diinks health tonic:
Jake's charge move

At charge move
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From the game designer of Pac:Man World " and Maximo™ series
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PAUSE GAME

e Save Game
Load Game

Options

Credits

Exit Game

RETURNTO GAME PRESS START
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File Name Dialogue Notes
Jake Hit 01 ow!

Jake_Hit 02 Compht

Jake_Hit 03 Aarrght

Jake Death 01 Yaaaaaaaah! Jake falls ot i

Jake Death 02 Ung! Goooht Jake is shot and drops to

Jake_Death 03
Jake_Death 04

Not again! Unfhhh!
YAAMAAMAAAAAAAAAAAMA!

his knees
Ahternate death take
Burned to death
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Nice jammies.
Did Mom pick them out? Ha-ha
Does that tin can
make you invincible?
Ididn't think so.
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Don’t just stand
there,get himt
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So... you guys
wanna fight?
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Level: World 1-1
Name: Grave Danger (Boneyard)
TOD: Night

Story: Maximo enters the
graveyard, fighting his way

through undead creatures that bar
his way

Progression: Player taught basic
movement, combat and defensive
moves. Player leams how to collect
and map abilties

Est. play time: 15min

Level: World 1-2
Name: Dead Heat (Boneyard)
Tol
Story: Achille’s diill has cracked
open the earth, causing lava pits

10 open up throughout the
graveyard

Progression: Player masters
hazardous jumps and more intense
combat

Est. play time: 15min





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_122_r1.jpg





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_340_r1.jpg





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_065_r1.gif





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_090_r1.gif





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_260_r1.jpg





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_042_r1.jpg





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_283_r1.jpg





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_170_r1.gif
Achievement Unlocked
106 - You have reached Chapter 8
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Armor Offensive weapons Deth-Tech

Farming tools Crops (seeds) Defense systems
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‘SHOOTING ACCURACY #2 PERCENT
wSECRETS DISCOVERED 13120

Overal grae G+
RETURNTO GAME PRESS START
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I have no idea.

So, is it fun yet?

Howsit going?
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‘Wait! | thought this was.
about ranged combat!?

Two feet s a range.
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LBumper: Block R Bumper: Crouch/Cover
Lrigger: Activate Force Shield RTrigger: Shoot/Melee/Throw Grenade

Back:Map  Start: Pause

¥: Vent Cooling

L Analog Stick: X: Special

nalog Stic

Move Character Talk

Press to Run B: Grab Object/Enemy
A Jump/Vault

Inventory
Up: Health
Down:
Left: Cycle through weapons
Right: Cycle through weapons

R Analog Stick: Move Camera
Press to Zoom
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sights can be simple or complex
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HOW HIGH CAN YOU GET ?
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Production Team

Marketing/Executives

Provide clear diagrams of gameplay
Use short. punchy sertences

Use specifc terminology to get your
intention cleary across

Compare gameplay to appropriate
games, even vintage tiles

‘Show exciting conceptual images
Text in bulet poirts form
Use vivid, descriptive examples

Use successful, modem games as.
comparative tiles
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You're still here?
The book’s over!
Go design your own video game!
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LR triggers: Cycle through targets

L/R shoulder buttans: Cycle through weapons
Select: Game Map/Inventory.

Lefi/Right:
Select Trangl: Vertic attack
Inventory Square: Horizontal attack

O: Interact with items/characters
X: Jump/double jump

Up/down:
Select
potion

Move Move
Character Camera
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S0, you have no idea?

Is it fun now?






OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_406_r1.jpg





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_195_r1.jpg





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_252_r1.gif





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_390_r1.gif





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_086_r1.gif





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_172_r1.gif
Jiﬂk‘





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_075_r1.gif
s

What the screen shows.





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_241_r1.gif
Atack  Control Range Speed Direction Damage Special
Siash Squaie Close  Med  Horzontal Medium  Canbe
(10 hps)  blocked by
shield
Overhead  Trangle Close  Med  Vetical  Medium Can be
strike. (10hps)  thwarted by
helmet
Thrust Foward Ciose  Fast Fowad  Stong  Knockbackto
on stick, (@5hps) target
Trangle
Jumpstike X.down Close/  Slow Downward Stong  Stuntoany
onstick.  medium (@5hps) target in
Triangle two-unit radius
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Color map: Green (1rees), brown
(irees/rock), purples (tombstones)
Enemies: Skeleton (basic), sword
skeleton (red), skeleton (axe),
ghost, zombie (basic), wooden
coffin, chest mimic

Mechanics: Holy ground
breakable tombstone, breakable
torch, breakable crypt id, breakable
rocks, Achille key stalue, key lock,
opening gate (door), opening gate
(cave), prize wheel, treasure chest,
locked chest, hidden chest, end
piinth

Hazards: Unholy ground, Achille
statue, fall-away ground, skull
tower, breakaway bridge, deep
water, lava pit

Power-ups: Koin, koin bag,
diamond, death koin, spir, lfe up,
flametongue, shield recharge.
sword recharge, half health, full
health, iron key, gold key, armor up
Abilities: Second strike, mighty
blow, magic bolt, doomstrike, foot
cheese

Economy: 200 koins, 2 death koins
Bonus materials: N/A

Music track: Graveyard 1

Color map: Red (lava), brown
(1rees/rock), purples (tombstones)
Enemies: Skeleton (basic),
skeleton (axe), sword skeleton
(red), sword skeleton (blue),
skeleton (guardian), zombie
(basic), raven, ghost

Mechanics: Holy ground,
breakable tombstone, breakable
torch, breakable crypt lid, key
statue, key lock, opening gate
(doon), enemy coffin, floating
platiorm, prize wheel, reasure
chest, locked chest, hidden chest,
end plinth

Hazards: Unholy ground
swinging gate, skul tower, flame
e, lava pit

Power-ups: Koin, koin bag
diamond, death koin, spirt, fife up,
flametongue, shield recharge,
sword recharge, half health, full
health, gold key, amor up
Abilities: Second strike, mighty
blow, magic bolt, doomsike,
throw shield

Economy: 200 koins, 1 death koin
Bonus materials: N/A

Music track:
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Weapon Range
short Medium Long

Dual pistols Strong Weak NA

Assault il Strong but siow Very stiong Weak

Shatgun Very strong NA NA

Sriper rifl NA Medium Very stiong






OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_076_r1.jpg





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_127_r1.jpg





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_380_r1.gif





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_104_r1.gif





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_368_r1.gif





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_207_r1.gif
e
Polc
HeiC(n
e

; ‘q :

i)

=
R






OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_067_r1.jpg





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_044_r1.jpg





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_451_r1.gif
F WARe






OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_021_r1.jpg





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_136_r1.jpg





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_325_r1.jpg





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_407_r1.jpg





OEBPS/roge_9780470688809_oeb_004_tab.gif
Offensive Class Defensive Class Support Class
Soldier DemoMan Medic

High health Medium health Medium health
Mid to strong attack Slow to mid speed Medium speed
Medium speed Strong attack Medium attack
Heavy Pyro Sniper

High heatth Medium health Weak heath
Siow speed Medium speed Medium speed
Stong attack Stiong short-rangefweak Medium attack

long-range attack

(neadshot does
instant kil)
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