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Appendix B: The Challenge of the Interactive Movie
Ernest W. Adams

1995 Computer Game Developers’ Conference

[This is an approximate transcript of the text of lacture delivered on 23
April 1995 at the Computer Game Developers’ Comfeeain Santa Clara,
California. Unfortunately, it does not appear iretRroceedingd. present it
in this form because the nature of the materialsdoet lend itself to the
traditional paper format. Also, because the lectisreaformal and to some
extent ad-libbed, this is not a verbatim document.]

Lecture begins with the final five minutes of ilra €asablancalrhe movie ends,
and Rick and Louis walk off into the fog.

Thank you, that will be all. My name is Ernest Adarthis is “The Challenge of the
Interactive Movie.” Before | begin, | need to iss@me ritual disclaimers. My
lectures tend to take the form of sermons, and @esmare personal statements of
belief to some extent—full of warnings and exhaotas$, and filled, as Shakespeare
would have said, with sound and fury and signifyimoghing. But we’ll hope it's a
little bit better than that.

In any case, this is the gospel according to Ssilaims. What you're going to hear
is not the opinion of my employers. It's not theropn of the Computer Game
Developer’'s Conference or the Computer Game Deeetofissociation, domini,
domini, etc.

Last year at this conference, | gave a lectureddlCelluloid to Silicon: A Sermon
for the Newcomers From Hollywood.” To some extdinis lecture is a continuation
of last year’s lecture. In that lecture, | examinieel Hollywood metaphor from the
developer’s point of view: the computer game asimodnd | determined that it was
pretty seriously flawed from the developer’s pahtziew. The reason is that linear
media—books and movies—do not require engineeand,interactive
entertainment does require engineering. And engimgés awkward and unreliable.
And unpredictable. And slow. And the linear media'd have to put up with nearly
as much of that. Engineers’ schedules are all gug&s because engineering is
problem-solving, and problem-solving knows no tiaide¢. Software engineering is
worse, because as a discipline it's only abouté#yy old, and there are no standard
ways of doing anything. And interactive entertaimtngoftware engineering is worst
of all, because we have a Christmas deadline, asdl ather forms of engineering
don’t. Vice Presidents of Marketing and so on amestantly coming to us and telling
us to pull the schedules in. These are a lot ofgththat the folks from the linear
media, who are coming into our industry have torlé¢a deal with. If they don’t
know how to deal with them, they're going to le#meir shirts. And more
importantly, as far as I'm concerned, their empésyare going to lose their jobs.

So this year, | wanted to kind of continue the stigation of the metaphor a little
bit, but looking at it from the creative standpointvanted to turn it around and look
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not at the computer game as movie, but at the mas/mmputer game, the
interactive movie.

Now, “interactive movie” is one of those marketiegms that is just absolutely
irresistible. Everybody knows what a movie is, awdrybody knows that
interactivity is way cool. Therefore, if you make iateractive movie, it must be a
way cool, easily understandable thing—except tfghbt, really. And since we're
constantly being asked to make interactive movidecided to try and think about
what an interactive movie really is supposed tovideat are we doing when
someone comes to us and says, “l want you to nak&eractive movie”? How are
we supposed to respond to that?

Well, the traditional way, the typical way to try $olve these sorts of problems is to
look at examples out there in the field. See whati'sthere and see if you can learn
what an interactive movie is from seeing thingg tteve already been done.

I've got some herdlling CommanderThe most complete interactive movie ever!”
It says so right here on the box. As far as | edinthis is a kind of space flight
shoot-em-up, with little bits of video in betwe@®K, fair enough, that’s an
interactive movie.

And then we’ve goVoyeur!Now this doesn’t actually say “interactive movii
the box; what is says is “cinematic multimedia.t &is probably more or less the
same thing. This looks to be lots of little bitsvideo going on at once; you watch
the correct ones and you win the game. Spoiler wgrahead: you don’t win the
game by watching the sex scenes. They're entantpieispecially the ones with
handcuffs, but they don'’t really advance the pkryymuch.

Night Trap! The much-malignedllight Trap The thing that gives Congress fits. It's
essentially in the same category—Ilots of simultaseadeo. Watch the video at the
right time, you win the game.

Under a Killing Moon!interactive movie. This appears to be primarilyrappic
adventure. It has video in it as well, but it's raaround through the world and talk
to people and pick up stuff and do things.

And then—this one’s an oldie—therdts<Came From the Desera Cinemaware
interactive movie. All kinds of stuff going on irete. Top-down scrolling and
shooting and driving and a lot of different kindglangs.

And finally, we've gotCritical Path. Critical Pathis a one-pass-through sort of
game; it’s kind of likeDragon’s Lairwith live actors. Step off the path and you get
killed—what Chris Crawford calls “the game treedefath.” And finally, of course,
there’sMr. Payback which is a movie in movie theaters, where theaetially
buttons in the chair arm, and the audience votdsoanthey want the plot to go. |
haven't seen it. The critics have not been kinginfwhat I've heard.

So here we've got all these great examples ofaotefe movies. And what can we
learn from them? What do they have in common? Weli,a damn thing. You
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know, there’s shoot-em-ups and driving games aaphgc adventures and all
different kinds of weird stuff here. If you go cand look at the interactive movie
genre, you can'’t learn very much about what arracteze movie is supposed to be.
So there isn’'t any canonical interactive moviel|lyedmean, if someone came to me
with a million bucks, and they said, “I want yourttake the canonical interactive
movie,” | would have to say, “Well, gee, you kndwan’t. I'm sorry, | can't take
your money.” Except this industry being what itligyould take their money. And
when | was done, I'd hand them whatever it wasialde, and I'd say, “OK, this is
the canonical interactive movie.” And who's to $ay wrong? There seems to be a
lot of variety in the medium.

Let’s approach it from the kind of abstract poiht@w. Interactive movie. What are
people going to want from an interactive movie? Yitaour customers expect out
of an interactive movie? Well, if you're saying “me,” one of the things that means
to people istory. Our customers are going to want some kind obgystHHow do

you know when you’re going to have a good storg®ehn, we have a lot of talks at
the conference, we’'ve had them at different timésut story and about writing
characters and so on—and how you’re supposed @ draW plot and a B plot, and
they kind of go in inverse sine waves of one anodmel all that kind of thing. But
we want good stories, so we have to learn abouttbale good stories if we're
gonna do stories. That's why we've had so manyo$é lectures here. But | think
there’s another way of judging stories, a more &mental way.

When you read a book, you make a lot of judgmetsiethe quality of the writing:
you know, is it pedestrian? Does it flow well? Daasse words in a good way—the
way I'm not using them right now—in a way that’'smgg to really convey the scene
to your mind? Is the dialogue believable? That lohthing. When we judge movies,
we also judge the acting, and whether the cinemapdry is imaginative, and so on.
We make a lot of technical judgments about moaesut the makeup and lighting
and sound. But there’s a sort of fundamental judgrtteat we make about all these
things, and that is: If you walk out of a movieyimg seen it—or if you put down a
book, having read it—and you say to yourself, “hidohink he would have done
that” or “I don’t think she would have reacted bat situation in that way,” then we
say that that story has a flaw. There’s somethirgng with it; it doesn’t make
sense. Essentially, what this means is that amy ks got to be true to its own inner
laws. It has to be coherent. It has to be crediahel at any point in the story, the
conditions that obtain at that point in the stoayé got to be rationally derivable
from everything that went beforehand. | don’t méamake it sound like this is a
strictly logical deduction, but it's a questionibhanging together in a single
coherent way.

Mysteries are an interesting example of this, beean a mystery, what happens is,
you have a whole lot of different possible outcomesd right up until the detective
gets everybody in the room at the end and revelaishvone is the correct one,
they've all got to be coherent. Except that thaytdae coherent, because it has to be
revealed to you at some point that none of thenkwat one. It's an incredibly
difficult task to create four or five logically cetent possible outcomes which are all
sort of intertangled in such a way that only on¢hein is really the correct one.
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Again, | don’t want to suggest that this is purgi¢o but I do think that it's a very
powerful notion.

Casablancas an excellent example. | don’t know how manyafi know about how
Casablancawvas filmed, but they weren’t done writing it agytwere filming it.

They were filming along and filming along, and tketers, Julius and Philip
Epstein, had gotten themselves into sort of a pjdkecause they had these two men
who both had very good emotional claims on this wopand they didn’t know who
she was going to end up with. They didn’t know wioatio about it, and Ingrid
Bergman was coming to them and saying, “Now loalgr’t know how to play this
character. | don't know who I'm going to end uphlwitWhat's going to happen?”
And they said, “We don’t know. Play her like a wamaho doesn’t know who she’s
going to end up with, because that’s what sheBat"in the meantime, you know,
filming was going on, and time was running out, amehey was running out, and
they had to do something. And they were drivinghgl&unset Boulevard in an open
convertible one day—it was a beautiful day and theyen’t paying any attention
(there were beautiful days in Hollywood in 1943)-ddhey’d been racking their
brains about this for several days and worryingualioAll of a sudden, in one of
those kind of amazing twin-telepathy things thgigen sometimes, they turned and
looked at each other and they simultaneously $Riolind up the usual suspects.”
And from that, they said, it just all fell into i

Basically, once they had “round up the usual susgethey could figure their way
out of the whole rest of the mess, because stophamiiabout what's going to
happen. A crime is going to be committed that imgdo let Victor get away, or
Victor and llse get away. Some crime. Well, whatner? Well, in a story of this
magnitude, there really is only one crime, you kntiviaas to be murder; it's not
going to be embezzlement or parking violationsamnathing. Murder ishe dramatic
crime. OK, somebody’s gonna get murdered, and Yibal llse are gonna get away.
Who's gonna get murdered? Well, look around thé &&ko’s got a really big target
on his back? Major Strasser, nobody likes Majoasiter; besides, he’s got lots of
motive for keeping Victor and llse in town. So, QHajor Strasser is gonna to get
murdered; now who’s gonna murder him? Well, theesaztually several
possibilities here.

llIse could murder Major Strasser; she’s got motidt. llse’s really exhausted, she’s
emotionally wrung out. She’s told Rick, “Look, ydo the thinking for both of us. |
can’t deal with this anymore.” So in order for Ilgemurder Major Strasser, you'd
have to do a lot of setup in order to show thatetbmg has gotten her out of that
state of emotional paralysis. That would take afdime and energy, and that was
something that they didn’t have. So weed out llse.

Victor could murder Major Strasser; he’s got latsl dots of motive. The problem
with Victor is, he’s so damn noble. He’'s a war handl a Resistance hero and so on,
but look at the way he acts—we’re not even conwroe could bring himself to
shoot a Nazi. So we’d have to set up more stufttat, too.

Then there’s Rick. Rick, who fled the United Stategler mysterious circumstances.
Rick, tough, cynical Rick, who said, “I stick myakeout for nobody,” but then
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rigged his own roulette wheel against himself idevrto help a woman out of a jam.
Rick is the obvious person to murder Major StrasSerce that's done, of course, we
still have the question of who llse is going to eipdwith, but at that point it's a little
more straightforward. | mean, as Rick himself saysat kind of a life is she really
going to have in Casablanca? Can we really imaliisegstaying on with Rick and
tending bar in his dive in Casablanca while heblusl is continuing to do important
Resistance work in London? That wouldn’t end uglydaeling right. And so, we
decide that llse is going to go on with her hushamdl Rick is going to go and join
the French Foreign Legion, or whatever it wasllkiad of fits together, it makes
sense. And it's not as if that's the only end@gsablancacould have. But it's an
ending that derives naturally out of “round up tiseial suspects” without doing a lot
of extra work. Ijust fits it's easy to create. Of course, I'm saying al ih

hindsight, mind you. | mean, as you're watchingniavie, you still don’'t know
what’s gonna happen. It's not as if the movie edgtable. But when it's done, the
movie is satisfying. We agree that it makes sefisd.that’s the kind of thing I'm
talking about with this business of internal colmese

So what does all this have to do with interacti¥ifyhe answer is)othing
Interactivity is about freedom. Interactivity isali giving your player things to do
and letting your player do them. The whole poinindéractive media is letting the
player do something on his own. What that meatfisaisa lot of times your player is
gonna jump off the rails and go off and do comyeteeird, unanticipated stuff.
That theory doesn’t work very well with storiesnean, let’s take Superman. Now,
Superman is a character who is congenitally indapatignoring a baby who’s
crying in a burning building. You know, if thereasbaby crying in a burning
building, Superman has got to go get that babynéier says, “You know, I'm
gonna let somebody else deal with this one this.tirBut what if my player is
playing Superman? I'm being Superman in some gonteractive game or an
interactive movie. Here’s the burning building. Dwin in and save the baby? Well,
| have to if 'm Superman, but if | don’t do it,éh I've violated Superman’s basic
nature. There’s this problem that arises, whereliager may not be terribly
interested in what you think is supposed tgber plot for them, or they may have
something else that they want to do that doesn’lt's a tough one. How do you
make sure that the player is going to do sometthiagis coherent, that goes along
with your plot, the thing that you have designed for therh@'8 something to think
about. We’'ll leave it for the time being.

There’s kind of another problem as well. I'll regali what | have in my notes. | kind
of wrote these in a hurry. It says: “How to makeeseverybody reaches climax at
the same time?” What | actually mean by this igjyember in seventh grade English
when they were teaching about stories, and theytkare was an introduction and
there was rising action and there was a climaxthee was falling action and there
was a conclusion and so on. Every story has a diaciemax; you know, a moment
when whatever it is that's gonna happen is gonppéra In that story, everything
that has got to be ready for that to happen, happkead of time. You have to put it
all together and make sure that everything is rehdse for it to take place. If you're
the author, you know that that’'s going to happethélinear story because
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everybody’s riding your train; they're all thereydayou do whatever you want to do,
so they get there and they do whatever it is tlgaiing to happen.

But in the case of interactive media, there’s samdghwho’s out of your control, and
that’s the player. How do you make sure that winendramatic climax is ready to
take place in your interactive story, your playethiere and ready for it? Well, there
are three traditional solutions to this problentha interactive medium. A very
simple one is, you just limit the interactivity. ¥@ay, “I'm sorry, you can’t get off
the rails.” You either just cut down the interatinso that they can’t get off the
rails, or you give them a lot of interactivity htis all meaningless—they’re not able
to get away from the plot, the interactivity doaseally affect anything. The third
thing is—and this is howritical Path works—you kill 'em. The player does
something that’s not part of your plot, BAM! They'dead.

| don’t think these are tremendously acceptableaopt | mean, reduced to the sort
of minimal example, the game turns into “hit ENTERsee next screen.” Besides,
reducing interactivity is not really what we're fgsed to be about here, is it? Is that
what people are going to want from an interactivwie—very little interactivity?

The second classic solution is that you say, “Tad. @ he player’s not ready for the
dramatic climax, tough.” You know, the world goesaround them. And this makes
for some really interesting adventure games, becausiost of the adventure games,
the world is kind of static, and it does things whiee player does things, and that's
all there is to it. But in some adventure games vibrld goes on ahead. Night falls,
and people come out of their shops and go homethenchuggers come out, and so
on. It’s interesting to watch things take placeuaigyou in one of these kinds of
games. The difficulty with that is that you tenddse a lot. Let’s take the sort of
absolutely canonical story, updated for Califoseasibilities, where the beautiful
princess is going to go and rescue the handsomeepfiom the fearsome dragon.
Here we’ve got the beautiful princess, and she'sdeang around the castle. (Or,
rather,I’'m wandering around the castl# just be the beautiful princess here.) I'm
looking around, seeing what's in my castle. Whykldwere’s a suit of armor. How
do you put these things on, anyway? Geez, theresd stuff here—you know, the
gauntlets and greaves, the helm and breastplatescaan and so forth. It's
complicated. Up pops a message on the screen: B3vty, you lose, the dragon ate
the prince. Oh, OK. Well, back to the game. | kmawway around the castle now,
so I'll run to the armor, and I'll put on the armand I'll go out into the yard, and
there’s my horse—and how the hell do you get ortiorae while you're in a full

suit of armor? OK, better look around the castlel yar a while to see what we've
got here. Oh, there’s a winch. Maybe | could use th—BAM! The dragon ate the
prince. OK, back to the beginning. Run to the arnrdo the armor, out to the yard,
winch myself up onto the horse, out of the castlieg and head out into...the
enchanted forest. OK, so here we are, we're gdirmugh the enchanted forest, and
we’re fighting off the evil trees and so on, loakifor the magic sword, looking for
the magic sword—BAM! The dragon ate the prince.kB@cthe beginning. OK, into
the armor, out to the yard, onto the horse, ingoftiiest, out of the forest, head up
into the mountains, gotta be a cave around herewbere. BAM! The dragon ate
the prince.
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Gee. That's a lot of fun.

How many of you people, when you sit down to redak, read page one; and then
page one and page two; and then page one, pagarnd@age three?

There’s a classic workaround to that problem, &sctalled “save game.” | talked
about the process of appreciating and understaradgigry. That process is a process
of suspension of disbeligfor a brief period of time, I'm going to beliethes pack

of lies, this fiction. When something comes alongttscrews up your suspension of
disbelief, you say that the story has a problemolations of its internal consistency,
like I mentioned before, are a perfect exampléat.tSo here | am, I'm fighting off
the evil trees in the enchanted forest with my magiord, and every five minutes
I've got to stop and have a little interaction witty hard disk drive. Talk about
destroying your suspension of disbelief. So | dtmiik that's really a terribly
satisfactory answer either.

The third classic solution to this problem is tla@a@nical adventure game solution,
and that is that you make the plot advance wittptager's advances. This
absolutely guaranteetat the player is gonna have everything they ndeeh they
get to the point at which the dramatic climax isig@ take place. They've got the
magic sword and all the rest of it, they're théhey're ready. If they don’t have the
magic sword, there’s no way they can get thereptbesimply doesn’t go anywhere.
It's easy. You just link up their actions to thevadcement of the plot. The difficulty
is that it's mechanistic. It turns the game inteeaes of puzzles to be solved, and
once you've played two or three of these games,caoureally see it. You know—
nothing seems to be happening; | must be doing $ongewrong. When | do
something right, then interesting things happenedyou go down to the movie
theater, do they stop the movie and say, “OK, now gl have to do the crossword
on page three of the program before we’ll showntiret reel”? Is that really what
people want from interactive movies? I'm not sunat it really is.

In fact, John Fowles, the authorTfe French Lieutenant's Womgdmas written
something very interesting and cogent about inter@aentertainment imhe French
Lieutenant’'s Womarit was written in 1968, and | doubt if he’d eveen a
computer at the time, and he wasn'’t really tallabgut interactive entertainment.
But he was writing along, and he got to chapterah®, he got himself into sort of a
mess because he had in his plans: “Chapter 13—inyei Sarah’s true state of
mind.” And he got to chapter 13 and he realizedy ‘®bd, Sarah is not the kind of
character who would simply do this. Sarah is vengmatic, and | can't just do that,
so I'm going to have to do something else.” Whatlitewas, he stopped, and he
started writing all about novels. In chapter 13just takes time out to write about
novels. But he says something in here that | tienkery interesting. He says: “...we
wish to create worlds as real as, but other thawiorld that is. Or was. This is why
we cannot plan. We know a world is an organismanmiachine. We also know that
a genuinely created world must be independentaifréator; a planned world (a
world that fully reveals its planning) is a deadrldolt is only when our characters
and events begin to disobey us that they begiivéd’ IHe goes on a little bit later
and says, talking about the novelist as a god yandan talk about ourselves as
games designers as gods): “...what has changbkdtig/e are no longer the gods of

15



the Victorian image, omniscient and decreeing;ibaihe new theological image,
with freedom our first principle, not authority."oM if that’s true for novels, as he’s
writing about, then how much more true is it fo? dhat freedom is the basic
underlying principle of interactive entertainmentivigg the player something to do.
So there’s kind of another problem, this mechamistrld, this planned world. That
doesn't feel like a terribly good solution to th@iplem of how you get the player to
the dramatic climax at the right time.

Then there’s a third problem, which is simplemdtjcall it the problem of amnesia.
And that is that the charactarnsa story belong in their world. They know what'’s
going on in their world, they're part of their wdrlThey know what's in all the
drawers in their apartment. They know what'’s irtladl shops in their town. They
don’t get up and wander around their apartment iogeall the drawers to see what's
in them; they don’t have to wander all over towrsée what’s there. And in
particular, they don't pick up everything they sewl stick it into their pockets. But
that’s not true of the player in interactive erderinent, is it? The player in
interactive entertainment has idea what is going orfhey have amnesia. The first
thing they have to do is do all this exploratiomrdus games have been written to
actually take advantage of this kind of thing. Ehesas a game calleédmnesiaand

it started off with a player who had amnesia. Theas another game, based on a
series by Roger Zelaznyhe Chronicles of Ambefhe books were about a person
who started with amnesia, and they made a compatee that started the same
way. It was a pretty decent computer game. Bubuf go down to the bookstore and
you ask, “Show me all the books that start witteespn who has amnesia,” there
aren’t really a lot of them, you know; it's noteatly big genre. | don't think that’s
really the way to do things. We’ve got a problemeheith that. We've got this
person who has no idea what's going on, and thegdpll this time fooling around,
trying to figure out what's going on, when the cwers in real books and real
movies just charge ahead into their adventuredanghatever it is that they're
gonna do. There are two classic genres of booksrenvies where characteds

start off not knowing what's going on: that is, rterees and heroic quests, where a
lot of the book is about finding things out andvend) them. And surprise, surprise,
what are the vast majority of adventure games? Tdayysteries and heroic quests.

So here we've got these three problems. We'velgstaroblem of logical
consistency, or at least internal consistency. Wewt this problem of narrative
flow, of getting the player to the dramatic climaX, prepared for the dramatic
climax. And we’ve got this problem of amnesia.

At this point, you're probably expecting me to off®u some solutions to these
problems. But I'm not going to. | told you thatgtwas a sermon, but | neglected to
tell you that it is a heretical sermon. | don’trthithese problems have solutions. In
fact, 1 don’t think there is any such thing as ateiactive movie.

| think, in truth, interactivity and storytellinge&in an inverse relationship to one
another. | don’t actually want to say that theyiratually exclusive, but | do think
that the more you have of one, the less you'regtmrhave of the other, and vice
versa. Basically, what we’ve got here is a sod éfeisenberg uncertainty situation
going on. Also, | don't think these problems tHaeldescribed are problems to be
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solved. They're not challenges to be overcomeinktivhat | have described here
are actually fundamental characteristics of theneadf the different media.
Interactivity is one way; storytelling is anotheayy and that’s just the way they are.

This might all kind of sound like abstract philobagpng—you know, he’s just sort
of going off into the ozone; he’s not really talginbout how much the profit margin
is and all the important things that go on in gatleeelopment—but | think it's
important. | think we need to think about it. Inkithese problems are very serious
problems, and they deserve very serious atterdind.so | want to try to explain
why | think we need to give it a lot of thought. d\to do that, | want to talk about
interactivity itself.

If you go to Berkeley, and you drive up past thevdrsity of California there, and
you go up Strawberry Canyon, and on the left yaasphe football stadium, and then
you pass the big atom-smashers, where the berkalnshtawrencium and
californium were discovered, and the road startsatoow and starts to wind, and
you go on up and up, and you pass the Botanic @Garole your right, and it begins
to get steep, and you're going up and up and upgeaantually you come out on a
plateau where there’s a spectacular view of thelevBay Area from the top of the
Berkeley Hills—and there’s a really ugly concretalding. And this is the Lawrence
Hall of Science. Now, when | was 10 years old, htve the Lawrence Hall of
Science for the first time. | went in, and | looka@und at all the exhibits, and |
enjoyed myself. | had some extra time left, andd hoticed that there was this sign
down at the admissions desk that said: “Computen&za$2 an Hour.” Well,
“Computer Games: $2 an Hour,” that sounded pretrésting. I'd been given a
book about computers by my parents when | was ggats old, and so | was pretty
intrigued. But $2, man, that’s two whole weeksbalance. I'm not sure if this stuff
is worth it. But, OK, I'll give it a try. So | paidhy $2, and | went down into this little
room, down in the basement of this ugly concrei@ing. And there were all these
teletypes, ranged along the walls. It was fluorestighting overhead, and it was
totally windowless, and there was linoleum on tberf And | sat down at this
teletype. You ever use a teletype? Let’'s see thdda

All right! Looks like about 50%. Well, you remembdnen. It's not really like an
electric typewriter, is it? You know, it's got theebig round buttons, and it stands up
tall and goe$zzz bzzz bzadhen you push it, and there’s this thing that galesg,
chuga chuga chuga chuga chygad it comes to the end of a limbjng WHAM!It
rattles and it vibrates and it smells like macloilend ozone. So | sat down at this
thing—it’s got the yellow roll paper and this léttylinder that prints all in upper-
case letters at 110 baud. | typed in XEQ-$ LUNAR] &pressed the return key.

Half an hour later, | had landed on the moon.

And | had fought the Klingons in a massive spaddeyavith phasers and photon
torpedoes and shields.

And I'd built a dragster, and I'd raced it, and felddesigned it and I'd raced it again.

And I'd governed ancient Sumeria. I'd watched myuylation thrive in good years
and die in bad years, and I'd known the despadiosihg my harvest to the rats. I'd
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done that in half an hour! Sitting there with mygyo vibrating, smelly machine, in
my windowless room with the fluorescent lightingedvead and the linoleum
underfoot. And thgpowerand thepotentialof this medium just shone out! This was
the most amazing thing that | had ever seen, dwadilto do it. And that's why I'm
doing this. That’s why this stuff is so importaltts because the power of the
medium to take a person away to a wonderful placklet them do an amazing thing
overcomes little obstacles like upper-case lettargellow roll paper. Interactivity
gives that power. Stories can take you away to mdedul place, but they can't let
you do an amazing thing. That's what makes thisiomedinique, and that’s what
makes it important.

There are a lot of people that don't really undmrdtthat. There was a guy who came
to me a couple of years ago, and he was inter@stelveloping some sort of
computer game. This was when the Joseph Camphmihtentary had recently

aired, and there was a lot of interest in it arid dhout it. He wanted to develop
some sort of interactive entertainment or someddriteractive experience based
on that, the hero’s journey and the power of midhad all this stuff written out
about the kinds of things he wanted to explaintarshow. We sat down and we
talked about it, and he had lists of words, of emts that he wanted to have in there.
And | said, “Yes, but what is the player going 28 And he took out his papers and
said, “Oh, but I've got all this wonderful stuffip@it’s going to be all about all this
interesting stuff, and these are all these ideais| tvant to express.” And | said,

“Yes, butwhat is the player going to dbWe eventually kind of had to give it up.

He couldn’t wrap his mind around the fact that pheeyer is supposedio something,
and that’s where you start: thinking about whatglager’'s going to do.

This is not an uncommon misconception. Last Noventhere was a television
awards show on Turner called the Cybermania showhd middle of the
Cybermania show, which had various interestingggirfor exampleDoomwas in
the same category &y st—there was about a two-and-a-half-minute thing &bou
How Computer Games Are Made. It was one of thogklfiannoying quick-cut,
flashy, MTV-style things for people with no moreeaition span than a gnat. And
they had a list, a numeric list, of how a compugg@me gets made, and | want to read
you the contents of this list. Number one: ideaggation and brainstorming. Sounds
good to start with. Number two: script writing. Nber three: storyboarding.
Number four: video shoot on blue screen. Numbex: fbackgrounds get drawn.
Number six: merger of video and backgrounds. Sévantl last: programming.
“That,” they found some moron to say, “is whereytpet the interactivity in.”

NO!!! That is wrong! Interactivity is not somethirigat you puin! It is not

something that you taakn! Interactivity is what gives this medium its uneness

and its power. Now, you can borrow a lot of thifiggn the movies—you can
borrow character, and you can borrow setting, aethe and music and dialogue, to
some extent—but you cannot borrg¥et. Plot isnot yours to controlThe plot is
what the player is supposed to be doing. Your gatot to define what the player is
going to see or hear; your job is to define whatpghayer is going to do. And this is
true not only from a philosophical standpoint, @lso true from an engineering
standpoint. You can’t shoot all the video and dedivthe backgrounds first, and then
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do a little programming at the end and have it wditu haveto design them at the
same time, and ydoaveto start the programming first.

We are standing on the threshold of a whole nevoErman enrichment. We're
standing in the footsteps of the Cro-Magnon pekgba picked up the red ocher and
first drew the bison on the cave walls, or the Summewho decided that the marks
on the clay tablets were going to mean somethingaone Austen, who invented the
novel, or Louis Daguerre and his photographs, amids Edison with the kinescope.
We stand in the footsteps of those people. We’'sichly doing the same kind of
thing that they didDon’t you daretreat interactivity as some kind of an afterthaligh

Now, | know that the folks in Hollywood have golod of content that they would
like to make a few more bucks out of. And that's.@t some of them think that
they can come into this industry, and they canglegt on a little bit of interactivity,
and that’s gonna be all right, you know. And whaggna end up happening is that
they’re going to turn out a lot of really crappyguct. Interactivity is hard to do
well. It requires thought and attention. If thatie best that you can do, go back to
making TV movies-of-the-week. Don’t come into ondustry and turn out a lot of
really crappy product. This industry was destroy8d/ears ago by a bunch of
ignorant greed-heads who came in and decided, T\detl crank out millions and
millions of copies of garbage, and everyone wil littand be happy.” And there was
a huge crash, and a lot of people lost their jbden’t want to see that happen again.
Don’t do that again!

What is the challenge of the interactive movie? Ghallenge of the interactive
movie isnotto solve all those problems. The challenge oiftkeractive movie is

not to be fooled, not to be led astray, not to e&stge quantities of time and energy
and money worrying about what an interactive movigupposed to be. The
challenge of the interactive movie is to make fabslentertainmeni spiteof the

fact that the marketing department is going tckdtie “interactive movie” label on
whatever it is that you make.

Your job isnot to tell stories your job is tabuild worlds in which stories can
happen

Your job is to create playgrounds... for the mind.
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Appendix C: Three Problems for Interactive
Storytellers

By Ernest Adams
Gamasutra
December 29, 1999

[This article reprises and expands slightly upoa itleas in “The Challenge
of the Interactive Movie.” (Adams 1995, B) | wrdites for Gamasutra
because the lecture was not originally availablgimt form.]

Last month’s column on adventure games brought awgtlong response, | thought
I'd discuss an important related issue while | stilve everyone’s attention.

Interactive storytelling has been a subject ofdediate since computer games were
first created. Many of the early game developenevpeogrammers with no
experience at writing fiction, so there was a stadrtage of talent at creating things
like character and pacing and plot. Since thengsibnal writers have entered the
industry, and the quality of our storytelling hagroved somewhat.

Despite that, however, there’s still a larger péoiphical question looming over the
subject: “What does it mean to say that a stomteyactive?” It's a question that
remains unanswered. You could argue that no answereded—adventure games
tell stories, and they are interactive; therefbiytconstitute interactive storytelling,
and no further discussion is required. The proldkethat most adventure games tell
rather poor stories. We've never yet seen an adweigiame that was the caliber of
works by Dickens or de Maupassant.

| believe that interactive storytelling suffersrifidghree very serious problems, and
they're clearly visible in adventure games today.

The Problem of Amnesia

This is the simplest and most obvious of the pnoisleln a normal, non-interactive
story, the characters belong in the world of wtitedy're a part. They understand
that world. They know what's in all the drawergheir apartment and what'’s in all
the shops in their town. When they first get ugh@ morning, they don't start their
day by opening up every single closet to see wiaits nor do they pick up every
object they see and stick it in their pockets iseci might come in handy later.

But that’s not true in adventure games, is it? W@ play an adventure game, you
have no idea what is going on. You have amnesianstart the game in your own
home, you have to explore it. You don’t know whajtsng to happen to you, so for
safety’s sake, you pick up everything you see,yamdend up carrying around a
collection of objects that make you look like a @ated bag lady. (Consider the
original Adventurea lamp, a birdcage, a wooden rod, an axe, sohdecgmns, a
bottle of oil...)
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A few games have actually been written to incorfeothis problem into the plot.
There was a game simply callachnesia published by Electronic Arts; and there
was a game based on Roger Zelazny’s series osfantavels,;The Chronicles of
Amber which started with a character who had amnesialdd's face it, this isn’t a
major genre of literature. There are very few newaddout amnesiacs. In most stories,
the characters just charge ahead and have theanades, and it's up to the author

to make sure they'’re carrying whatever they neeslitgive themif they’re going to
survive them).

Thereare three types of stories in which the charactens stapty-handed and
ignorant, and have to figure things out on theino®@ne is the rookie-in-a-new-
situation story—the new recruit who's just joinad &hip in the Navy, or the
gunslinger who'’s just been made sheriff of the emstown. In these cases it makes
sense that the protagonist has to do a lot of exgjdefore he can accomplish
anything. The other two are mysteries and herogstp+—both situations that involve
a lot of talking to strangers and examining unféanibbjects.

It makes sense, then, that most adventure gameis daet, mysteries, heroic quests,
or new-kid-in-town scenarios. There’s nothing gautarly wrong with that, but it
does mean that the genre is limited by the ammesialem. We may be able to
create interactive stories, but we can’t createlamg of story we want.

The Problem of Internal Consistency

When we judge a work of fiction, we judge it onwamber of things: are the
descriptions clear? Is the dialog believable? Dbeswriting flow smoothly? And so
on. But we also make a more fundamental sort ajmueht as well. If you walk out
of a movie, having seen it, or if you put down alkdaving read it, and you say to
yourself, “I don’t think he would have done that™bdon’t think she would have
reacted to that situation in that way,” then we et the story has a flaw. There’s
something wrong with it; it doesn’t make sense. Atyry must be true to its own
inner laws. It has to be coherent. At any poirthie story, the circumstances at that
point have got to be consistent with everything tant beforehand.

Mysteries are an interesting example of this, beean a mystery, you have a lot of
different possible explanations for the crime, agtt up until the detective gets
everybody in the room at the end and reveals wikitie correct one, each
explanation has got to seem plausible. But thesroftéhe genre require that only one
of them may actually work; the rest must be lodgycethpossible, and furthermore
the author must have shown all the clues to theeredt’s a very difficult task to
create four or five apparently consistent possisi@anations, and introduce them to
the reader in such a way that the clues are at theit the reader is still surprised to
learn which is really the correct one.

This requirement for internal consistency isn't att@r of pure logic, of course. |
don’t mean to suggest that at every point in aystoe circumstances should be
rigidly derivable, like a mathematical proof, framtnat came before. But if you look
back at a story, it should be consistent. Stotesisin’t be predictable, but they
should make sense in a satisfying manner.

21



So what does all this have to do with interacti¥ifyhe answer is)othing
Interactivity is about freedom. Interactivity is@alt giving your player things to do
and letting your player do them. The whole poinindéractive media is letting the
player do something on her own. What that meatisisa lot of times your player is
going to jump off the rails and go do completelyindeunanticipated stuff. That
doesn’t work very well in stories.

Consider Superman. Superman is a character wiamgeaitally incapable of
ignoring a baby who'’s crying in a burning buildide never says, “You know, I'm
gonna let somebody else deal with this for once’\Bhat if our player is being
Superman in a computer game? Here’s the burniridibgi Do he run in and save
the baby? Well, he has to if he’s Superman, aheé ifloesn’t do it, then he has
violated Superman’s basic nature. There’s thisladrihat arises between the
player’'s desire to do as he chooses, and youredesimpose a plot and
characterization on him. It's a tough one. How gaun be sure that the player is
going to do something that is coherent, that gé@msgawith your story?

The Problem of Narrative Flow

As we all learned in junior high school Englishssaevery story is supposed to have
an introduction, rising action, a climax, fallingt@n, and a conclusion. It’s the
business of the story’s author to structure ituarsa way that it builds to a dramatic
climax—an action, confrontation, or other eventethiesolves the story’s inner
tension. One of the problems an author faces isngadure that all the characters
involved are ready—psychologically and physica#igaty—for the dramatic climax

to take place. If he doesn'’t, then we read theystad say, “Wait a minute—where’d
that knife come from?” or “How did he know the gith would be hiding in the hall
closet?”

With ordinary fiction, this is a challenge, butieast you as the author are fully in
charge. The characters have to go where you tat tho know what you want them
to know, because they're all part of your pictifeu set up the pieces, interlock
them like parts of a jigsaw, and when the puzztmmplete the picture is formed;
the dramatic climax takes place.

You can't do this in interactive stories. Therefeaharacter who's outside your
control as an author, and that’s the player. Thgealis doing whatever he wants,
and taking as long or as little time about it adilkes. How do you make sure that
when the dramatic climax takes place in your irdiva story, your player is there
and ready for it? This is the Problem of Narratiyew.

There are three traditional solutions to this peabin adventure games. One very
simple one is to limit the interactivity. You eitheut down the interactivity so that
the player can’t get away from the plot, or youegiliem a lot of interactivity but
you make it all meaningless—the interactivity doeszally affect anything.

| don’t think this one is an acceptable option. Ratl to the minimal case, the game
turns into “Hit ENTER to see next screen.” Limitimgeractivity is not what we're
supposed to be about here. A few games have actaik this, but they were
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universally acknowledged to be bad games—certaiatythe ideal example of
interactive storytelling.

The second traditional solution is that you saygdbad. If the player’s not ready for
the dramatic climax, that’s tough.” In this caseyzan create a world that’s alive,
that goes on around the player, regardless of idiatdoing. This makes for some
really interesting adventure games. Night fallg] paople come out of their shops
and go home, and the muggers come out, and stmtéresting to watch things
take place around you in one of these kinds of gaifiee difficulty with them is that
you tend to lose the game a lot. You end up hatdrgjart over all the time, because
you weren't ready for the dramatic climax whenatorred. But that’s no way to
present a work of fiction! Nobody reads a book égding page one; then starting
over and reading page one and page two; thenngtartier again and reading page
one, page two, and page three, and so on. It wiriud you crazy.

There is of course a workaround to that problerd, it called “save game.” But
saving the game utterly destroys my suspensiotsbetief. If I'm fighting off the
evil trees in the enchanted forest with my magiorslyl don’t want to stop every
five minutes and have a little interaction with imgrd disk drive. Saving the game
makes it unnecessary to restart over and ovegtlbe expense of taking me out of
the world I'm trying to belong to. | don’t think &it's a satisfactory answer either.

The third traditional solution to the Problem ofriNsive Flow is the classic
adventure game solution, and that is to make thiegplvance along with the player’s
advances. Thiabsolutely guarantedgdat the player will have everything he needs
when he gets to the dramatic climax. If he needsiiagic sword, then he’ll have the
magic sword, and if he doesn’'t have the magic swbite’s no way he can get to
the dramatic climax; the plot simply doesn’t goahgre. It's easy. You just link up
the player’s actions to the advancement of the plot

The difficulty with this solution is that it's meahistic. It turns the game into a series
of puzzles to be solved, and once you've playeddmiree of these games, you can
really see it. If nothing seems to be happening, st be doing something wrong.
When you do something right, then interesting thihgppen. The flow is jerky,
stop-start. You as the player can do what you lke,you don’t have the sense of
being carried along by the story; in fact it's gutlear that you're not in the story,

the story is an external mechanical object thag pnbgresses when you do the right
things. It's rather like trying to operate a VCRlwvunlabeled buttons.

Conclusion

You might think at this point that I'm going to effsome solutions to these
problems. But | don’t have any solutions, and I'ot certain that there are any
solutions. | won'’t go so far as to say that intéxaty and storytelling are mutually
exclusive, but | do believe that they exist in aveirse relationship to one another.
The more you have of one, the less you’re goingaiee of the other.

In its richest form, storytelling—narrative—meahs reader’s surrender to the
author. The author takes the reader by the handeadd him into the world of her
imagination. The reader still has a role to play,ibs a fairly passive role: to pay
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attention, to understand, perhaps to think... butmeict. A good story hangs
together the way a good jigsaw puzzle hangs tog&then you pick it up, every
piece locked tightly in place next to its neighbBut it ill tolerates any fiddling.
Remove a few pieces, and it’s likely to fall apart.

Interactivity is not like this. Interactivity is aht freedom, power, self-expression.
It's about entering a world and changing that wdaydyour presence. In most games
the world is static and dead until the player @sivthe player is thenly thing that
makes it move. Interactivity is almost the opposit@arrative; narrative flows under
the direction of the author, while interactivitypdads on the player for motive
power.

This doesn’t mean that I'm backing down from myl éad the game industry to
create more adventure games—far from it. But |gacze that adventure games, at
least at present, tell only a limited kind of staye mystery or quest. We can't yet
make an adventure game about a troubled familyyouag man’s slow descent into
madness. Adventure games have to sacrifice sornme difest things about stories for
the sake of interactivity.

| think adventure games should be just that: gambesit adventures. They should
give the player a sense of achievement and accsinmpéint. They're about doing,
making a difference. This doest mean that they have to be shooters or twitch
games, only that the player and her actions arenthst important things in the game.
In computer gaming, you subordinate the playehéopiot at your peril.

It's not our job tatell stories. It's our job to build worlds in which gpkxs can live a
story of their own creation.
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Appendix D: Eurostylin’: An American Game Designer
in Europe

Ernest W. Adams

2000 Game Developers’ Conference

[This is an approximate transcript of my lecturetla Game Developers’
Conference on March 12, 2000 in San Jose, Califoihen it was given,
another American game designer for Bullfrog Produts, Chuck Clanton,
joined me to present some of his observations disBand American
humor. His material is not included in this tranipdr]

Introduction

Good morning. My name is Ernest Adams, and thigisostylin’: An American
Game Designer in Europe.”

Before | get started, a couple of disclaimers: wimatabout to say is entirely my
own opinion, and not the opinion of Bullfrog Protloos Ltd. Also | want to warn
you that a slide containing full frontal nudity Wile shown, so if that gives anyone
problems, make your escape now.

Finally and most importantly, | warn you that thesture isn’t going to be exactly as
described in the program. If you came in here etxpgsome sort of detailed how-to
session on localization, you’re not going to get,cand | wanted to tell you that now
while there’s still time to find another lecture.

By way of explanation, let me tell you how thistlee came about. | actually
submitted two other speaking proposals for thig'gemonference. But then | learned
that | was going to be transferred to Britain tcalfell-time game designer at
Bullfrog. “Oh, great,” | thought. “I'll go over tive and I'll learn all kinds of
fascinating things about European games, and tcare back and tell the folks at
the GDC all about it.” So, almost as an afterthaubput in one more speaking
proposal, which was this one, and this was whaathesory board selected.

Unfortunately, when | got to Britain | found thaivhs incredibly busy starting up a
new project and learning how to live in a new cogrdnd | simply didn’t have the
time to buy and play all the European games anceoethem to American games.
What I'm going to give you instead is a disconnéceries of reflections on
European and American culture, and how | think timeght affect game design.

| write a monthly column on game design for @G@masutravebzine, and it
generates a fair amount of E-mail, including E-nfraim overseas, and some of it's
pretty entertaining. This is actually one of mydates:

... | think the average American must be DUMB ASOCK!!! You guys

decided to stop teaching evolution in your schaolsansas City, and now
you want to put the Ten Commandments in the class@?!! My God, it’s
like going back to the DARK AGES!!! The rest ofvilweld stopped relying
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on the Ten Commandments to form their culture vihefRENAISSANCE
came, FOUR HUNDRED YEARS AGO!!

— <name withheld>, Brazil

| hasten to add that the capitalization and putictmas all in the original. That's one
of those letters that requires either a ten-paga@nor none... guess which one the

guy got.

Anyway, | save all the mail, and when | realizedtthwasn’t going to have time to
buy and play a lot of games, | sent out a survesotoe of the European
professionals who had written to me. As | preseptreflections on European and
American culture, I'll illustrate them with quoté®m some of the letters | got back.
I've made minor corrections to the spelling anchgraar where necessary, but I'm
impressed that all these people could write tomreniglish—I certainly couldn’t
write to them in French, Swedish, etc.

Innovation versus Execution

The key question | asked was a simple one: “Whatadothink makes European
games different from American ones? Consider angthnd everything.” First I'll

talk about a couple of items that came up seven@s in the responses. Interestingly
enough, the general consensus of opinion amongomgspondents was that
Americans make more technically proficient games Huropeans make more
innovative ones. Here’'s a sample quote:

While a European developer cares about story aatbdi Americans care
about frame rate, Direct 3D compatibility, 3D souffast networking, great
visual effects and trash metal hardcore music.roge has a tendency to
create “innovative games, badly presented.”

— Mickaél Pointier, Eden Studios, France

Most people agreed that for sheer quality of preedemm, American games are the
best in the world. We have the biggest budgetshave the best equipment, and we
definitely have the most powerful marketing andeatiging organizations. The
Europeans think our special effects and explosiwaseally cool. However, they
generally felt that we tend to stick to well-estsiéd genres, that we don’t take
risks, and that our storytelling is namby-pamby mited by pressure from the
religious right. More than one person told me ti@thought European games were
made with more “heart” and more “love”™—that Amensamake games that we
know will sell, regardless of whether we actuaikelthe game.

| think they're probably right about this, and feasons that we all already know:
big budgets mean that publishers are more consex\atd less willing to take risks.
The European business, being smaller and youniijehas the kind of creative
freedom that we had five or ten years ago.

26



War and History

Memorial Day in the United States: you can pictilne scene. The President lays a
wreath at Arlington, some war heroes give speethese are a few parades, and
everybody fires up the barbecue. That’s not the ivesyin Europe—at least in
Britain. To start with, their Remembrance Day isNwvember 11th (what we call
Veteran’s Day, although most of us don’t even gastia holiday). November 11th is
the day World War | ended, and they don’t moveauad for the convenience of
people who want to have a three-day weekend.

On Remembrance Day, people wear poppies in thedtdaa reminder of the
poppies that grew wild between the trenches inddeshduring the First World War.
But it isn’t just a few politicians or old soldiewgho wear them. It's everyone: all
ages, all social classes, all professions. Evenées readers on TV wear them. In
America, Dan Rather would never wear some kind ©frabol while he was
broadcasting, but in Britain, all the TV personaltdo—newsreaders, talk show
hosts, everyone. And not just for a day. Nor ewsrafweek. For most of the month
of November, people wear these poppies in remerobrahtheir war dead.

If you travel around the United States, you'll selew war memorials here and
there, but not very many. Of course there are ifp@es in Washington, but you
have to go there to see them. Otherwise, therétamamy to see.

In Britain, war memorials are everywhere. Everytioevery village, will have one.
In the town square, in civic buildings, and of g®im churches. If they don’t have a
stone plaque, they have a beautifully-calligrapbedk on display, with page after
page after page, filled with the names of the déad. in addition to the public
memorials there are the private ones. Businessks\an railroad stations will have
a memorial listing the names of their employees whkee killed.

When you go over to the Continent it becomes evererpoignant—the memorials
start listing the names of civilians: hostagest §lyahe occupying forces in reprisal
for the activities of the Resistance.

The wounds of war are deep and painful, espediallyplace where the war has
actually taken place. America hasn’t had a wat®@miainland since 1865, the Civil
War, and yet even so, the wounds of that war dreveh us. The Confederate flag
still flies over the South Carolina statehouse.\WMifg’s grandmother was born
around the turn of the century—she was far too gaorremember the Civil War.
But she heard about it from her parents and graedpa Like a good many other
southern ladies, she kept a dagger in the house akefense of last resort for
protecting herself from being raped by Yankee sotdi. and this was in the 1960’s,
a hundred years after the war was supposedly over.

Europe experienced two horrendous wars on itgrstlile 20th century, and various
smaller ones as well. The scars are still thererdlare still people alive today who
are suffering from what we would now call post-traatic stress disorder, as a result
of living through the Blitz. The Second World Waasvnot that long ago. Only
fifteen years before | was born, Auschwitz and Zactvere up and running. Fifteen
years. That's less time than I've been a profesdisoftware developer.
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What does all this mean for game design? Well,afriee consistent complaints |
got was that Americans are ignorant about histad/geography.

Geographical areas, different types of cultures different ages are swept
together in a cascade that | as a European finaivststent and immature.
Americans... tend to mix Vikings with Romans anda&e it more spicy they
throw in a few Mongols and a pink dragon for thetésy touch.

— Michael Stenmark, Hidden Dinosaur, Sweden

Europeans are of course steeped in history; theymeounded by it all the time; they
learn it thoroughly and they take it seriously.fBsgeography, they have so many
countries packed into so small a space that they lealp but learn it.

This is what | got, independently, from two diffatguys in Ireland:
Do your homework if you're going to tackle Iriststary.
— Shane Whelan, Ireland
If you haven’t done your homework it might turn cedlly nasty.
— David Stafford, Ireland
| think | know a veiled threat when | hear one...

Now, is the average European teenager filled witisaby two world wars? Of
course not. But that teenager does know his histbypu screw it up, he’s going to
know. And of course, we don’t only sell to teenagany more.

This is a legitimate concern. If somebody in Europske a game that mixed up the
Korean War with the Vietnam War, or got the locas@f Utah and Colorado
backwards, we would certainly think that they wii@mpetent. If we want to sell
in Europe we need to get right those details thattento the Europeans.

Class and Accent

Now I'm going to talk about some observations aliurtopean culture generally.
And I'm going to start with newspapers. In US, npaggers are divided by
geographical region. We have hundreds of newspapet®nly three national ones:
theWall St. JournaltheChristian Science MonitcandUSA Todayif you can call

that a newspaper. Tidew York TimeBkes to pretend it's a national newspaper, but
let’s face it, nobody in Duluth wants to pay todeaviews of restaurants in New
York City.

American newspapers take editorial stances, bytréhaot very significant. In
recent years newspapers haven'’t played a majorrradvancing a particular
political agenda. For one thing, they're in suarde competition both with one
another and with other media that they can't aftordlienate too many readers, so
they tend to have a moderate, centrist positior israddition we have a strong
tradition of objective journalism.
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British newspapers are divided differently. Mostjonaewspapers are national
newspapers, not local. Tkk&uardianfor example, used to be tManchester
Guardian What sets them apart is their political standee Guardianis liberal, the
Telegraphis conservative, and tiémesused to be ultraconservative until Rupert
Murdoch took it over. He remade it to be more asit¥s; now it’s just a little to the
right of center.

But the other way that newspapers are divided by social class. Newspapers in
Britain aim to appeal to a specific class of peoplee Timesis the highbrow,
intellectual paper. It's famous for printing letteo the editor from pedants
correcting obscure details. TBein at the opposite end of the scale, is written in
language a ten-year-old could read. It prints af@ports and celebrity news, and its
editorial position is nationalistic to the pointxanophobia. It is specifically aimed at
the under-educated and underpaid.

American newspapers could not get away with thispuld be seen as divisive and
un-American. We have to try and pretend that theeeno social classes in America.
American newspapers want to create the impreskatritiey speato everyone and
for everyone.

Britain is famous for being class-conscious, atidoaigh it's not as true as it once
was, it’s still strongly present, even in odd wayghen the British comedian Stephen
Fry was 17 years old, he went on a spending spitbesameone else’s credit card.
He was a middle class kid, the son of an engirae®t,as a child he went to a
boarding school. He was eventually caught and aidesjail time. While he was in
jail, the other inmates told him it wasn't right fioim to be there, that someone like
him should not have been sent to jail. He protestatisince he had done the crime,
he ought to do the time, it was only fair, but thest shook their heads and said, no,
we belong in jail, but not you, it's not right.

In Britain, another significant marker of clasaent. Britain has a delightful array
of accents, probably more than there are in théedritates, but each one carries
with it implications about the class of the speak#e’re not that familiar with this in
the US. We have a variety of accents in the USabat of them aren’t connected
with a class, just a geographic region.

The one game that seems to have made an effosetdmerican accents
meaningfully isStarcraft Starcraftis very interesting, because uniquely among
games, they have borrowed southern cultural mafifdortunately, they did
succumb to temptation and resort to the “dumb hstkfeotype from time to time,
but they’re clearly aware that there’s more thae kind of southerner. General
Duke really sounds like an elderly general—stahaad gruff, a little tired; but
definitely not a redneck. And Arcturus Mengsk Haes accent of a southern
aristocrat, which is completely appropriate for fuike. Jim Raynor is more western
than southern—as befits a man whose title onceMeaashal—but he, too, fits nicely
into the mix. My hat’s off to Blizzard for explaitg this untapped vein of American
culture in a way that goes beyond the Gomer Pgestype.
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But if accents carry a small amount of meaning me&ica, they carry much more in
Britain. There’s a very funny British TV show callBinnerladies about a group of
women who work in a factory cafeteria. It's seManchester, which is in the north
of England, and the north is the butt of a lotakgs the way the south is in America.
| once said to one of my co-workers at Bullfrogyél been listening to your accent,
and | can tell that you're from the north, becayse sound like the people on
Dinnerladies” And she was mildly offended. | was just listegito the sound, but |
think she felt I was making an insulting remark atoer social class.

I’'m just starting to learn the rules about Englamat, God help me when it comes to
France, Germany, the Netherlands, Italy, and st loave no clue. My reason for
bringing all this up is to issue this warning: Whau're hiring voice talent to
localize your game, it's not enough just to findnemne who speaks the foreign
language. You have to find someone who aetrthe role If the person you get has
an accent inappropriate for the role, you coulddrading absolutely the wrong
message and you would never know. Get a nativelfyou hire your foreign voice
talent, and make sure that they have a clear utagheling of the role they're
supposed to play.

One of the things that does hack me off is theuitioigs American
accent/character... As European developers we lvays told that we must
make our characters as American as possible, bec@mericans don't like
or understand British/Welsh/Scots/European accéhtton’t know if this is
true, but it is strongly emphasised by US publisher

— Kim Blake, Particle Systems, UK

Finally, one last point about accents: don’t useeAioans in medieval games. The
American accent is by definition a post-Renaissawoent. It did not exist until the
18th century at the earliest. The American accenbmpletely out of place in a
medieval setting, which is only one of many reasshg Kevin Costner made a
lousy Robin Hood. Don’t do it. Hire native Britispeakers—and no phonies either!
| don’t know who was responsible for that appallsggcalled Scotsman ige of
Empires I| but | hope he’s ashamed of himself.

Translation

It might become a major problem [for a US develdpfat doesn’t target
Europe in the first steps of the design. Due tditiguistic differences,
localization can be a huge headache, not only tetims, but cultural
adaptation.

— Fabrice Cambounet, Ubisoft, France

There’s another language translation issue thaite gignificant, and can bite you if
you don’t understand it, and that is the questiopronouns. Modern American
English only has one second-person pronoun, thd tyau.” It's used for both
individuals and groups, except in the American lspwhere “y’all” is used for
groups. But in French, and many other Europeanuages, they actually has two
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forms of the word “you.” In Frenctu is singular and is used for speaking to one
person, andousis plural and is used for speaking to groups.

If that were the only issue, translating from Esglglio French would be fairly simple.
However, there’s another rule which overrides the about singular and plural, and
complicates matters considerabousis not only used for groups; it's also used
whenever you want to be polite or formal, eitheamoindividual or a group. You use
it with strangers, co-workers, superiors, or anybgalu don’t know very wellTu on
the other hand, the singular “you,” is used witldrien, pets, family members, and
close friends. It's called the familiar, as oppos®the formal, form. If someone
invites you to use the familiar, they’re doing yammething of an honor; they're
offering you an intimacy that other people arefitvaed.

In German it's even more complicated, because theradditional forms, with
significant social overtones. For a man to ask emamwto use the familiar with him
could be extremely insulting, because unless timeywkeach other very well, it's
tantamount to an indecent proposition. And among there’s actually a little
drinking ritual you can go through, called the “threr-making drink.” Once you've
drunk the drink together, you've made the other g brother, and you can each
use the familiar pronoun.

Of course, as English-speakers we have no clue alidhis stuff. When we’re
writing dialog, we just put “you.” This is anothiring you need to get right when
you’re doing translation. When you hand over yaurips to the translators, it's not
enough just to give them the raw text to transf@hey need to understand the social
relationships among the speakers, so they cansamréhem correctly. You really
need to sit down with your translators and dis¢bescharacters in your game
carefully with them. Incidentally, if you don’t sple the language, you yourself
shouldn’t try to decide when to use the familiatioe formal. You'll probably get it
wrong, with unintentionally hilarious consequendesplain the relationships to the
translators, and let them decide.

This is only the tip of the iceberg, of course. Tdm@d “you” is just one tiny part of
the huge and complex translation problem. Don't et off a script to a translation
service and plug whatever you get back into yoanegjayou have to work closely
with your translators.

Nudity and Sex

American guys are shocked by a nude breast, butaier a whole screen
with bloody explosions. A French game will try tw@ human killing, but
will eventually display “crude” dialogs or sceneshat are often removed by
a publisher who hopes to make the game sell witlariUSA.

— Mickaél Pointier, Eden Studios, France

Traveling around Europe, I've noticed that—althoutglaries from country to
country—the culture generally is a lot racier tharat | was used to in America.
Initially | assumed that the reason for all the ipaias a lack of feminist
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consciousness-raising on the subject of explonadionomen in Europe. | assumed
that Europe is fundamentally more sexist than Aczeri

Later | realized that it's more complicated thaatth think Europe is more sexist
than America in a lot of ways, but that’s not thieole story. Nearly 300 years after
the Puritans arrived, America continues to maingaiRuritan ethic with respect to its
entertainment. We apply the virgin/whore dichotamypur entertainment: it's either
“racy” or it's clean as a whistle. We have littlenception of nudity and sex as
normal parts of life—in entertainment, it's eittffbey, hey!” or it’s just absent.

There’s also a strong economic factor. Because isigogne breast is a watershed for
turning a money-losing PG movie into a moneymaligovie, the movie industry
include breasts gratuitously... and it's completbyious that it's gratuitous. It
seems to me that Europeans don’t include nuditysch for the “leer” value. I've
noticed that you see a lot more nudity on TV in&rn—alot more. But it's not
presented as “hey, look at the naked chick.” Tleeg tto include it wherever it's
appropriate and in context for the story. After allthe normal course of events,
everyone is naked at least twice a day. Nicole Kadrsaid that when she appeared,
very briefly, naked on stage in a play called “Biee Room” in London, it was
hardly even mentioned, but when it ran in New Yq#ople never talked about
anything else.

In addition | think the Europeans use
nudity and sexuality much more for its
humor value, and that takes some of t
sense of exploitation out of it. Here’s
an example. This was a billboard in a
railroad station in Britain. | don’t think
you'd see this in an American railroad
station; | think there would be loud
protests.

The bottom line, as it were, is that
there’s a meaningful distinction to be
made between context-appropriate
nudity and sexuality versus gratuitous
titillation. American entertainment
products tend not to make that
distinction. Things are either “dirty” or
they aren't.

If you want to use nudity or sexual
themes in games in Europe, you're
going to get in less trouble with the
Powers that Be than you are in America—they doavueha large population of
activist Puritans whose only joy in life comes freappressing anything that
suggests that people genuinely enjoy sleeping ltege®n the other hand, tBeike
Nukemlook-at-the-naked-chick mentality isn’t going to ds much for you over
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there than it is here. Gratuitous nudity doesrltm®ducts as well there because
they can see plenty of non-gratuitous nudity &s it

France

While we’re on the subject of sex, let’s talk abthé French. I'd like to try and clear
up some misconceptions about France. If thereraré-eench people here, | want to
make it clear that | don’t mean to offend you, balso have to warn you that you
may learn some things that you might not like.

The French are the subject of a certain amounéos$iste humor in the United
States; they're often characterized as rude, ratked, and inhospitable. For
example, on the ol8aturday Night Live'V show, when the Coneheads wanted to
explain away their bizarre behavior, they told geee that they were from France.
Some of this is a carryover from British attitud€ke British are still really sore
about the drubbing they took in 1066, when theuntoy was conquered, their
government overthrown, their laws replaced, eveir fanguage all changed around.
Although they've beaten France on numerous bagttéfisince from Agincourt to
Waterloo, the British have never been able to cenguance outright. So there’s a
long-running mutual antipathy there.

The perception of rudeness, however, is really palyially accurate, and it derives
specifically from Paris. Every summer, hordes ofjlisth-speaking tourists descend
on Paris, none of whom make any effort to speakdfreand it's not surprising the
French can be a bit testy about it. Given the @hdid rather be an American trying
to get along in Paris than a Frenchman trying taamng in New York.

The other reason that the French seem weird isubedaiey appear to be obsessed
with preserving their own culture. There’s a Frenoganization that’'s responsible
for preserving the French language, and they've lggeen the power to actually

fine newspapers for using English. Whenever angthke this happens, of course, it
makes big headlines in the English-speaking wasldraexample of French hostility
and rejection of American culture.

I've been trading E-mail with a French colleaguasé¢al Luban from Darkworks,
about all this, and I've learned some interestimggs. France is extremely
centralized, in government, in education, in the,and so on. In France, if you're
not in Paris, you're in the sticks. This means thatr intellectual elite is very
insular, and all this stuff about the preservabbirrench culture and the rejection of
American culture actually comes from a small grabp, Paris-centered academic
elite.

No matter what the French self-proclaimed intelledtelite says about
“crude” American culture, the vast majority of pdegaccept it and love it. It
is the same with games. Big hits in the US are atsp popular over here.

— Pascal Luban, Darkworks Studio, France
Let me give you some information about the Frerlam ihdustry. The film business

in France is heavily subsidized by the French gavent: tens of millions of dollars
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in tax money go into making French films every ydaraddition, they are
guaranteed that 40% of all films broadcast on TWlva French-made films.
However, last year in France, 63% of the box-offede went to American-made
films. Now, some of that is undoubtedly due to ¢fffectiveness of American
marketing, and the number of films that Americantuout. Still, if the French didn’t
like them, they wouldn’t go. The French governmeant force the taxpayers to pay
to make French films, but they can’t force thensge them.

Think about what that really means. Can you imagiow we would feel if two-
thirds of every dollar spent going to the movieé&imerica was paid to see French
films? That would be a huge impact on our cultarej so conversely America is
obviously having a huge impact treir culture. If you want proof that the average
Frenchman doesn’t have a problem with Americanr&itenent, there it is. Now of
course, if you ask a French person “Which do yaigur French things or American
things?” they have their pride; they're going tg &aench things. But the numbers
tell a different story.

The reason | bring all this up is that I'm afra@hse American developers may be
reluctant to translate their games into French lieeaf this stereotype. My message
to you is: go for it. You may want to make somea=ssions to French culture and
sensibilities, but this supposed xenophobia abooércan culture is really confined
to a small coterie of hand-wringing isolationisidharis.

And, of course, French is not only spoken in Frahget a fair amount of E-mail
from around the world in response to my monthly Gantra column, and a
surprising amount of the E-mail from Canada comes fQuebec. Quebec is the
most populous province in Canada, but | reallykhirat may be where most of the
gamers are, too.

Seriousness

You remember how the Disney versionTdfe Little Mermaicended? She married
the prince, she didn’'t have to lose her voice, gagming, lots of singing, etc. etc.
But that’s not how Hans Christian Andersen wrotegtory.

When an American fantasist tries to make someflasgnating out of what
is for us ever-present history it either comesasfbeing false or sanitised...
We prefer our fantasy harder, darker, with moreghei less feelgood. We
are a lot more “serious” in a lot of ways.

— Gavin Davenport, Infogrames, UK
| don’t have time to tell you the whole thing, Billtmention some key points.

The little mermaid did love the prince, but sheodiad a hidden agenda. She had
been told that if she married a human she would gaiimmortal soul and go to
heaven when she died, instead of just dissolvitgggea-foam.

In order to make the potion that would turn thiéditnermaid’s tail into legs, the
witch had to use some of her own blood. In exchaslge demanded the little
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mermaid’s voice, which she obtained by the brutalkeelient of cutting out her
tongue. Unfortunately, the little mermaid’s newtfdel not work very well, and
walking on them caused great pain, like walkingpasirazor blades. She bore this
with fortitude for the sake of the prince’s lovautBbecause she couldn’t speak to
him, he never realized how much she loved him,sankde married someone else.

When that happened, her chance to gain an imnsotdloy marrying him was gone
for ever, and she was doomed to die at dawn thedagx But to save her, her sisters
sold their hair to the witch and obtained a magiéek They told the little mermaid
that if she stabbed the prince to death while gptstith his new bride, his blood
could be used to reunite her legs back into adadl, she could at least go back to
being a mermaid, and not have to die the next day.

She couldn’t bring herself to do it, however, sadan she threw herself overboard
from the prince’s boat, and died, and her bodyedrnnto sea foam. The end.

It's a little bit different story, isn't it?

Hans Christian Andersen actually tacked on a grmaiadeus ex machint give the
story a happier ending and a moral about the bsna&fbeing a good child, but |
won't bother you with it. Suffice it to say thateshever married the prince and she
really did die, although she did get her immortallsafter all.

The statue of the little mermaid in Copenhagen drais
not a tribute to joy and life and love conqueritiglés a
sad image of a girl trapped between two worlds and
belonging to neither. One might even say trappelddry
own ambition, because Hans Christian Anderseniy sto
is a morality play about the price of seeking serabove
one’s station.

This is absolutely counter to the American ethos.
America is the land of opportunity, and the message
from day one is that you can be anything you wautet
here... with, of course, the implied converse that
you're poor, you must be some kind of a lazy, gbweRothing loser. But in any
case, we don’t have any time for depressing messaugut the price to be paid for
success.

The tale of the little mermaid is a tale of bloadigain, loss and death. | think the
difference between the Disney version and HanssGan Andersen’s version nicely
sums up the difference between the European andlrtiezican soul.

Europe is an ancient place where stone remindeasaiital and bloody past still dot
the landscape. America is a teenager among nafidhef optimism, hope, promise,
and potential... but also frequently naive and gueanile at times. Our fascination
with guns and the death penalty strikes me as fuedéally adolescent. Europe is an
adult... still vigorous, but with her enthusiasmpered by time and memories of
sorrow. She is not as energetic as America, buissiperhaps, wiser and more
reflective.
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Happy Endings/Sad Endings?

That said, however, I'm not actually sure that sadings work in computer games.
This may be one of the fundamental limitationshaf tomputer game as a
storytelling medium. A game is a contest, a contipeti It has has obstacles, rules,
and a victory condition. The obstacles preventfyom achieving the victory
condition immediately; the rules provide a framekvior which you can work to
overcome the obstacles, and the victory condisahe overall goal of play.

A lot of games are broken up into missions or Igyvahd your reward for winning a
particular level is to be shown another episode linear story. When you win a

level or a mission, you get a bit more story, drereward for winning all the levels
is the conclusion of the story. The problem is,tbabn obtaining the victory
condition, our natural tendency is to feel pleasawen exultation. We have
exercised our wits, or our thumbs, to overcomeothetacles and achieve victory.
That's a happy time. So, to feel sadness, or patitadepression, or even anger, is to
some extent to spoil the experience.

I'll give you an example. Years ago, Infocom solxt adventure callelhfidel.

The object oinfidel was to explore an ancient Egyptian pyramid and fiaried
treasure. But at the end of the game, when yodihallly made it to the innermost
chamber, the roof collapsed on you and you weftedilThere was nothing you
could do about this, and it was a real letdown. Wit happened, | was angry. |
had done what the game had asked of me; | hadvachadl the possible points, and
the game had punished me anyway.

When Infocom was asked about thidjdel's designer, Mike Berlyn, said that this
was just his little bit of archaeological moralig#tit's wrong to be a greedy
treasure-hunter. But damn it, | paid cash monewfgame that (I felt) promised me
the fantasy, the pleasures and joys and challerfgesing a treasure-hunter. | didn’t
struggle all the way through the game just to Iseanebody’s finger-wagging
sermon against pothunting. | wanted a big screansidnys “You win, and you get
rich and you live happily ever after.”

When you win the Super Bowl, the commissioner efi-L does not take away
your allowance and lecture you about the evilsiolent contact sports. No, he gives
you a ring and a trophy and a big wad of cash.

Most stories of light entertainment—stories withaay really complex emotional
content—end up in one of three ways. They can havappy ending, a sad ending,
or an unresolved issue that tells you there’s aalempming. The first Star Wars
movie,A New Hopewas like this. It had a happy ending—the Deatr §ot blown
up and everybody got medals—and an unresolved: iBaréh Vader got away.
Starcraft interestingly enough, managed to combine allehfde heroic Tassadar
sacrificed his life to destroy the Overmind—happy @ad in the same event—but
the Queen of Blades was still out there somewhea®jng room for a sequel.

In short, | don’t know that it's psychologically gsible to create a good computer
game with a purely sad ending. The outcome of aegary definition success. And
success, particularly in light entertainment, oimpatible with pathos. This is
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another way in whiclgames are not storieStories don’t build up the reader’s sense
of pride and accomplishment, and therefore theytdoeate an expectation of
reward. Games do.

It might be possible to create some kind of anratdive experience which it a
gameso that you can have a sad ending, but in that Icdmsnk it needs to abandon
the traditional game elements of obstacles andegements. | think the non-game
interactive experience is a research problem thalsworthy of exploration, but
it's unlikely to happen inside the industry. My gaas that if it is studied it will be
done in academic labs and among the interactivieritiobbyists.

I've strayed rather a long way from the questionl@digning for the European
market, but | think the point is germane. Europdaage a legitimate desire for
darker themes and more elements of sorrow, losispaim. | agree with them that
these are elements missing from most computer gaBues don’t think that’s the
way a game caend

Conclusion
This, however, is the way a lecture can end.

We are creative people. We need a constant infidbesh new ideas. As things
stand now, we rip each other off much too muchatang store shelves full of very
similar games. If we really want to reach that éabinass market, that’s not going to
cut the mustard any more.

Now for years, I've been haranguing you peopledbaglibrary card. The public
library is the game designer’s best friend—anddentally, it's still more
comprehensive and more trustworthy than the Worldé/Web.

But I'm rapidly coming to the conclusion that a gadesigner’s second best friend is
a plane ticket. Plane tickets are a lot more exgerthan library cards, but they offer
something that library cards can't: direct, pers@xgperience of real things.

Have you ever been at the beach at sunset? Iledytaiie last people are leaving, it's
starting to get chilly, and the wind is whippingnging sand against your ankles. A
few gulls are crying out over the water. The ocesrs on... and the entire sky
blazes with scarlet light.

But try to take a picture of it and you get nothiAgdisappointing little piece of
colored paper. It is at best “pretty.” You cannapture the essence of the
experience. You have to be there.

You can read about Stonehenge or the Great Wélhofa all you like. You can

look at lots of pictures, and they will enable yoicreate a pale, mechanical
imitation of the real thing. But until you go, aggperience the place in its context—
experience the people in their context—you will notlerstand with your heart. You
can imagine, you can dream (and dreams are gootyph will not know the truth.

Get out of the office. Leave the computer behindly B plane ticket and go.
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Appendix E: Death (and Planescape: Torment )

By Ernest Adams
Gamasutra
May 19, 2000

Goth culture, it seems to me, is a little widelwd thark. Eyeshadow and Anne Rice
novels are all very well, but if you're serioushterested in death, | suggest working
a shift at a city morgue on a Saturday night winengunshot victims are coming in.
Then you can experience the sordid truth undergsrbghting conditions: the bodies
are often still warm and the families are in thetfstage of shocked disbelief that
precedes the long misery ahead. Violent death bdmsng to do with cool black
clothes and spiky jewelry; it's mostly about angad squalor, brutality and bad
judgment. Still, despite their romanticized notidnisink the Goths are mostly
harmless. A bit of play-acting; a bit of self-draimation; it offends their parents
(which is probably part of the point) but it's imleatly no more sinister than dressing
up in a Star Trek outfit. Cults of death have appéanany times in human history,
from the mummies of ancient Egypt to the buriedegtsoldiers in China. Wearing
purple fingernail polish is a comparatively mildoegssion of a very ancient impulse.

A couple of years ago | suggested in a lectureetzame Developers’ Conference
that it was time for games to explore a larger eaoighuman experience, and that
includes sorrow and death. Death has been thectudfja certain amount of debate
in game design circles, but most of the time wetking about death in a purely
symbolic sense. “You have three chances” is a phtast has preceded every
fairground game back to the Middle Ages and propablond, and in a computer
game where you're playing a character, it's nataredugh to view those chances as
“lives” to be lost—failure is a metaphorical “dedth

But my lecture wasn’t about death in the metaplabsense; | meant death in the
literal sense, and particularly in ways that afieeemotionally. We think of death
chiefly as inspiring grief, but in fact the emotsosurrounding it are quite complex.

In unhappy families there’s often anger, guilt, a@skentment; and in happy ones our
feelings are not always unalloyed sorrow. Not gl ago | attended the funeral of
the father of a woman close to me. The man had bearly 100 when he died, and
his passing was both painless and expected, andasttby him; he had planned the
funeral himself. At the service the woman startedry. “I'm not sad,” she said, and

| believed her. She was feeling something elsegueral somethings—Iove,
nostalgia, gratitude? I didn’t ask.

It's not immediately obvious how one should inclutath, real death, in a computer
game. 'You-have-three-chances’ is so consisteidyacterized as “death” that your
first obstacle is making it clear to the playertttheat's not what you mean. Probably
the best way is through the death not of the maaraxcter, the player’s character,
but of other characters who appear in the game.

There was a great shift in adventure gaming whemegdesigners stopped treating
the main character as a generic Everyman (whichhhd initially done because
they knew the player could in fact be anybody), bedan to create main characters
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who had a sex, a voice, an appearance, a backgrandanost importantly a
personality of their own. The initial reluctancedo this was based on a concern
about whether men would be willing to play femalkes and vice versa. That
guestion has been emphatically answered by Lar#l,@ral it's no longer an issue.
That's a good thing, because it's far easier tatera plot for a character to unravel
if the character is a person with a history of tnven.

However, despite the fact that we’re now given semeewith whom we’re asked to
identify—whether it's Sonic the Hedgehog or Dukekiinn—I think we care about
that individual in a way that’'s fundamentally diéat from the way we care about
other characters in the game. The main character extension of ourselves, a sort
of prosthetic limb reaching into the game worldhédf “dies” before the end of the
game, it's irritating, frustrating perhaps, but kreow in our hearts that this was not
the way things were Supposed to Be, and we rébigame and resurrect the
character without any real sense of loss.

When another character dies, however—a non-playaacter, to use role-playing
terminology—we can’t be sure that it wasn’t the@cf a cruel fate; that that
character might have been destined to die no mattat we do about it. It has partly
to do with the sense of control. In real life wedathers differently from the way
we love ourselves, precisely because they areurselves. In games we mourn the
deaths of others differently from the way we motna death of ourselves, again,
because they are not ourselves and we are notakers of their destiny. To make
death meaningful in a computer game, it is notpllager who must die, but the
player’s friends.

Planescape: Tormerid a game primarily about death. It's not my basmto review
games, and in any case it's a bit late for thatesTormentcame out several months
ago, but the game does so many things right tthank it's worth taking a look at if
you haven't already. | didn’t discover it on my awtwas specifically
recommended to me by readers of some of my prewolusnns, for which I'm
profoundly grateful.

For those who haven’'t seenflanescape: Tormemg a fantasy role-playing game
from Black Isle Studios, a division of Interplayukses a revised version of
BioWare’s Infinity game engine found Baldur's Gate and is based on the
Planescape universe from TSR. Unfortunately thiamaehat it's also lumbered with
TSR’s Advanced Dungeons & Dragons role-playingeystAD&D was designed
for pencil-and-paper gaming, and although it's ae for that purpose, it's
needlessly numbers-bound for the computer plags ‘(set’'s Put the Magic Back in
Magic’ for my rant on that particular subject). Stilfihd the system less intrusive
than inBaldur’'s Gate where | was constantly checking to see who haat wh
statistics, and who had what capabilities and speémorized. Although all these
mechanisms are implementeddtanescape: Tormenthe nature of the game seems
to demand less tedious bookkeeping on the paheoplayer.

But what’'s most interesting abdatanescape: Tormenand what most deserves our
attention as designers, is its setting, its charaand its plot. The phrase “fantasy
role-playing game,” of course, immediately conjunpsmages of a group of
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Tolkienesque characters marching through the fanestarch of dragons.
Planescapes blessedly free of these stereotypes—I've pldgedeveral hours now
and there’s not an elf or dwarf in sight, nor, tleait matter, a forest. The designers of
the Planescape universe have at long last abanddorgéidern European mythology
and devised something perhaps richer, definitetigetaand altogether fresher. If
Baldur's Gateis a lagerPlanescapés a homemade stout.

The story centers around a nameless, immortal cteairaho is searching for his
forgotten past. It uses the hackneyed “amnesiaitdeo explain why he doesn’t
seem to know anything about the world he livedin,| have to say that it's handled
at least as well iRlanescape: Tormerats in any book or game I've seen it in. Our
hero is seeking the information that will explaamd then end, his immortality and
allow him at last to die permanently. At least thathat | think he’s looking for;
motives and morals iRlanescape&re nothing if not ambiguous.

It's not only the main character who is concernéith @eath. The game starts in a
mortuary, complete with undertakers’ tools and embay fluid. From there it

moves through a grotesque city filled with zombgdsyuls, skeletons and other, less-
familiar “death workers”: Collectors and Dustmemntme but two types. But this is
not merely schlock horror; in fact it's seldom hficrat all, since it doesn’t employ
shock tactics. Despite the many dismembered amalyderbodies that appear early
in the game, the dead are often portrayed sympedligtas pitiable victims with a
certain dignity of their own.

Another reason | like the game is that it doesséd a mock-medieval vocabulary.
Instead it draws its language from a different wEdith century English working-
class slang. A number of the words are still in own British usage (e.g. “berk”
[fool] and “barmy” [crazy]), but it may be ratheiffitult for Americans to follow.
Still, there are several glossaries on the Web aahehast it's different, interesting,
and creates a distinct sense of being in an ali#ore.

The Planescape universe is far from new—accordirggfan site | found, TSR first
developed it in 1994, so it won't need any intratut to dedicated role-playing
fans. So far as | know, thougBlanescape: Tormems the first attempt to
computerize it. It's a hugely rich world, definigehtended for adults, and filled with
philosophical dilemmas. There’s a great deal ofimgiin the game, some of it quite
good. That doesn’t mean it's boring by any meand,the game can be played in a
mindless hack-and-slash fashion if you must, bwilltgive you plenty to think
about if thinking is something you enjoy.

One note about the artwork: | don’t have enougledapves to describe it. | was
pleasantly surprised by the beautyBafidur's Gate’sforests and canyons, but | am
completely staggered by the imagination showRlanescapis City of Doors. It is
so hugely varied that it is literally indescribakgthough conduits and tubing seem
to be a recurring theme)—as you might expect iityatlcat connects every place in
the universe to every other place. You will simp@ve to see it for yourself.

If I have any complaint about the artwork it isttttee women are rather
underdressed and they seem to appear in fewetigariban the men. | assume that
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this attributable to the usual hormone problemgheranimation team. However, in
my opinion the spectacular backgrounds more thaterop for it. Get the game and
play it. If you're not into role-playing games, gate of the walkthroughs available
on the Web so you don’t have to fool around witkzde-solving, and just read the
text and look at the pictures.

If you want to see game design done wWelidnescape: Tormems a game to learn
from. Since it uses the AD&D model there’s littteat’'s new about the underlying
mechanics, but as a world to explore | think ittedams the most intense
concentration of creativity | have seen in any catapgame, past or present.
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Appendix F: Will Computer Games Ever Be A
Legitimate Art Form?

Ernest W. Adams

2001 Game Developers’ Conference

[This is an approximate transcript of my lecturetla Game Developers’
Conference on March 24, 2001 in San Jose, Caligofni

Introduction

Hello, everyone—my name is Ernest Adams, and #igVill Computer Games

Ever Be A Legitimate Art Form.” This lecture wasgmnally supposed to be a panel,
but | decided that | had so much to say on theestilpyself that if | tried to
moderate it as a panel, | would simply hog the apbione for a whole hour.

For those of you who have been attending my lestiaea long time, you’ll know
that this is point at which | usually give a disoiar that what you are about to hear
is not the opinion of my employer. For the firghé ever, | don’t have to do that,
because I'm now my own employer. Last summer IBédctronic Arts, and now I'm
a freelance game design consultant. That means d@nafinally able to speak freely
about EA and their games, although since this tedgiabout games that might be
works of art, | don’t have much reason to discussEA products.

When | first started giving lectures at the Gameddepers’ Conference | did the
usual dry, boring, bullet-point slide shows. Theyally contained a lot of facts, but
not much thought. Then in 1994 | decided to chahgeway | lectured, and started
giving a lot of thoughts, but not many facts. Thegepolite name for this: blue sky.
Well, I'm here to tell you that this lecture is ggito be about as blue sky as you can
get. You've got to know that if you attend a leettinat addresses the question “what
is art?” already you're in big trouble.

I’'m not going to tell yothowto do anything in this lecture. If you're lookihgy
advice or guidance, you're in the wrong place. liere not to show you a road to
walk on, but to show you that the road we’'re alyean is not necessarily the only
road to walk.

Games and Movies

So | divide my lectures into those which came beft®94, boring lectures, and
those which started in 1994 and continued, goauides. And the very first good
lecture | gave was callgdelluloid to Silicon: A Sermon for the Newcomersrfr
Hollywood. And in that lecture | vehemently attacked whedlled the Hollywood
metaphor—the notion that computer games are likéespand more importantly
that they can be made in the same way.
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You have to understand the historical context. yiatlod was getting back into the
industry, for about the third time, and this timébked like they were serious. The
arrival of the CD-ROM suddenly meant that they doolit real content into their
games. “Interactive movies” were all the rage. s\peetty sure they were going to
screw it up, and waste a lot of money, and cost afldevelopers their jobs, because
they didn’t understand anything about engineerirgl | emphasized that
engineering is what separates us from Hollywoodthednovies: the absolute
necessity of doing engineering makes our craft dnmehtally different from theirs.

In the course of this lecture today, you're goiadnéar me talk a lot about the
movies and what interactive entertainment and filae in common. For those few
of you who were actually around to hear my lectar&994, | need to emphasize
right now that | haven’t backed off one bit fronetposition | took back then. The
difference is that | am now going to talk not abthé craft of moviemaking and the
craft of game development, but the art of film éimel art of games. | still believe the
Hollywood metaphor is flawed insofar as it pertaimshe actual process of
constructing these products; and it's flawed insafait fails to address the
differences between linear and non-linear, or adéve and passive, entertainment.
Those are both lectures for another time. But theeecertain parallels between
computer games and movies as expressive formst'amlaose parallels that I'm
referring to here.

I’'m sorry for the long disclaimer; | just don’t waanyone who'’s actually been
paying attention to me for the last seven yearsising me of hypocrisy.

What Is Art and What Does It Do?

Types of Arts

If you look up the entry for “Art” in the Encyclopdia Britannica, you'll find that art
is divided into a number of types. There are ttegdry arts, writing and drama,
which are characterized by the presence of naerailm and television clearly
belong to the literary arts. Then there are whatcatled the fine arts: sculpture and
painting, music and dance. Then we have the deceratts: wallpaper, fabrics, and
things like that. Architecture, of course, is regt by some as a form of art, and
industrial design, but at this point we’re movingne and more away from “pure”
art and into areas with more utilitarian considerag. Industrial design, for example,
isn’t really art so much as it is an aesthetic igoplo a utilitarian object. The
boundaries between art and non-art are not hardaatidt's a very grey area.

Another characteristic of the literary arts is ttha object you see is not the work of
art itself; i.e. the paper and ink that make uplibek are merely the delivery
medium, not the work itself. Similarly with filmhe strip of plastic is not the movie;
rather, the images and sounds recorded on theo$tplastic are the movie. With
games, the CD-ROM is not the game; it is the softveand artwork recorded there
which are the game. This is as opposed to, salptsce, in which the sculpted
object itselfis the artwork.
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| believe that most of our more complicated produidtthey’re art at all, belong in
the category of literary arts with movies and ted@mn because they do contain
elements of narrative. There are some exceptiaveever, which I'll mention later.

The Philosophy of Art

At this point I'll give a very brief look at the $tiory of the philosophy of art, because
it's worth knowing about if we’re going to talk alliogames as an art form. For
several hundred years it was thought that artrejesentationalthat art existed to
portray a person or scene or object. Obviouslyribtton applied only to visual arts
such as painting and sculpture, and not to sucigshs music and dance. They were
considered separate forms not covered by the @ipiltos And to some extent it was
thought that the more accurate the representahieretter the art. In other words, a
sculpture or painting which looked exactly like stsbject was better than one which
did not.

In the twentieth century, however, this notion easirely replaced by the idea of art
asexpressionPeople began to feel that art was not meant tecdexisting objects
accurately, but to serve as an expression of tist'athought. This had a number of
benefits. For one thing, it enabled music and damde included with the other
forms of art, since they are of course highly egpree. And it allowed painters and
sculptors to start creating works which were netiai reproductions of real things,
but images as they saw them, and as they wishedvtberers to see them. The
notion of art as expression caused an explosioewfkinds of art and new ways of
looking at things.

There are other theories in the philosophy of amvell. Some people believe that the
function of art is to pass on cultural values frone generation to the next, to serve a
sort of moral purpose. Others believe that arssentially hedonism, that it exists to
create aesthetic pleasure. But by far the domithesatry of art today is art-as-
expression.

Art Lasts

Another characteristic that we can note abougaad art anyway, is that it lasts.
There are Greek statues 2300 years old that wetilradmiring today. There are
Egyptian statues 5000 years old that we're stihiaichg. Now it's true that these
things were created in stone, a highly durable omadand so they naturally tend to
last; but still, we wouldn’t bother putting themnmuseums and looking at them if we
didn’t think they were worth looking at. There aenty of other mundane objects
that old that we don’t bother to look at so closdlgese ancient sculptures appeal to
us not merely because they are old, but becausmavthem aesthetically
interesting.

There are also some very old games. If you go {@Egou can see people playing
games in the sand that have been played exactbathe way for thousands of
years. That doesn’t actually make them art, it jnakes them very long-lived

games. Still, it's interesting that ganen last as long as great works of art, and |
presume it's because they contain some appedbstatacross the centuries, despite
changes in culture, language, religion, and so on.
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| think it highly unlikely that people will be playg Escape from Monkey Islarad
thousand years from now. However, | do think ibsceivable that people will be
playing Tetrisa thousand years from noWetrisis so beautiful, so elegantly simple,
that | believe it has an appeal that could lastérturiesTetrisdoesn’t belong to
the literary arts, since it has no narrative, bube visual arts. | thinKetrisis a

work of kinetic sculpture, and | could easily segitting in an art museum—
especially if you took away the scoring mechanifamreasons that I'll get to later.

Can Games Be Art?

Art Versus Popular Culture

| have long argued that what we do—what most afaysanyway—is not art. It's
popular culture. Art is purchased in art gallebgsart connoisseurs, it is criticized
by art critics, it is conserved in art museumss ot cranked out by the millions and
sold for $59.95 at Toys ‘R’ Us. But the fact thabshof what we do is merely
popular culture does not preclude the interactieeliom from being an art form. It
just means that we have an uphill battle to begei@ed as one—just as the movies
did, moving from the nickelodeon to the screenmRg an art form, but that doesn’t
mean that every movie is a work of art. Some acesame aren't, just like games.
Most movies are not art, but popular culture. Ameré’s no question that the vast
majority of games are not art eithbtonopolyis not art; poker is not art; baseball is
not art.

Art and Interactivity

So why aren’t most games art? One possibility $paihgs to mind is that
interactivity precludes art; that art is a formcoimmunication between the artist and
the viewer, and if the viewer starts to interfeh® message is lost. It's certainly true
that interactivity interferes with narrative: ndiva is about the control of the author,
while interactivity is about the freedom of theysda

However, | don’t believe that interactivity doescassarily preclude art. Chris
Crawford, in his booK he Art of Computer Game Desigwote, ‘Real art through
computer games is achievable, but it will neveatl@eved so long as we have no
path to understanding. We need to establish oacipies of aesthetics, a framework
for criticism, and a model for development.” | disae with him about a model for
development—I thinkhowyou create a work of art is irrelevant—but heghtion

the money about the other things.

Up in San Francisco there’s a curious science nrms=&lied the Exploratorium.
This museum takes the notion seriously that itsketey while illustrating scientific
principles, should also be aesthetically pleasiigpy consider them to be works of
art, and some of the people who build them aranedeto as “artists-in-residence.”
The exhibits are beautiful as well as educatiomadt aesthetics plays a role in their
design. These exhibits are necessarily interactind,their interactivity does not
detract from their status as works of art.

We're used to thinking of art as illustrating thentan condition, or talking about
large issues related to ourselves, but why shouidiiustrate scientific principles?
Diane Ackerman is a poet who wrote a series of [goentlected into a book called
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The PlanetsThese poems weren't just moony emotional stu#fythccurately
described the appearance of the planets, theivtmehtheir position in the solar
system. The poems are no less beautiful for beimsfically accurate; in fact, to
me as a fan of science, they're evearebeautiful for being scientifically accurate.

The Messages of Art

This raises an interesting question about the dilmit what art can say. Art is not
pedagogy, obviously; its purpose is not to teacat.d8ll it is capable of making
guite complex statements. We know that literattmeexample, has themes. The
theme of a novel is a declarative sentence whiotsaup the message of the work.
Themes can be trivial, like “Death causes grief,theey can be non-trivial, like
“Death causes emotions other than grief.”

Can games have themes? | believe that they caml&ions certainly say things.
Sim City for example, says that a good transportatioregyss essential for
economic prosperity. This is never stated explicitls something that you find out
in the course of playing the game. In fact, itiscdvered through interactivity—if
you didn’t interact with the game, you would nefiad it out. Now of course, this is
a simple economic statement. It's not very deegd,aawork of art whose message
was no more than “a good transportation systeragsreial for economic prosperity”
would be considered pretty mundane. But it illustsehe point that gamese
capable of saying things.

There are also non-linguistic modes of expresstaulpture, for example, does not
necessarily have themes. You can’t always distld¢ontent of sculpture into a
declarative sentence. But you might be able talldishto an emotion: a non-
linguistic expression of a feeling. And | don’t sSgky games can’t do the same
thing.

The Effect of a Victory Condition

One of the key characteristics of many games isthieyy have victory conditions.
I’'m not entirely sure that this is compatible witt, although | haven't made up my
mind on the subject yet. As soon as you establishtary condition, give the player
a goal, the player starts to work towards somethiingy concentrate their attention
on achieving the goal. I'm not convinced that yan be having an art-appreciation
experience if you're working towards a goal at shene time.

Interestingly enoughTetrisis a game with no victory condition. You cannohai
Tetris And so even though you are working like crazyyrymind is not
concentrating on the goal.

Some Other Characteristics of Art

Art Has Content

One of the things about art is that is must haveerd. This is why baseball and
poker are not art: they have no content. Nothifgeiag expressed. Monopoly has
almost no content: it has little houses and pi¢tcasmove around, but it's certainly
not enough to be “art.” When we say “There’s art@glaying poker,” what we
really mean is that there is a craft to playinggrekthat there is a right way and a
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wrong way to do it, and that playing poker welluggs a high degree of skill. But
the act of playing poker is not an aesthetic adtas no content. It's not expressive.

Art Has An Aesthetic

Another thing about art is that it is aesthetitas rules for determining beauty and
ugliness. Now in the 20th century the idea thatvas simply supposed to be
beautiful was thrown out. But nevertheless, astigposed to appeal to us in some
way.

Art Contains ldeas

Art must have the capacity to express ideas. Klaniart form because it has an
aesthetic, and it also has the capacity to makerstmts. Most games do not make
statements, but then, neither do James Bond f\fnst computer games are the
interactive entertainment equivalent of James Bumekls and movies. The novel is
an art form, but James Bond novels are not artafmvel to be art it must be more
than merely entertaining. For a painting to besamhust be more than merely
decorative.

| want to mention two games that | think contaiaddt of ideas. One was
Planescape: Tormenfrrom Interplay. This was a game about an immartah who
had lost his name and his memory. The game wag &xquest to find out his

name and to learn the reason for his immortalibgsbly so that he could die
permanently. Along the way he meets a strangeatale of people all of whom

seem to know him, but whom he does not know, act eae of them possesses part
of the key to his past. Now this isn’t great litewr&, it's notAnna Kareninaor

anything; in fact it's not substantially better thgour average paperback fantasy
novel. But it contained far more interesting idds most hack-and-slash RPG'’s,
and | enjoyedPlanescape: Tormerat great deal. | found it aesthetically intriguing.

The other game wa3alance of Poweryy Chris Crawford. It came out around 1986,
and | think it is one of the best computer games evadeBalance of Powewas a
simulation of global politics. The Soviet Union ath@ USA are each struggling to
maximize their geopolitical prestige at each othexXpense, by supporting friendly
governments and overthrowing or destabilizing @miftily ones around the world.
This game taught me all kinds of things about dlgleditics that | didn’t know, and

in fact it was so good at it that the State Departihibegan to use it to train
diplomats. Now, likeSim City,this was a simulation, so the ideas it containetew
not aesthetic ideas, but nevertheless they weeeesting and new, and it’s clear
proof that games can contain ideas.

| actually had a rather odd emotional experienegipy Balance of Powehecause |
once tried playing it from the Russian side. Ofrseuwe’re used to playing games
from the enemy side in wargames—you fly a World Wdight simulator and you
can fly either the German or the Allied planes, d&uit really means is that the
performance characteristics of the planes arerdifite But playingBalance of Power
from the Russian side, | got an immediate and véd@xperience of what the
Soviets were actually up against. The way the gardesigned, the Americans have
a lot of money but very few men under arms, while Russians have very little
money but tons of men under arms. What this mesatisat their mechanisms for
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influencing world opinion are really quite limiteohd crude. It's easy for them to
send in troops, but they can’t afford to buy frisradfound the world by sending
powdered milk to starving children and things likat. And the other thing | noticed
is that all America’s friends are extremely ricldgrowerful—Britain and France
and Germany and so on—while all Russia’s friendsevextremely poor. And the
experience of playing this game was quite straHgee they were, surrounded by
enemies and treaty organizations designed to hem ih. It really turned my world-
view upside down, because | had never put myseHeair shoes before, and | felt
quite weird for a couple of hours afterwards.

Art Makes You Feel Things

And art should make you feel something. That's pawhat art is about. And games
unquestionably can make you feel things, but fentho be accepted as an art form,
they have to make the effort. If movies had neveved beyond the nickelodeon,
they would never have been accepted as an art Butrmovies, even silent movies,
were clearly an outgrowth of drama, of the stage, the stage is a very ancient and
well-understood art form. Computer games rootnaten movies or the stage;
they're in gameplay, in board games and so on.tAode are clearly not art forms,
because they have so much less emphasis on thetesind because they don't
usually make you feel things.

Art is Not Formulaic

Another important characteristic of good art i fh& not formulaic. The artist
Salvador Dali began to be considered a bit of adfia his later years, because his
work became formulaic; he ceased to innovatenktthat the Star Wars saga is
beginning to lose whatever claim it may once haae to be a work of art, because it
is increasingly formulaic, and it is increasingiyven by merchandising
considerations.

Utility and Salability

All these characteristics of art—expressing idea@aking you feel things, not being
formulaic and so on—outweigh considerations oftytilArt is not about being
useful. And to some extent, they outweigh consiitama of salability as well. Art
does not involve merchandising. No one createsré wfoart with a presumption
that it's going to be turned into T-shirts and larmoxes. A key point about art is
this: It's not about what the customer wants to buy.db®ut what you have to say.
A work does not have to do all the things | mergmabove, but if it does none of
them, the chances are it's not a work of art.

The Role of Fun

Now | said at the beginning of this lecture thav#s going to be a sermon; |
neglected to mention that it was a heretical sermon

Back in February, | wrote a column for the Gamasutebzine called “Dogma 2001
A Challenge to Game Designers.” And this column walkeliberate take-off of the
famous Dogme 95 movement in film. In my columnrdgosed a set of outrageous
rules for the game industry whose purpose wasviorce game design from
technology, to encourage thinking about game desitrout reference to any
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particular technology. They were rules like, “Thes@jn documents must not contain
any reference to any hardware installed insidgdhget machine.” And | had other
rules intended to discourage derivative game desigor example, | said, “There
shall be no knights, elves, dwarves or dragon®ur game, full stop.” You may not
do a first-person shooter, under Dogma 2001;atfrerbidden form. And finally |
ended by saying that innovative gameplay was a Inmoperative, and all other
considerations were secondary.

Well, in the debate that followed, on the game tgers’ message boards, |
certainly saw that | had stimulated a lot of distos, which was my main point.

And | noticed, interestingly enough, that | wasnggjust about 50% passionate
vilified, by people who thought that | didn’t kncanything about the game industry;
and 50% passionately defended, mostly by naive amecs who thought that this
really presented an interesting challenge, andl &ocehange the kinds of games that
were out there. And that told me that | had doreright thing. If | were being 100%
vilified or 100% praised, then | would have failégcause my point was to get
people talking about these issues.

But something | noticed in the discussions was sbate people pointed out that
there was no discussion of fun in Dogma 2001. Awmy tasked, “Why isn’t fun
mentioned? Why isn't it the case that fun is theahmmperative, and everything else
is secondary to that?”

Well—here comes the heresy—fun is not all that e@lbout. | dispute that fun
should be our highest goal. Now nobody wants tg plaoard game that isn’t fun.
But we arenot just computerized board games. Are books and ranié/ about
light entertainment? Are they just “fun”? No, thaye not.

If all we're doing is making Schwartzenegger mowaes teen sex comedies, then
we’re not exploiting the full power of the mediuRicasso’s Guernica is not “fun.”
Nobody goes to look at that painting for fun.

Britain, where | live, is a land filled with war mmrials to the hundreds of thousands
of people who died in the First and Second World8VAnd when | see one, |
usually like to go up and look at it. | like to cetne names on it, and think about
what those people did. But | don’t do that for fuactually do it specifically to feel
sorrow and regret. | do it to mourn those dead [gedplo it to remind myself of the
sacrifice that they made.

| once read a rather facile book which suggestatigbople’s reasons for choosing
things to do could always be attributed to funearhing or both. Ridiculous. | don’t
look at war memorials to have fun, and | don't l@akhem to learn something; |
look at them to feel something.

We work so hard in this industry, we concentratexsdusively, on capturing fun,
that we’ve lost touch—or never even had touch—waitly other emotions. It's no
wonder that so many works in our medium are ad®hand vapid as they are! Our
games are the video equivalent of a theme parkefe park is a place designed to
maximize fun. But you know what? I'm an adult. Indlospend a whole lot of time in
theme parks any more. Sometimes | go look at wanoni@ls instead. There are
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times when what | would really rather do is to motire dead of a global
conflagration, people who died so that | may liwédreedom, than ride around and
around in a make-believe airplane.

Now at this point some of you may be saying, “Gldighty, what a depressing
game designer. If that’s the way you feel, gethtekk out of the industry, there’s no
place for you here.” Well, I've got news for yotithat's the wayoufeel, then you
are condemned only to be a designer of theme plrksyot a broader vision than
that. | believe this medium is capable of more. Yeudearned how to inspire one
single emotion and that’s all you care about! Ifiyeere a writer, you could only
ever write humor columns. If you were a film di@gtyou could only ever make
comedies.

Years ago my wife went with some friends to seentiogie Soldier of Orangel've
never seen it, but she said that it was a verygggevery gripping movie. And after it
was over, they all came out of the cinema rathakai, and walked along in silence
for a while. And finally my wife said, “That was amcredibly good movie. | am very
glad | came. | don’t ever want to see it again.”

It's not really true that fun is all we do. We aldo suspense, and sometimes horror,
and—far more often than we should—frustration. Butis an overrated value. And
if we want to be considered an art form, lookingdo it is one of the first things
we need to do.

What Does It Take For Us To Be An Art Form?

So what does it take for us to be an art form? Wdflink the answer is pretty
simple. We have to act like other art forms. Fanga to be recognized as an art
form they must do some of the things that othefaarhs do—that people expect of
art forms. More importantlywe must begin to act as if weelievethat we are an art
form. We must treat our work as an art form andaadf we expect the public to do
the same.

We Need An Aesthetic

We need an aesthetic, or a variety of them. If lpok at the movies, they’re not
judged by a single aesthetic, but by several. Tlegydged by the cinematography,
and the editing, and the quality of the acting, Hrequality of the story, and so on.
And like the movies, we need a way to judge thistestmerit of the elements that
make up games. We have to judge the story, if tisevee; we have to judge the
acting, if there is any; we have to judge the seastiess of the experience, which is
equivalent to the editing in movies. We have taggithe degree to which all
elements of the game work together in harmony,autlany false notes. A lot of
games used to have jarring transitions betweemtheactive and non-interactive
segments of the game, but we’ve been getting beieut that lately.

We might even find a way of judging gameplay itsal€ording to an aesthetic: is it
smooth, easy, natural? Again, the gameplakeinisis aesthetically pleasing. When
you play a really good game you no longer evertlseenenu items on the screen,
the buttons. They become second nature.
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We Must Experiment
We must experiment, we must try new things, we rtals risks.

Consider Impressionism in painting. It is now retzagd as one of the greatest of
movements in painting. It was famously excludednfthe French Academy, and the
first show of Impressionist paintings had to beugein someone’s house because
nobody else would host it. But Impressionism watsantechnology of painting. The
paint and canvas were still the same as they alWwagdeen. Nor was
Impressionism primarily about looking at new thinggslid bring in some new
subject matter, but mainly, Impressionism \aasew way of seeingt.was about the
fact that the eye is not a camera. That paintiresdmt have to be representative.

What is our equivalent of Impressionism? Who amoesigs breaking new ground in
gameplay, the way Impressionism broke new grourghinting?

We Must Challenge the Player

The greatest works of art, the ones that get displan museums and talked about
forever, are those which took risks, which broke igeound. Art must break new
ground or it is merely craft, decoration. Greatdudllenges the viewer. It demands
that the viewer grow, expand his or her mind, s@ggs that have not been seen
before, think things that have not been thoughbigefimpressionism challenged the
our understanding of what painting was for. The Botit movement in music
challenged the listener; it said that music caali@ut emotion, not merely melodic
“prettiness.”

That’s not always easy in other media. But who keiovore about posing challenges
than we do? Challenging the player is exactly wiaatre about! People come to our
works because they want to be challenged.

You may say that we pose a different kind of cmgjks that our challenges are to
achieve something, a victory condition, whereagigaet challenges the viewer to
see and hear things in a different way, not to@aehsomething but to obtain a new
kind of understanding. Yet why can we not challetigeplayers to achieve not
merely a victory condition, but a kind of understeny?

Sim Citychallenges the player to understand the relatipristween efficient
transportation and economic prosperity. Now, asd,ghat’s not an aesthetic
understanding, but it isn’t specifically a victargndition, either. | believe that we
are capable of challenging players aestheticallyelbas logically. We just have to
put our minds to it. The trick for us is to devisaw challenges, not variants on the
same old ones. New genres of interactive entertamm

Our Awards Must Change

The next thing that | believe must happen is thatawards must change. Nobody
ever gets an art prize on the basis of the techmiest or the craftsmanship inherent
in the artwork. If a sculptor gets an award focalgture, it's not for the quality of
the welding. Now if the welding is bad, they migiatt get the award, but good
welding alone is not enough.
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People do give Oscars for the technical merits @fies, but you'll notice that it's
always a much smaller ceremony, held in a hotétdmah, not in a big, beautiful
theater. It's not broadcast on TV. The only peapht® attend the technical Oscars
are movie technicians, not glittering stars. Treepaiblic Oscars are about Art, not
Craft.

But look at our game awards. They're all abouttciaést programming. Best sound.
We don’t give awards for best story or best acthgd sure enough those elements
have traditionally been the weakest parts of gafiidest Graphics” as an award
category is especially ambiguous. Some people tiiakbest graphics are those
which are rendered at the highest speed, or tleaWUERBS, or that most closely
mimic visual reality. That's not good graphics,tth@good graphic technology!

We need awards that honor aesthetic content, neglyniechnological prowess.

We Need Not Reviewers, But Critics

Awards are not enough. We also need critics togeize artistic merit. We don’t
even have any critics. What we have are revieward.look at them! The majority
of them are game-developer wannabes, gamers withimentary knowledge of
English barely sufficient to say something morefulsihan “sucks” or “rocks.’Real
critics bring to their profession not just a knodge of the medium they are
discussing, but wide reading and an understandiagsthetics and the human
condition.

Now, | know some of you at this point are sayinghat’s ridiculous. Game
reviewers don’t need to be well-educated, they oeéd to be deep thinkers, they
just need to know what’s fun.” And you're right. atts all that game reviewers need.
But interactive entertainment critics need to brngre: wisdom, maturity,

judgment, understanding.

Now another objection I've heard to this argumerthat there simply aren’t any
games out there that deserve this depth of tholiglat. if you took the intellect of

the great art critics of the world and appliedigames, it would be totally wasted.
But | think that's our own fault. | don’t believiat that’'s a fundamental weakness in
the medium. The fact that there aren’t any gameéshaue that deserve in-depth
analysis is because we haven’'t made any, not beceei€annot make any.

Now, I've read some academic movie criticism, anglas mostly boring and
unreadable. And God knows | don’t want our industrget bogged down in the
“movements” and “schisms” and petty infighting, t@tmention sheer wankery, that
is the bane of the art world. Pity the poor basteind decides, at this point, that he
wants to put paint on canvas. He’s got 1000 yeflsstory to live up to, and 10,000
critics, each with their own axe to grind, all lawd over his shoulder. It's a wonder
they try to paint at all; I know it would certainbgare me off.

But | don’t think we have to worry about that yRight now we’re so far from being

art that it’'s not a problem for us. What I'm sayisghat an art form requires not just
reviewers, comparing one game to another, butsmiho can discuss the meaning

of a game in a larger context.
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If you look at a movie lik001: A Space Odyssehad all the reviewers
flummoxed, because none of their traditional metapplied. No romance, no action,
no suspense, no drama in the traditional sengeeof/brd. Almost no acting at all.
But the critics had a field day! Becaud@01lwas rich with ideas, it was crammed
with them from one end to the other!

2001: A Space Odysseya great work of art. It meets all the necessaitgria. It

has content, all right: over 3 hours of it. It sagenething—a great many things, in
fact. It makes us feel somethirZD01lwas boring at points. It was deliberately
boring. Stanley Kubrick said, “Space travel isnhizzing around the universe; space
travel is long and slow and boring, and I'm goingriake you feel that.” And that,
my friends, is the definition of artistic courage.

2001isn’t formulaic; it did break new ground in allrs®of ways, some of them
technological, although they weren’t necessaritiyoal to its success as a work of
art. It did challenge the viewer, very greatlybibught us new ways of seeing any
number of things: space travel itself, and commtéght up to man’s place in the
universe. It asked a lot of very interesting queHsi

Where is ouR001: A Space OdysseWhen is one of us going to make a game that
was as brilliant and innovative 2601was a movie?

Conclusion

Ultimately, whether or not interactive entertainmean be a legitimate art form is
up to us. We'll have to put out a lot of PR matetia let the public and the press
know that we ourselvdselievethat what we do is an art form

We need to change our awards to recognize antistidt and not merely
technological prowess or craft.

We need to change the way we look at our gamehasdhey are criticized, and not
merely reviewed.

We may even, God help us, have to go as far antvees did and create a cult of
personality around the game designer in the waythiey have a cult of personality
around the film director. This was tried once. Hiecic Arts was founded with the
notion that game developers should be promoted dike treated like, rock
musicians. They eventually abandoned that idea wegames got big enough that
they were no longer being made by a group thediaerock band, and when the
fame they were getting started to cause desigoersk for more money.

| don’t know that it's good idea, but it would petdlly make a difference. Art
requires an artist. One of the absolute requiresne@nany work of art is that it be
manmade. And | believe that for us to be takerossly as an art form we have to
move the people who make it back into the foregdoagain.

Dogme 95 declared that movies have gone too fdraindirection, that they have
overemphasized the idea of the film director aowary, to the detriment of drama.
But | don’t think we've gone far enough. Every warkinteractive entertainment
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that wants to be considered worthy of being arfioanh must have its prime
visionary’s name on the front. Everybody in theusily knows who Sid Meier, and
Brian Moriarty, and Peter Molyneux, and Will Wrighrte, but it's not enough for
everyone in the industry to know these names; vee tigese names to become
household words. We need for Sid Meier to becomeedisknown as Francis Ford
Coppola or Gabriel Garcia Marquez.

But most of all, and before we do any of those iothimgs, we have to start making
interactive entertainment thatwsrthy of the kind of attention that art forms get.
Somebody is going to have to stand up and say, gling to create a computerized,
interactive work of art. And it's not going to be alectronic theme park, and it's not
going to be an interactive James Bond movie.”

We have to take those risks. We have to break meundg. We have to devise an
aesthetic. We have to challenge the player toemaw forms of understanding.

The answer to the question that is the title of tecture is emphatically YES—but
only if we, ourselves, the creators, have the agiend the vision to do so.
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Appendix G: Bad Game Designer, No Twinkie! Ill

By Ernest Adams
Gamasutra
February 8, 2002

Well, it has been close to two years since the*Bat Game Designer, No
Twinkie!” column, so | think it's time for another one. | keep dection of
computer game misfeatures, design errors, and maraaonoyances as | play, and
it's now long enough to publish. Some of theselevel-design errors or even
programming weaknesses, but they're all thingsdhgame designer has at least
some influence on.

Adolescent Armageddon

"Conquer the world!” “The fate of humanity is atke!” “Save the galaxy!” scream
the boxes on the shelves down at the game sofstare. “No!” I'm tempted to
scream back. “I don’t want to! The galaxy can gdfstself!"

Too many computer games are fulfillments of ad@espower-fantasies, and a
meaningless apocalyptic scenario is a classic sympt’s been quite a while since |
was an adolescent, and | just don't believe theymaore. Maybe that means I'm a
boring old adult, no longer capable of grandiosgovis... but let’s face it, the people
who run around yelling about conquering the worlel raut cases. | think it's more
accurate to say that | just don’t care. | don’t arrule the world. I'm not terribly
interested in saving the galaxy. It's too big amgpérsonal a task, and it's not
credible that a single individual can do it anywBgn’t ask me to. | don'’t feel like

it.

All stories require dramatic tension, and dramggitsion is created by establishing a
situation that puts something, or someone, thatdhder cares about at risk.
Likewise, all games require a goal, something tiatplayer is hoping to achieve,
which creates what we might call “gameplay tensidhe similarity of dramatic
tension and gameplay tension is the reason thapatengames so often have a
storytelling element. But if you look at the gre#dries in literature, what's at risk is
seldom something vast and incalculable like the éditthe world. Rather, it's the
lives and happiness of individual people. Theretsergenuine tension in a novel by
Charles Dickens - will David Copperfield surviveettvicked machinations of Uriah
Heep? - than there is in all the movies about estifitering asteroids ever filmed.
And even those movies don't really try to engagesympathy for the Earth as a
whole. Rather, they engage our sympathy for thei@®wmain characters and their
individual fates. Tak&/henWorlds Collide for example. They destroyed the Earth
and everyone on it, but—whew!—our heroes got avedgly. Thank goodness for
that! Happy ending!

"But wait,” | hear you cry in irritation. “Aren’t gu one of those Tolkien nuts? And
isn’t The Lord of the Ringabout as apocalyptic as you can get?” Well, yam |
and yes, it is. But what sets The Lord of the Riagart from most of its pale
imitators is that it's not actually about how worfdéit is to save the world. It's
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about what passes away irretrievably even whersyoueed. It's a book about the
tragedy of saving the world, the price to be paiddoing it.

| think the success ahe Simdemonstrates pretty clearly that it's not necestar
rule the world, and a lot of people don’'t even wantThey’re busy just trying to
keep the dishes washed and the newspapers pickddillipns of them are perfectly
happy doing it, and Maxis is making a fortune duitudfilling that particular, if
peculiar, fantasy. We don’t need for games to lmeiahdolescent Armageddon. We
only need for them to be about people that we fmareand in fact that allows us to
make a much wider variety of games than “Save thidlV does.

Having to stand in (or select) exactly the right sp ot.

There’s not a lot that needs to be said about lfhilse designer has made a
selectable region of the screen extremely smafiwpose, it’s just a trial-and-error
time-waster, a boring puzzle. If the designer hasedt by accident, it's a misfeature
that should have been caught during testing. Theneé problem with testers:
they're such experienced gamers - and after a fewdied hours playing a game, so
experienced with that particular game - that they mot catch design errors which
would annoy the pants off mass-market, non-corgepta As we make more and
more games for the non-core market, we need testeysan think like a non-core
gamer.

Bad pathfinding.

Pathfinding is the process of figuring out how & g ground-based unit from here to
there, avoiding obstacles on the way. Pathfindarg@go wrong in a lot of ways, but
the most frustrating is when a unit gets stuck melsiomething and can’t figure out
how to get around it. The originAge of Empiresvas notorious for its bad
pathfinding until they released a patch for it. ¥btell a group of people to go
somewhere, and they’d get stuck and wander haplesslund until you either gave
them new orders or removed some trivial obstrudinan a two-year-old could figure
out how to get past. In addition to being frustrgtiit destroys the player’'s
suspension of disbelief and respect for the game.

Pathfinding is not a simple problem by any meahngsed to program silicon layout
and circuit routing tools for a living, so | knowrsething about it. Game pathfinding
is easier in some respects because soldiers deateca short circuit if they cross
another soldier’'s path on the battlefield. Howewsljke routing chip traces, it can’t
be left to run overnight, either. When the playdista soldier to go somewhere, that
soldier needs to leave immediately, without visilgpping to think about how he’s
going to get there.

Here are a few design rules of thumb about pathfgd
It's not about what the troops can see, it's aboutvhat the player can see.
Typically, the player is looking at an aerial pexstive of a region, and can clearly

see the path she wants her troops to take. Exbosé troops don't “know” the
terrain, and can’t “see” the best route from theugd, they should use the player’s
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degree of knowledge, not their own, to plan a roOtderwise the player will be
asking, “Why are you going that way?"

Foot soldiers should not be obstructed by their owside’s equipment.In the real
world, if a group of foot soldiers are trying totgast a row of friendly tanks, they
can do it, even if the tanks are lined up axlexe.arhey’ll climb over, crawl under,
or whatever. It may slow them down, but it wontsthem. That's one of the best
features of the common infantryman - he may noehmuch armor or firepower, but
he’s more versatile than any other unit. Don't ttia away from him by needlessly
obstructing his pathfinding.

Groups of units should filter among obstacles simdlr in size to themselves, but
should stay together when travelling around large bstacles.As a general rule,
groups should stick together and follow roughly shene path, but not to the extent
of all walking around the right-hand side of a tr&ad how many times have you
selected a group of soldiers, told them to go someeg; and found that two out of
the twenty of them are wandering off on some otird route of their own?
What's happening is that the two are treating tiher18 as an obstacle rather than a
group that they’re expected to remain part of. TWeegot a little too much
independent thinking in their Al. You have to balartheir freedom to improvise
individual paths for themselves (filtering amonegets or boulders) with their
obligation to stick together (taking the same wepuad a hill or building).

Make it easy for the player to enter waypoints asart of her movement orders.
This is your “escape clause” if your pathfinding liugs. By entering waypoints,
players can work around pathfinding problems. Obsipit's preferable to get it
right the first time, but solving the problem wittaypoints at least lets the player go
on playing instead of giving up in frustration. Amaypoints are generally useful

anyway

Whole books are written about pathfinding, solékve it there. Much of it is a
guestion of testing and tuning. But do try to deéll; bad pathfinding will cause a
player to dismiss your game as “stupid” more qui¢kln just about anything else.

Low-poly trees (and other models, t00).

Oooh, you've got a 3D engine. We're all very imgexs The problem is, you've got
too many objects to display with it, so you've dkex to make them all with very

few polygons. Everything in your game world will gangely chunky, with odd
edges, and they’ll look nothing like their countns in the real world. Trees, for
example, will look like peculiar umbrellas, witH #ieir branches at the same height,
and disturbing things will happen as the cameraea@ast their foliage.

Don't do it. It's ugly and tacky. Get your pixelt&ts to do nice sprites instead, and
stick 'em on a single rectangle, if you don’'t ha&mugh polys to go around. Yes,
they will pixellate as you get closer to them uslgsu MIP-map them, but so will
the textures in your walls; we're used to that. Rerher how the creatures in Doom
only had one sprite when they were lying dead erfltstor? And when you went
around to the other side of them they still we@rfg the same way, following you
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like the eyes in one of those creepy paintings? rengember how that was OK, and
we didn’t really mind? The same is true for treesen more so, in fact. Unless it's
significant to the gameplay somehow, it doesn’tlyeaatter if a tree’s orientation is
always the same way with respect to the player attenwhere he is. It's still better
to have a nice-looking tree sprite than some wiliodky green umbrella thing.

Too few audio clips for a given situation.

| hate hearing the same damned audio clip oveoaadwhenever a particular
situation recurs in a game. It doesn’t mattersfjiist a confirming beep - in that
case, it should always be the same sound, sodsdée same cue to the player - but
if it's a person speaking, it gets annoying vemst.fawas the audio/video producer
for Madden NFL Football for many years, so I've hegiilty of this one myself on
occasion. We had a limited amount of recording timiteé Mr. Madden each year, so
we couldn’t record everything we wanted. The awstiopt for Madden NFL

Football was typically about 75 pages long, anauld have written twice that

much if | could.

If you're going to have voice clips associated wad#rticular situations ("I'm hit!”

and so on), then record a lot of them. My own nflehumb is that there should
never be fewer than five audio clips for any sitwateven the rarest; and for
common events there should be at least two dozsa.ofou don't always have to
record completely different sentences; sometimes#me sentence delivered with a
slightly different emphasis will do. In the gameyk the software keep a list of them
and choose one at random to play when the situasitye for it, then mark it off the
list. The next time the situation arises, choosamatlom from the remaining ones,
and so on. When you’ve run through them all, résetist except for the most
recently played clip. That way the players will eetear the same clip twice in a
row.

Birds that carry swords.

Argh! Our party is under attack by evil doom-chiockdrom the foul fowlyard of
Kafoozalum! We’'re in danger of being pecked to Heata Tippi Hedren. We hack.
We slash. We cast spells of Oven Roasting+3. Sdras get hurt in a vague,
numerical sort of way that doesn’t actually seenmimlve blood or pain. Eventually
we kill the last of the chickens (no evil creatig@ver smart enough to run away,
even when it's hopelessly outnumbered; an admirsdrhse of duty for a bird).
Searching the bodies we find that, as with all exglatures, even blind cave-dwelling
slimeworms, they're carrying money and human weagord armor around with
them. How fortuitous! Evil doom-chicken #3 (secdram the left, but otherwise
indistinguishable from doom-chickens #1, 2, anta]j a Great Big Nasty Sword of
Serious Hurtfulness+5. Funny, | didn’t notice teatrd anywhere on its feathery
person while it was still alive. If it was so hegnarmed, why didn’t it use it in the
fight? Come to think of it, where was it keepingthis gold, too? In its gizzard?
Eeeeew!

You get the idea.
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Conclusion

Well, that’'s my catalog of complaints for anotheay or so. If you've been
responsible for any of these mistakes, bad gamgra=s No Twinkie for you! And
if you've got a few personal peeves and game degadfies of your own, by all
meanssend me some E-maihd tell me about them. It's time to start makangew
list.
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Appendix H: Why We Shouldn’t Make Games
Ernest W. Adams

2002 Game Developers’ Conference

This is an approximate transcript of my lecturgbet Game Developers’
Conference on March 22, 2002 in San Jose, Caligorni

Introduction

Good morning. I'm Ernest Adams, and this is “Why Bfeuldn’'t Make Games.”
Now, | have a confession to make. | got you hereuslightly false pretenses. In
spite this lecture’s deliberately provocative titlelon’t actually mean to argue that

we shouldn’t make games. After all, 'm a freelagoasulting game designer, and it
isn’t my intention to put myself out of business, &vo clarifications: First, what the
title of this lecture really means is that | bekehere are some good reasons to make
products other than games, that is, products tkeat@ games. Second, | mean that

in a particular sense of the word “game” thatd¥plain in a minute.

Last year my lecture was call&d/ill Computer Games Ever Be A Legitimate Art
Form?”1 concluded that they would be, but that we neetdke certain active steps
to achieve that status. The legitimacy of an arhfes a social condition that is
granted or withheld by the general public, and iolng it is partly a matter of
managing public perception and public expectatidhss year | want to talk not
about games as art per se, but more generally #b®uiature of the interactive
medium. It's a sort of rambling discussion of hoe're perceived and how we
perceive ourselves.

This is, as ever, going to be very blue sky.

What Do We in the Industry Think a Game Is?

The answer to that is certainly not new, but | like way thaScott Kimorganized it
when he explained it, so I'm going to shamelessiydw from him, right up to
ripping off his PowerPoint slides.
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Game — winning

Puzzle — goal

Toy — no goal

Experience — no interaction

Experience, toys, puzzles, and games. Image cguwtescott Kim.

The bedrock of any kind of entertainment is expergs which doesn’t have to be
interactive—screensavers, movies, E-Books. Thenglfioasters screen saver was a
non-interactive experience.

With toys, you add interactivity to experience, pat still have no rules and no
goal.Sim Cityis a sort of toy because, like playing with buiigliblocks, you design
your own goals. Howevegim Citydoes have a loss condition, or failure mode.
Building blocks have a sort of failure mode todyerent in the law of gravity and the
structural properties of the blocks.

With a puzzle, you add more rules, the kinds of esoyou are allowed to make, and
one special rule, the victory condition or goal.uYaan achieve this goal by any
means within the rules.

With a game, the goal becomes more abstract: tat#ie other player. Rather than
a single fixed goal as in a puzzle, there are aftany ways to achieve this, as in
chessTetrisis sort of peculiar because it is a game with ictowy condition. The
only real goal is to play for longer than you pldyast time.

Each type of play builds on a previous type, i.puazle should first of all be a good
toy: it should be easy and enjoyable to play witerewithout a goal. Some games
are highly abstract, like checkers, and closelgmésle a puzzle. Other games are
highly representational, likdalf-Life, and our enjoyment of them depends on our
capacity to pretend. Playing representational gamabout pretending, about
Coleridge’s “willing suspension of disbelief.”

You'll notice this is a very reductionist characation, as you would expect from
people with an analytical, engineering-orientedspective. Engineering is the hub
of computer game development, and that has consegsieEngineering is no longer
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the largest cost center in game development, leu¢ tivas a time when it was, and
that sense of importance has remained in our thgn&bout the way games are
designed and built even though that’'s no longerreviagee spend most of the money.
Engineering i1ot the hub of board game development or card gamel@awent,
and that frees board and card game developergtoahout the design of those
games in a way that we, for all our technologigdésdor, seldom do. I'll talk about
the effect that our engineering culture has orates lon.

We have this analytical understanding of what agy@because we are game
developers: it's our job to build games.

What Does Our Society Think a Game 1s?

So that’s what we think games are. But what doe<uolture think they are? I'm
indebted for these points to Matthew Southernctuter the International Center for
Digital Content at Liverpool John Moores Universiyho recently gave a lecture
called “The Cultural Study of Games” at GDC-Europe.

Southern said that the wogdmeconnotes a temporary, artificial social constréct.
game is an experience distinct from the real warld whose internal workings,
events, ethos, and culture are disconnected fremetd world. The military

conducts war games. These are temporary, artifabéadth-free wars. On the TV
showLaw and Ordeythe prosecutors are always asking suspects vehiittse too
cocky or flippant, “Do you think this is some kinflgame?” In short, games aren’t
important. But people find it kind of creepy whesmges either look too real, or when
their consequences spill over into the real wofthat's the final line in the movie
Sleutl? “It was all a bloody game.”

| believe that we get into political trouble withet anti-violence campaigners when
two conditions occur simultaneously:

* The game is highly representative of the real worid realistic; and
* The ethics of the game are highly disjoint from rtbal world.

That’'s what disturbs people: real-world gameplag imon-real-world ethical system.
It blurs the boundary between the make-believethadeal. You hear a lot of people
complaining abouGrand Theft Aut@ndKingpin, DoomandDuke NukemYou

don’t hear a lot of people complaining abdedal of Honoror Return to Castle
WolfensteinWorld War Il is sort of fair game, and you caawgjhter all the Nazis
you like without bothering anybody.

Games are also associated with winning and losihgourse. Apart from sports,
races, and other kinds of contests, the main pléxee you hear about winning and
losing is in war. However, | feel that the functiohthis is not to add gravity to
games, but to reduce the gravity of war. It doesl®@vate games to the status of war.
Talking about winning and losing, and speaking af as if it were analogous to a
game has the function of trivializing war, reducihtp the status of a game.
Characterizing war in game terms has the effedistancing us from the sheer
horror of it. It gives it a somewhat unreal qualéyd obfuscates the fact that,
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whatever the stated objectives may be, the actoakps involves the mass butchery
of human beings. We dorkill people webomb targets

There’s also a tendency to simplify war and sée liipolar, game terms. WWII in
particular is remembered very much in terms ofgbed guys and the bad guys. But
at the beginning of the war, Hungary and Finlandevadlied with Germany, because
they wanted protection from the Russians—and fadgeason. Does that make
them good guys or bad guys? At the end of the ehdri-inland win or lose?

Connotations of the Word  Play

So what do we do with games? We play them. Theggiroonnotation is of
childhood. Play nicely, play together, we play ba playground. Sometimes kids
play too rough. We want them to play fair.

The adult connotations of play are a little diffexeNVe play poker; we play the
ponies; we engage in sex play. We play professibas¢ball; we play musical
instruments. Play also involves doing somethinglfrand in an unrestrained,
perhaps uncontrolled, manner. We play the fire iosethe fire. If you have to push
a long way on the clutch pedal before the clutgeljages, it could be because
there’s play in the linkage.

Most adult categories have other names, not aitipesPlaying poker and the
ponies isggambling Gambling has strong negative associations. Thelyag
industry has tried to confuse the issue by calihgt they dayaming It's not the
Nevada Gambling Commission, but the Nevada Gamomr@ission. In fact, they
may have done our industry harm by doing this. Ahdourse gambling is very
heavily regulated.

Playing baseball is engaging irsort Sports are related to athletics and have a

legitimacy that goes back to the original Greekmjdycs. Sports are necessarily a
physical activity (though not in curling). Sporte dardly regulated at all. Baseball
even has a special exemption from the rules agaiosbpolies.

Playing a musical instrument also has the genepaljtive connotation of
performingupon the instrument. Playing a musical instrunieeipressive, but
ephemeral. It does not leave anything behind.rdthmrecorded, but it is universally
acknowledged that the live performance is the “rpatformance while the
recording is only an imitation. We also “play” reds and CD’s and tapes by
extension from musical instruments and music bakgain, there’s a connection
with the ephemeral nature of gameplay: as sooheamusic stops, it vanishes. It's
gone.

Reading a book is just as ephemeral as playingeotape. It creates nothing and
leaves nothing behind but a memory. It exercisesrttagination and it doesn’t
require a machine, but it's still not a “productive a “creative” process. But we
commend reading where we don’t commend watchinglifhas been very
interesting to see the Harry Potter phenomenomdlfji, a book that has got children
reading again!” shouts the press, as if readingwserinsically more meritorious
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than other forms of entertainment. Let’s facet’s, $till escapist children’s fiction,
whether it's the Harry Potter books or Scooby-Dibe, animated cartoon.

Books have a very ancient legitimacy. They're catea with scholarship, with the
law, with religion. They are the repositories dffaiman knowledge, at least for the
next ten years. The first book Gutenberg printed thaBible, the founding
document of the civilization in which he lived. Bihe first TV show ever broadcast
was the 1936 Olympic Games, something quite epledmiea person has a big
library of books, she’s a scholar. If she has dibigiry of video tapes, she’s a couch
potato.

The concept of play doesn't intrinsically include@ion of permanence or
construction. To specify those notions, we havad adjectives: creative play or
constructive play. Play is closely tied to the inmatjon and to our capacity to
pretend, as | said above, and it's understoodabt are temporary and
insubstantial. So you can see that the conceplaginga game doesn’t really do us
any favors, if we want our medium to be taken sesiy

The Universal and the Specific

When | was 10 or 12 years old, my father got magesdaeading the plays of George
Bernard Shaw. | really enjoyed them; they wereyattd clever, and full of funny
anachronistic asides to the audience. One of theuat things about Shaw’s plays is
that they have extremely detailed descriptiondefdets and the characters. For
example, the plajirms and the Mais set in the Balkans, in an area that formerly
belonged to the Turkish Ottoman empire, but atithe of the play belongs to the
Austro-Hungarian empire. The set is described agyfdalf rich Bulgarian, half
cheap Viennese.” And I'm sure that set designeve h&en tearing their hair out
from that day to this as they try to figure out himnbring this effect across.

When | wrote a play myself, in a play-writing claksnitated Shaw’'s way of
describing the sets and characters. My professbnte very firmly to please leave
the director something to do. But these were tts¢ filays | had ever read, so | just
assumed that this level of detail was standardgingamy disappointment when a
couple of years later | picked up Shakespearehifitst time. Half the time the
characters don't even get names: The Duke of Nartdhat does he look like?
What does he sound like? How does he behave? Hoyoarsupposed to know? No
descriptions of the sets at all, and no stage titirex apart from ENTER, EXIT, and
THEY FIGHT.

Shaw was specific. Shakespeare was universal. tl twdalk for a bit about what |
see as a distinction in the media and popular @thetween the universal and the
specific. By this | mean universal stories and gpestories, universal themes and
specific themes, and so on. It’s difficult to explavithout recourse to examples, so
I’'m going to give you several. | also need to engmthat this is not a hard-and-
fast dichotomy. Rather, it's a continuum.

The universal serves as a template for exploriniglea in depth, perhaps in a variety
of ways and from a variety of angles.
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Painting

Painting used to be highly representational, higiplgcific. Back when painting was
the only way of creating an image, almost all pagg were representational. But
now, God help you if you try to get an MFA by pangtwhat you see! You're likely
to be flunked. The modern art establishment insigts extreme universality.

Music

Instrumental music is universal, vocal music is engpecific. Why do people go to
see operas when they can’t understand the wordsauBe they are there for the
universality of the music. It actually loses sonmeghf you do understand the words.
Hearing someone sing “I'm so lonely” five timesamow rather diminishes the
impact. Comic opera, however, like Gilbert and 8ah, wouldn’t be any fun at all
if you didn’t understand the language, and thdse &rue of Broadway shows.

Richard Wagner, with his music drama, tried to tlére two. He wanted extremely
representational staging, but more importantlytrieel to write his singing as
conversationally as possible, with none of thesaasiad set-pieces of conventional
opera. He didn't call it opera, either, he calletimusic drama.”

Cinema

In dramatic terms, film has largely taken over friima stage in terms of representing
the specific. Film is capable of displaying a wadhdt is indistinguishable from
reality, so most film is highly specific. Even whi#im is showing something
outrageously improbable, like an invasion of alighdoes so with a high degree of
detail.

People had trouble with the casting of Denzel Wagon and Keanu Reeves as
brothers in the movie dfluch Ado About Nothingenzel Washington is black,
Keanu Reeves is white, and we don’t expect to sdack man and a white man
portrayed as brothers on film. It places great detean our suspension of disbelief.
It violates our expectations about the specifioityilm. But the flmmakers thought

it acceptable, because it was a filmed Shakesgayewith a long tradition of
experimentation and universality.

Stage

And of course that leads to the point that in thst 50 years or so, the stage has
ceded the specific over to film, and has tendederaod more to represent the
universal. The stage doesn’t do the specific asagdiilm does, so it has largely quit
trying. Now we see bare sets, few or no props,sanan. Instead, live theater
concentrates on the story and the characters withouying so much about the
realism of their portrayal.

Not long ago there was an all-Zulu productiorMafcbethat Shakespeare’s Globe in
London, in the Zulu language, complete with fulb&l dress. Before they were
conquered, the Zulus had a complex, monarchicali®yland the story dflacbeth
makes sense in that context. But you can’t makehav&rtzenegger movie with
Cissy Spacek in the title role. Schwartzeneggayasspecific; the role is too closely
tied to him. You'll notice that this universal/spiezdivision also seems to come
along the art/popular culture boundary. Populatucelis easy to grasp, art is
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difficult to grasp. The specific—Arnie movies—arasg; the universal is more
challenging. Shakespeare did not necessarily iniebe universal; it is we in
modern times who have chosen to see him in thiat. [But what enables
Shakespeare’s universality is the absence ofrgjitlietail.

Games

If we look at the greatest games of the past, & thair universality that made them
great.Asteroids, Space Invaders, Pac-Man, Quake Asepaexcellent examples of
the universal. And of course, the absence ofstjfietail in early games was partly
due to technological limitations. They didn’t logkod, so they had to play well. |
also think it's really interesting thaisteroidsandTempesandBattlezonewere all
done with vector graphics displays. And with veg@aaphics displays, you only
draw what you have to draw. You can't afford tovdi@nything that isn’t really
needed. | think that’s an interesting disciplinetmsider when we’re creating a
game: What would it be like if we had to make tjgsne with a vector graphics
display? That would train us to trim down the fagjuce the game to its essentials.

| realize that this sounds like just another vart#rthe graphics-versus-gameplay
argument, but it's more than that. Nor is it jusfueestion of “keep it simple, stupid.”
Entertainment doesn’t have to simple—goodness krdwesLord of the Ringisn’t
simple—but every detail should contribute somethinghouldn’t just be there for
its own sake.

When you're designing a game, or any other kingaffware product for that matter,
it's very easy to get bogged down in the minutiae'W all seen products that were
bursting at the seams with features and detaitdabking in a coherent theme or a
central organizing principle. As Brian Moriarty gytit's not a question of knowing
whatyou want to do, buwhy. There’s a temptation to dump in detail early on,
because details are fun and widgety and they appeair engineering-oriented,
gadget-centered, and dare | even suggest, masgalineg ethos.

| think it's incumbent upon us, as we design gaares other forms of interactive
entertainment, to try to start with the universaid to add specificity and detail as
needed.

Rigid Social Relations

Another problem with the game concept is thattil@gshes rigid social relations.
Formal game theory is defined as the mathematigdi/of situations in which there
is a conflict of interest. When we characterizee/pf games and gameplay, we
usually divide them into several categories: sioétacompetitive, cooperative, and
team-based. But these simplistic social relatiamstdake into account the intricate
complexity of real human affairs. The “game” cortcemplifies social relations.

Remember what Treebeard said'ime Lord of the RingsPhe hobbits asked him
which side he was on, and he replied, “I don’t kredyout sides. I'm not particularly
on anybody’s side, because nobody is particularlgngside, if you see what |
mean.” Again, this pigeonholing that's associateith\yames discourages us from
exploring the full complexity of human relationsbif hat's something that we need
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to try to move away from, characterizing people #radr positions so rigidly in
terms of “sides.”

Dramatic Tension and Gameplay Tension

Dramatic tension is the sense of incompleteneassiory. The story involves you
somehow, gets you hooked, makes you care aboutsigmang on. All the classic
schlock novel genres include the imminent dangeteath: westerns, fantasy, spy
novels, techno-thrillers, some mysteries. But nsesious literature does not include
the imminent danger of death. It's too strong &dtaPeople don't go through life
worrying about imminent death most of the time.i@es literature is about other
concerns.

Dramatic tension does not have to involve riskpewen-physical risk. “What’s
going to happen next?” is the question that unelediramatic tension, but it doesn’t
necessarily involve risk. Dramatic tension is uguekplained using a sexual
metaphor—and a rather masculine sexual metaphba&talthough they tend to
paper this over when they're teaching you about tth grade. Remember how they
used to talk about rising action, and the climaxd falling action, and the
conclusion?

Gameplay tension is caused by the presence otaryicondition or a loss condition
or both. Gameplay tension produces artificial eoral constructs—the desire to
win and the fear of losing. It is this similaritgtiveen gameplay tension and
dramatic tension that is the reason it's so natorély put stories into games, and to
make stories out of games. Gameplay tension, ligeltamatic tension of schlock
fiction, tends to center around death, and likéagthfiction, it trivializes death. This
is another reason we’re not doing ourselves angrially making games.

I’'m sure you all remember that six or seven yegrsthere was a great deal of
excitement about “interactive movies,” and a lotlebate about how we can make
them. Well, I think that problem has been solvedeast for one particular genre of
movie: We know very well how to make interactivei@a flicks. But not all
interactive entertainment has to follow this qusestual model of tension and
climax.

| happen to think that most massively-multiplayeliree role-playing games at the
moment are pretty lame. Because of their mindlesstgmated nature and their
historical basis in tabletop role-playing, theyigen rise to a number of degenerate
strategies, of which player-killing and camping—iivag around for monsters to
respawn—are only the two most egregious. Howeter; tlo represent a major step
forward in one respect, because MMORPGs are noegaliMORPGs don’t have
an ending. The object is to offer continuing emt@rment and enjoyment.

There are four classic reasons people play MMORBGSal interaction,
exploration, character growth, and combat. Sooigraction has no goal, it's simply
pleasurable to do. Exploration has only a diffusalgThe whole point about
exploration is that you don’t know where you're mgior what you'll find when you
get there. After all, Columbus didn’t say, “I'm ggj to discover America,” he said,
“I'm going to find a faster way to get trade goduck and forth to India.”
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Character growth and the acquisition of goods hgengralized goal but one with no
real end in sight. You seem to be able to go oelileg up indefinitely.
Unfortunately, it's very numeric. This isn’t chatacgrowth in the literary sense.

Combat, the fourth reason, has the most game-tliladity. It's very immediate, and
it immediately punishes failure.

The thing about MMORPGs is that you can do anyeéé things, in one degree or
another, although they vary from product to prodlieé long been interested in the
problem of the inverse relationship between interdg and narrative in traditional
single-player games. MMORPGs sort of disentangteptoblem.

Consider the options of a private in the infantryWorld War Il. They're extremely
limited. He has very little free time. He has teeglorders. His life is a linear path,
rule-bound.

Consider the options of a wealthy landowner in €diiring World War 1l. He has
near total freedom within that environment. He darwhatever he feels like.

In between these two—the infantry grunt in the ¢rezs and the wealthy landowner
who’s unaffected by the war—is somebody speciakaet agent, a commando, or
better yet a member of the Resistance. They're thdéwyrtheir mission, they're
surrounded by danger, they have limited resoui¢esin spite of that, considerable
freedom to innovate, to undertake the mission iateter way seems best. The
British SAS, and most commandos for that matter,ususual as soldiers in that
they're selected not for slavish obedience to @deut for their ability to improvise.
That's the kind of person our player needs to be.

Again, to quote théord of the Ringswe don’t get to choose the time in which we
live. All we can do is decide what to do with tiae that we're given. And | think
that, ultimately, is the game designer’s challenwgecreate the circumstances in
which the player finds himself, but we must alseegihe player the freedom to react
to those circumstances in whatever way he thinks aur player needs to be a sort
of commando. There’s nothing he can do about WM#d 1l as a whole, but he can
do his best to find a way to achieve the missian bie’s on, in whatever way seems
best to him. The MMORPG is open-ended and it dosspretty well, but it only
rewards certain kinds of success.

Limitations of Providing Goals

There’s one other game that I'm very interestel@amning more about, and that's
Rez from SegaRezis a sort of musical shooter, in which your shménd with the
music and become part of it. But what's really iag#ing abouRezis that it has an
invincible mode that in effect turns the game iatmusical instrument. Many games
have invincible modes, but usually as cheats Mt érom the testing process, not as
legitimate ways to play the game. In Rez, whentywn on the invincible mode, it
stops being a game and starts being a musicalimstit. That's very interesting and
unusual.
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Last year | talked about the possibility that watkiowards a goal, especially a fixed
goal, might not be compatible with having an agiregiation experience. Games can
also have flexible victory conditions. The boardngaCareerslet you define your

goal within certain parameters. You had to collxty points to win, but they
belonged to one of three categories, love, monefgrme. At the beginning of the
game, you defined how many of each you wanted fteatpas long as they added up
to sixty. That let players define their goals foemselves

And games can have no victory condition at all. Wrexis sim games have no
victory conditions, they just have failure modesiah put pressure on the player to
act.

Teachers Hate Video Games

Another reason that the game concept hurts usiistthas engendered a mutual
suspicion between academe and game developersufFpart, we certainly regard
academics with suspicion. There are two reasonthi®rOne is our heritage as self-
taught game designers building games for oursefvést of us don't like the idea of
being told by some eggheaded professor that they kvhat fun is and we don't.

Despite the billions of dollars that the industrgkas and the millions of dollars that
it requires to build a hit game, there’s still agaption that you can do it in your
basement, and a hell of a lot of people trying. Arfdw of them do meet with
success, which tends to reinforce this notion. &/slspicious of ivory-tower
elitists.

The second reason is our heritage in engineeringc@ture still harks back to the
days when you spent 90% of the money on programnaimg) 10% on art—the days
of the Atari 2600 and the Mattel Intellivision. Nadays the engineering work is
only a fraction of the total expenditure, but egenthe engineering is still the hub of
the project. If you took all the pictures and ak tsound out of a computer game, the
game would still be there. You couldn’t see it eahit, but it would still be there
running inside the computer. The dominance of ezgging brings it it an engineer’s
mentality, a put-up-or-shut-up, show-me-the-numititude that tends to pervade
all game development.

The engineering mentality has crept into the mangetnd sales and reviews of
computer games too. When was the last time youlhwaa really good movie
whose advertising talked about the technical spatibns of the gear that created
the special effects? OK, you get some, like TV sgeon “The Making oflurassic
Park,” but thenJurassic Parkwasn’t actually a really good movie. It was anact
flick that also happened to be a technological tiforce. We've trained our
consumers to think like engineers, and to demantkgaon the basis of their
technical specifications. We don’t encourage themsk for decent acting or a
credible plot or subtle characterizations, and Gelgp us if they ever start to!

Engineers don’t have any time or respect for fustzglies. They don't care about
“cultural this” and “social that.” As a result, vd@n’t have much interest in academic
studies of computer gaming, except for advanc@sagramming and artificial
intelligence.
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On the other side, the academy is suspicious dfhastile towards us. Their
students play games, but the policy makers atajelon’t. At the risk of seeming
ageist, the tenure system tends to guaranteehiaieiople at the top of the
educational establishment are older, and at theenbmany of them are still from
the pre-gaming generation. And games aren’t reapkxtthey’re distractions from
homework. Yesterday at the Academic Summit | hegpdofessor at UC Irvine say
that when she told a university committee aboutéisearch she was doing on
games, she was firmly ordered never to work on gamgain.

These prejudices, on both sides, are harmful tésisvith other art forms, especially
recent ones, it is only when they become the stubjestudy and thought that they
begin to be treated seriously by the general publavies began to be taken
seriously as an expressive medium when people degandy what you could do
with them, when they moved out of the nickelodeldmere are no degrees offered in
board game design. So far as | know, there aresgeeds in toy design. These
remain childish pursuits with no cultural significae except when there is an issue
about how they influence children specifically.

There is a tremendous benefit to be had from timeaoonmercial study of interactive
entertainment. It enables us to try new thingsnera areas that have no known
commercial potential thus far.

Some companies set up research and developmemtrdepts inside their own
shops. Pharmaceutical companies and electronicpaties consist almost entirely
of R&D departments. Well, | was at Electronic Afids eight years, and if any
company in our business has the resources to fuk® department, it's EA. But
in all that time, | never saw the company makerege commitment to the idea. It
did some R&D every time a new piece of hardwareecant, but other than that,
Electronic Arts’ approach to advancing the potémiahe medium that it depends
upon for its livelihood was never anything but hyegs-and-by-God.

Wise, enlightened corporations have always fundedemic study because they
know that it will benefit them in the long run. Bititakes a wise, enlightened
company to think about the long run these days. é@wpanies look beyond next
year’s product plan and this quarter’s bottom line.

Academic study provides legitimacy. The two aréead teliably turn ridiculous
science fiction fantasies like “space flight” imalities are academic research and
military research. And in both cases, the motivattosomething other than
commercial sales.

Summary: Why We Shouldn’'t Make Games
Why shouldn’t we make “games”?

First, because games aren’t perceived as importanArt is important. Literature is
important (even popular fiction). Music is importgdaven pop music). Who would
have guessed back in 1964 that 40 years lateréhddd would be treated with the
same kind of reverence that we reserve for authiodsartists, that it would &ir
Paul McCartney. Film and even television are imgourt
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Games aren’t important... but what weisladHow can that be? We are now a
powerful social and economic force, but we’re npbaverful political force. How
many other $6 billion industries can you name #ratso universally reviled by
lawmakers? The tergamepigeonholes us with the public and with lawmakears]
that has political and social implications.

We lie along a continuum of popular culture thatsdrom books to toys. Nobody
thinks books are only for kids, and any suggedtiat we should censor books for
the sake of children’s mental well-being would bet toy utter outrage. But nobody
gives a second thought to censoring toys. Theytecavered by the First
Amendment, they're regulated by the Consumer Prto8afety Commission. We're
somewhere in between.

Second, because the whole “game” notion constraih®w we think about
entertaining people, and how others think about usThe game model imposes a
limited and rigid model of human relations. We daréed the game concept, the
thrill-of-victory/agony-of-defeat dichotomy, in cedto create successful
entertainment product$he Simsand in fact the entire Maxis product line, areqfr
of that. So are MMORPGs. Restricting ourselves aking games is like restricting
a composer to working in 4/4 time. You’re neverrgpto invent jazz that way.

Third, the “game” concept earns us only the distrusand even contempt of the
academy.It's easy to say “more fool they,” but we neednth&Ve need to work
together, both to better understand our own wotktarobtain the cultural credit we
need in order to preserve our own creative freedom.

Fourth, we need to shed the kiddie imagale can'’t stay in this children’s ghetto
forever, and that's where “game” puts us.

Finally, we shouldn’t make games because we alreaétpow how to make
games.l know I'm shooting myself in the foot to say thizit game design is not
rocket science. There are certainly areas thabetter understood than others...
there’s that whole vexed question of interactiahd storytelling, for example. But
even so, we're doing pretty well at what we do. &mmmple, | consider the first-
person shooter, and most action games to be prett a solved problem. They're
defined by the physical limits of the human eye hadd. There’s still a lot of room
for innovation in content, and details like artificenemies, but the fundamental
design principles are pretty well understood.

| firmly believe in doing things that yodon’'t know how to do. The only way we
obtain advancement, both technological and aesthetby doing things that we
don’t know how to do. The Wright Brothers didn’tdum how to build an airplane.
They just kept at it until they did know how. Weeggd a lot of time working on
things that we don’t know how to do technologicabut very little time working on
things that we don’t know how to do aestheticadygd even less time working on
things that we don’t know how to do in gameplayrer
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Conclusion

The interactive medium is so rich, so powerfulflegible, that the variety of things
that we can make cannot possibly be encompasstligrmgame We need a
paradigm, a metaphor for what we make, that isodisected from these
connotations of childhood, artificiality, impermaroe and irrelevance. | don’t know
what the name of that paradigm is. Some years ladtéounded thdournal of
Computer Game Desig&hris Crawford changed its name to Joeirnal of

Interactive Entertainment Desidn reflect the broader meaning that those terms
have; buinteractive entertainmens a vague mouthful that doesn’t really conjure up
any particular idea.

We don’t yet have a term likém or televisionor Hollywoodthat instantly denotes
what we do and who we are. The wgameis a straitjacket for our own creativity, a
straitjacket that we cheerfully put on by ourseh\Rust the time has come to take it
off. Go out there and create new kinds of prodtlas are not games. And in a final,
shameless moment of self-promotion—Ilet me knovoif peed any help, because
after all, lama game design consultant. Or just a design cargult
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Appendix I: Transmitting Meaning in Interactive
Contexts

Ernest W. Adams

2003 COSIGN Conference

This is an approximate transcript of my keynoterads delivered at
COSIGN 2003, the 3rd Conference on Computationali@es and New
Media, on September 11, 2003 at the Universityeels$ide, Middlesbrough,
UK.

Introduction

Hello. My name is Ernest Adams, and I'm a consglggame designer and writer.
I've worked in the game industry for 14 years, 3refm at a small developer, 8 of
them at Electronic Arts, a large publisher, anddpendently, so I've seen the
industry from various angles. | also used to owth produce the Game Developers
Conference with a group of partners, and | fountthednternational Game
Developers’ Association.

| need to warn you that this is not going to beeademically rigorous lecture. As a
visitor from industry, | feel it's more my role twild bridges than to present formal
arguments. | expect to raise questions rathertth@novide answers.

| should also say that | no training whatsoevesamiotics. I've done a little reading
and managed to pick up some of the lingo, butshalt! And | will probably use a
lot of it wrongly.

| am going to deviate rather sharply from the axstthat you were given. The
reason is that, the more | researched the sultiectnore | realized how much work
has already been done, and for me to go into tisrgl is to risk either a) telling
you things that were old news ten years ago, an &a@se b) proposing ideas that
were refuted ten years ago.

Industrial Development Culture

Rather, what I'm going to do is stick to what | knaand try to introduce you to the
culture and mindset of the game developer—in otfeeds, to provide some insights
into theercoding process that is involved in making compygsnes.

(Already, of course, we have a nice little postmrag pun in that creating computer
games does in fact involve coding, namely progradirg, which, although | loathe
postmodernism with every fiber of my being, | vahideavor to play on and make as
ironical and self-referential as | can.)
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Part of the gap between industry and the academyaisk of understanding of each
other’s respective worlds. I've been encouragirgitidustry to reach out to the
academy for some time now, and that's why I'm h#res a semiotician, an art
critic, or a literary theorist, you belong to thpdtilosophical camp that believes that
the intentions of the author are irrelevant to yanalysis, then none of this will be of
any use to you. However, as a creative persom| ki@t this information cannot be
ignored.

Philosophical Roots

| am a game designer, but first | was an engireet,once upon a time, all game
developers were engineers. We're technologists.pfbgrammers, the audio people,
the artists, even the writers are technologisised to have to write the voiceover
scripts forMadden NFL Footballin such a way that sentence fragments could be
assembled and played seamlessly in real time.mbant that | had to choose my
words not only on the basis of their meaning, utheir phonetic content, and on
the movements of the lips and tongue. These arssio¢s that Gabriel Garcia
Marquez had to pay much attention to.

Our philosophical roots are in Immanuel Kant, Jbboke, David Hume, Gottlob
Frege, Bertrand Russell. They are not in Bergsarty& Derrida, or Foucault. The
philosophical center of our world is the Von Neumatored-program digital
computer, and that still influences everything else

Computer programming is about formal logic. Abagor and precision. As with a
deduction in a chain of proof, the tiniest erroainomputer program can undo the
whole thing. In other words, we are classicistshwlassical, formal methods, and
this influences every part of game development.usoa bit is either one or zero, and
if it's not either one or zero, then there’s sonmeghwrong with it and we replace that
RAM chip with one that conforms.

You can see this in the way that we model humatioglships—when we bother to
model them at all. We normally characterize affimglationships as a single-valued
variable, with negative values indicating hate paditive values indicating love.

antipathy neutrality sympathy
€ & >
HATE LOVE

But a much more useful representation might beikgdpate and love as separate
variables that are modified by different kinds e&ets or circumstances.
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HATE antipathy psychopathy
neutrality sympathy

L >

LOVE

And of course the Greeks identified four differ&imtds of love!

Game developers, and indeed the entire IT induateythe Victorians of our time.
When you say the word “Victorian"—particularly ta &merican—what initially
springs to mind is a rigidly stratified class sture, repressive notions of morality,
imperialist expansionism, and women corseted tguuet that they could not
breathe properly.

This view, accurate though it is, has tended taotesthe great Victorian
accomplishment, which was the Age of Steam. Tlaovian period was a period of
scientific and engineering innovation that was ual@ed in human history, and has
found a modern reflection since the invention & ititegrated circuit. Electrons are
the new steam.

That period was dominated by the British and theeAoans: the British with their
vast empires to be crossed with their steamshigseam locomotives; the
Americans with their vast nation to connect. THermation age is similarly
dominated by the Americans and the Japanese.

It's no surprise that this period has spawned aineenew branch of science fiction,
“steampunk.” The technological advances of thoss daust have seemed every bit
as exciting in their time as ours do today. We eeeis of the Information Age look
back on the engineers of the Age of Steam with eatiran and approval. Andy
Grove, the CEO of Intel, is our Isambard Kingdonuriszl.

So we have a tremendous energetic enthusiasmefdrethefits of electronics that
nicely mirrors the Victorian enthusiasm for the &fs of steam. To use the
language of media theory, we are technologicalrdetests, and this is so deeply
engrained in the culture of game development & taxiomatic.

Recently it was announced that the PS3 might b@ 1iftes as fast as the PS2. This
is accepted as a good thing without question... hatwloes it actually imply? Will
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the computer games be 1000 times as entertaininithe/quality of the stories be
1000 times as good? Will the artificial charactees1000 times as smart? | doubt it.

Hardware designers design computer hardware i twdeaximize processing
power, because that is their area of interest apdrése, that's what they've been
trained for. Even though they are designing a nmechiplicitly intended for playing
games, for offering ludic experiences, they dtihk of it primarily as a data-
processing device. There is a distinct disconnett/éen the intended purpose of the
machine and its designers.

On the other side of the equation, the game desigeme handed a new machine
without ever being consulted about its capabilities simply given to them, and
their approach is, “Well, let's see what can beedaiith this thing.” As a designer, |
wish that somebody would invent an ASIC chip thdtghthfinding. But nobody
asks for my opinion. Computers were invented fécudating ballistics tables for
artillery shells, and in essence that is what hardvdesigners still optimize them to
do.

This is one respect in which we differ from the tditans, because they were not
using their steam engines to entertain with. Biggite of this we still possess that
overweening Victorian self-confidence and enthusias

We've got this colossal emphasis on appearancésvieavhelms everything else. If
book publishers published books the way game pudaisspublished games, then
every book would be a printed on 100% cotton rggepand bound in Moroccan
leather, and nobody would give a damn whetherttbettual story was any good.

The Literary Comparison

So let’s cross the C.P. Snow gap, and turn frontdblenology side of our craft to
the humanities side. How do professional game ogees feel about their creative
works?

First a warning: It's important to be aware tha thajority of computer games are
non-narrative. They are simulations of real-woudthaties of one kind or another,
such as sports or racing, and there really istacally analogy to be madgeetle
Adventure Racings just about driving Volkswagen beetles. If Iatayou writing a
Marxist or feminist or Freudian analysis@®¢etle Adventure Racinm going to
smack you upside the head. To paraphrase Freuatisoes a Volkswagen is just a
Volkswagen.

Returning to games as literature: we are not pademmists. We don’t read Don
DeLillo or draw any inspiration from him. Part diet reason that we reject
postmodernism is that one of our holy grailsnsnersivenessrhe kind of
immersion that you are able to achieve with a yegdlod book or a really good
movie is very hard for us. It's hard for two reason

* Our graphic display technology was so poor untkergly we haven't even
been able to come close to what TV and the modagdo.
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* Our artificial intelligence is so poor—we can’t ate genuinely lifelike
characters. This is the single biggest problemmfatne game industry.

Also the concept of self-reference is absolutelthimy new to us. People have been
designing self-referential computer algorithmsdecades—it’s called recursion in
programming—so it doesn’t seem particularly amusinglever.

It's so easy to write an immersive book that somthars find it funny to play head
games with the reader, shocking them out of tlemeérsion by reminding them that
this is only a book, and so on. TReench Lieutenant’'s Womamas a very good
example of this. John Fowles stopped in the midéithe book and started talking
about the fact that it was only a book. When theglenit into a movie, they did an
extraordinarily good job of representing this gelfierential nature cinematically.

If you don’t believe me that immersion is easy feate in a book, just look at Mills
& Boon romances. We highbrow literary types migishuss them as cheap trash,
but nevertheless, millions of people slip into thesny easily.

With video games, it's so damned hard to creatatyrimmersive one—apart from
purely mindless exercises liHeetris—that there’s nothing to be gained by
intentionally destroying the fiction. The playeredm’t want to be told “It's only a
game.” He has a hard enough time forgetting th#tias

That playful refusal to take yourself seriouslyttizacharacteristic of postmodernism
is anathema to us. We already know what play isialtleank you very much, and
we take ourselves extremely seriously.

We are not only not postmodernists, we're not ewedernists. We have not yet had
our Virginia Woolf, our James Joyce. That kind gperimentation is only now
beginning to occur, and the reason it's beginnangdcur is that video games are
starting to be seen as an art form that is wortlgxperimentation. It imot occurring
in industry, however. Experimentation of this kisdirmly discouraged in the
commercial game industry.

Could we be pre-modernists? Sir Walter Scott, Theak Dickens, Trollope, Jane
Austen? If only we could write one-one-hundredthvali as they could. Computer
games are in some respects like Victorian novelkt, lIsimplistic themes; clearly-
defined good guys and bad guys; ending in the pluof righteousness. Like
Victorian novels, many computer games are too lang, require perseverance and
dedication to get through. Indeed, at times youtrtalsrate being sadly bored by the
process if you want to make it to the end.

In fact our model is even older even than Victomawels. Let’'s not forget that
among the game industry’s most influential auth®&R.R. Tolkien, and he himself
was inspired by the Icelandic Sagas, the Eddastrenahole body of Nordic and
Teutonic myth. Those, too, are our cultural forebetne great northern European
tale of adventure.

Duke Nukem would be entirely at home aboard a \gkongship. His blond hair,
his contempt for women, his violent anarchy makae tiie very type of a berserker.

77



Duke Nukem is not a Roman, a conquerer, who compadify, build and settle; he
is a raider who comes to rape and plunder and Ieaweé what better mythic
metaphor folQuake Arenaould there be than Valhalla, a heavenly placeravhe
warriors go to slay and slay and slay, and each timy are killed they are
resurrected so that they may continue to slay thrgilcoming of Gétterddmmerung,
when the server goes down for the last time.

The game industry’s fascination with the works @gejoh Campbell, the monomyth,
the Heroic Quest, bears this out. The heroic geedeally suited as a narrative
structure for a video game. It concentrates omgleiperson, and his interaction
with others; it's about challenge, and strugglel amercoming obstacles. But the
heroic quest is a very limited form of literatu@ampbell notwithstanding, it's

hardly the apotheosis of storytelling. It does admit of books likelThe Grapes of
Wrath, or the works of Dickens. We can’t dbie Grapes of WrathWe can’'t do
Dickens. You can makghe Lord of the Ringsto a video game. Beowulf. Wagner’s
Ring cycle. You can’'t mak&éhe Grapes of Wratimto a video game—not yet. Not
now, anyway.

Immersion and Romanticism

| have been using the teimmersionA related concept is Samuel Taylor
Coleridge’swilling suspension of disbeligh the preface to his bodkyrical

Ballads which he wrote with Wordsworth, he created tlaian as part of his plea
to the reader to indulge in poetic faith, to allgeur mind to accept tales of
fantastical things, and to fill in the gaps leftthye poet.

In 1995, the journalist Scott Rosenberg commerttatithe new generation of video
game hardware, with its emphasis on photorealisas, producing nowilling
suspension of disbelief, babercivesuspension of disbelief. The game industry isn’t
going to let you fill in the gaps with your own ndint’s going to do its damndest to
convince you that what you see is real. Again, shelt to do with the incredible
difficulty of creating immersion in our medium. Werk so hard on suspension of
disbelief because it's so difficult to obtain. Tissall part of taking ourselves
seriously.

To quote the famous game designer Brian Moriarty:

You know, the suspension of disbelief is fragites hard to achieve it, and
hard to maintain. One bit of unnecessary gore hymeolloquialism, one
reference to anything outside the imaginary wodd'ye created is enough to
destroy that world. These cheap effects are the aomsmon indicators of a
lack of vision or confidence. People who put thigfanto their games are

not working hard enough.

Coleridge’s introduction to the Lyrical Ballads wi® opening salvo of the
Romantic era. Nowadays we might even call it a feato.

So what does Romanticism have to do with game dpeet?
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Well, I've already said that we’re not postmodetsisve’re not modernists, we're
some kind of pre-modernists, but we don’t know #yaghat. We are certainly
attracted towards romantic ideals. Not necesseaipital-R Romanticism in the
tradition of Byron and Shelley. Rather, I'm talkingout the small-R romantic
aspirations of the lonely, geeky adolescent. Whyalothink so many games are
teenaged power fantasies? They're all made by aelbohpale-skinned, narrow-
chested male nerds who secretly dream of being iCthreaBarbarian.

It's not just that that’s all we know how to ddsithat that's all a lot of ug/antto
do. Games are made by the same guys who go tomdlitiks. Or at least they were.
It's not true any more, but those are their his@rroots.

So our creations are highly romantic creations,diiblood and thunder and derring-
do. But didn’t I just five minutes ago say that were classicists who were obsessed
by logic and rigor and formalism? Yes, | did.

The game industry strives towards romantic endsldgsical means

This explains why it is so difficult. We are at daest when we produce classical
gamesTetris, chess, Nine Men’s Morris, etc. because our ugotgylphilosophy,

not to mention our underlying hardware, most clpselpports that model. We run
into trouble, and produce two-dimensional 1950 mobooks, when we try to do
anything more complicated. It's interesting to alssehow many computer people
love Tolkien, and yet Tolkien himself could not kBaangineered his way out of a wet
paper bag. He was a little later than the Age e&a8t, but he certainly saw many of
its products around him in Warwickshire, and lodttieem. The man was a Luddite,
pure and simple. Yet we revere him all the samause we aspire to his romantic
dream.

Video games are nerds’ poetry. But it’s all stidd@@vulf and Egil's Saga.

In literary theory, we draw a pretty clear distinotbetween fiction and non-fiction.
A novel by Thackeray and a shop manual for a 19dége pickup truck have very
little in common besides being written in EngliSime novel is about an imaginary
world; the shop manual about a real vehicle. Theshig intended to be read
linearly; the shop manual is intended to be coedutin a random-access basis. The
novel entertains; the shop manual affords. Andrso o

And yet as a game designer, | walk this tightropereday. What | do is to write
technical documents which enable the creationatibfi. Weird! Again, struggling
by classical means to achieve romantic ends.

Games and Semiotics

I'd like to talk about the role that pretendingysdan games. It is related to the
fictitious world of the storyteller; Coleridge’s moept of “suspension of disbelief” is
even more vital to the game world than it is tofibgtious world of the novelist.
The fictional world is a world that we observe gmdtend to believe; the game
world is a world that we observe and pretend ta part of.
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The Search for a Text

A game world is an artificial mental space whiclemtered by choosing to play. By
beginning to pretend. Representational games irdligdiberate signifiers whose
object is in the real world. Representational garegsire a lot of pretending.

Abstract games are self-contained, their signiftkersiot related to objects in the real
world. In an abstract game, relatively little predang is necessary. Baseball is a
highly abstract game. Self-contained, it includesnrterior references. This is by
contrast with football, rugby, basketball, watefoqp@and so on, all of which are rape
metaphors.

No two players experience the “text’—the game—im shme way. Now, the fact
that interactivity throws something of a spanneo the works of semiotic analysis
of conventional linear media is hardly going toriasvs to you people. Obviously
this is one of the best-known problems with intév@cmedia. It's not just that no
two players decode an identical experience in dmeesway, as we have with books
and movies. It's that the actual raw informatioegented isn’t the same, and in fact
the sameplayer, playing the game again, can be presenitdddiferent information.

If we seek an invariant text, we have to look atphogram code that creates the
experience. That is identical from one player tothar and from one playing to
another. The program code is the embodiment ofules of the game. It's the place
where the interactivity comes from. It's the ordygible thing you can point to and
say, “the developer made that.”

Although the code is invariant, the variables delyaare not. Some of them are
randomized; some vary depending on the player'stinffhat would it mean to have
a text that the perceiver never actually seesdlibmous about regarding the
program code as the text.

Games and Symbols
When examining any text, we can look at:

* The author’s intentional use of symbols, e.g. watetifs in Virginia Woolf.

* The author’s unintentional use of symbols—his ulsctous or subconscious
use.

This is of course the basis for Freudian analysigjnist analysis, Marxist analysis
—this presumption that there are influences oratitbor of which the author is
himself or herself perhaps unaware, but which peedusible signs in the work.

Finally, it's possible to convey meaning not thrbuge content itself but by the way
in which the player interacts with the content—tio&-symbolic transmission of
meaning via interactivity.

Can a game ever be symbol-free? Any type of sgitam victory may be considered
symbolically significant. We might argue that adra-sum games are symbols. The
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very existence of a game makes the game a sigriii¢hat case, however, | would
consider the game to be a meta-symbol.

We therefore need to distinguish between the gardeta content. | hold up a book:
the book is a sign with numerous connotations.enofne book to reveal that it is
empty: it contains no symbols at all. Thereforeleskihe book may be a sign at a
meta-level, it actually contains no signs. | bediévis possible for designers to create
games that are symbol-frethem,.e. they do not intend for the game to include
any symbols.

The totally abstract game may be one such. Isatede a symbol-free game? Well,
control of space may be considered symbolicallymmegul. The symbols used to
play tic-tac-toe may be thought symbolically megifuh but they could be changed
to abstract shapes. In the moWarGamestheentiregame of tic-tac-toe—every
possible combination—is used to teach a compugecdmcept of futility.

The game Sprouts, invented by John Conway & MicRadérson in 1967, is as
close to a symbol-free game as | could find.

Sprouts. Image licensed under a Creative CommoaseSklike 3.0 License from
Wikipedia.

Adventure games are the the most available to caiorel literary criticism and
semiotic analysis. I'm going to pass over them kjyibecause, while they definitely
present challenges, | don't feel they are as proate as the others.
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Non-Symbolic Transfers of Meaning

Let’s consider non-symbolic transmission of meaniragactivity. We are used to
books having themes: unexpressed assertions wbithin the message of the work.
The theme oAll Quiet on the Western Fronmiight be “War sucks.” You will not

find the sentence “war sucks” anywhere in the bboikthe message is there.

But in these case of literary themes, there isidenable room for argument.
Because the actual printed text of the work doestplicitly state the theme, it's
open to interpretation. For example, the scient@fi novelist Robert Heinlein
wrote a novel calle@tarship Troopergé which only people who have served in the
military are allowed to vote. Most of the book igw@asi-Fascist fantasy. Or was he
being ironic? It's difficult to tell. Since he was American, | suspect he was
serious, but there’s room for doubt.

| don’t know what semioticians’ thinking is on thisvhether the unstated theme of a
work is open to semiotic analysis, since it's cgmageonly at a meta-level. In the
case of games, on the other hand, their rulesiate splid and real—the problem is
that in computer games, you can’'t see them. Thaeisay to say “that is the rule”
unless you examine the program code.

If we go back and look at pinball machines, thecprsors to video games, one of
their weaknesses as a moneymaking device washhattdn’'t get harder to play,

the longer a given player stayed on one. The aingdi¢hat they offered was fixed.
As a result, once a player became very good, hiel gday the game indefinitely on
one coin, or until he made a mistake or gave up.

This was also true d?ong the first video game console. It didn’t get haraeplay
either. However, because it was a two-player zam-game, the length of the game
was constrained somewhat: as soon as either gtastethe game was over.
Nevertheless, two excellent players could, as pitiball, play indefinitely. These
games did not convey much via their rules.

Eventually a new mechanism was invented: the gaategets harder and harder
until eventually the player is certain to loSpace Invaderw/as the first game to
make use of thisfetrisis perhaps the best known. But in these caseag itheo
symbolic loading. It's simply a means of bringirnge tgame to an end, of forcing the
player to put in more coins.

This mechanism generally began to be applied & €6 video games. Eventually
one came along in which it was used specificallgase.Missile Commanavas a
coin-op game released in 1980, the year that RdReddjan was elected. Missile
Commandgthe object was to defend cities from missilebriglfrom the sky, by
shooting at them with anti-missile missiles—songHike the Patriot missiles
which have recently been used in the Middle EastvéVer, eventually too many
missiles come in at once for you too handle, yawogerwhelmed, and your cities
are destroyed. This was a coin-op game, but italssa satire on Ronald Reagan’s
Star Wars plans. The message was that missilesefsillusory. You can not win.
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Catch the Spermacreen capture.

Catch the Sperrases a different rule to send a different mesdageh the Sperris
about AIDS; the player tries to catch swimming spesind viruses, using condoms.
The key rule is that one single mistake is deddlZatch the Spermjou cannot win,
but more importantly, one error at any time wilstgou the game.

Missile Comman@ndCatch the Sperrboth send an explicit message through rules
which are built into their program cod@mCityincludes a more subtle message.
One of the rules ddimCityis that an efficient transportation system is egakfor
economic prosperity. Nothing says this expliciByt you come to that realization as
you play the game.

In fact, SimCityhas been the subject of a certain amount of palidebate. Leftists
are annoyed that it contains a built-in assumptian raising taxes is bad for
business. Rightists are annoyed that it contalmsil&in assumption that spending on
social welfare projects makes people happy.

But there is no sign! These details are only dat#etthrough secondary effects.
How do you perform a semiotic analysis when youtctually point to the
signifier?
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And then, just to make things even more complicateete are games with emergent
gameplay—ways of interacting with the game thatdégigners never anticipated. A
good example is the rocket-jumpQuake where you blast yourself into the air by
means of your own rocket-launcher. This was natipéa for by the designers.

Again, the fixed media don’t have this problem. Ye@n show up at the cinema and
watch the whole movie through green goggles, ondalistorting headphones, but
the director would say that that was an abuse wha#thing it without green goggles
was privileged. But in gameplay, there’s a feelimgt anything is fair. If the system
permits it, it's allowed. How can you study symbold meaning in a medium in
which the person who is supposed to bedi®der can modify the content?

The America’'s Army Paradox

This brings us té&\merica’s ArmyMost multiplayer games implement a virtual
objective reality by presenting the game worldltdhee players equally. They may
not all be able to see the game world from the gaengpective, but what thelp see

is identical. All the players iMonopolysee the same board. Nothing is hidden. In
fact, the rules state explicitly that players may conceal the amount of money they
have, or the properties they own. This preventmtirem secretly building
monopolies.

The players of bridge only see their own handgpoirse, but when they put their
cards on the table, all players see the same CHndsgame depends on everyone
having an identical notion of the state of the gamed: There is one, 52-card deck
that is used, containing a standard set of cards.

Likewise, in the MMORPG4JItima Onlineand so on, the game’s servers present
the world to the players identically. Two playevsking at the same monster or the
same landscape, wikeethe same monster or the same landscape.

America’s Armychanges all that. The designers did not chooteabit as a
conventional war game in which there are “good gaysl “bad guys.” Nor did they
eliminate the moral question altogether, and singipljde the players into morally
neutral “red teams” and “blue teams.”

Instead, they decided to seek a way to make evaygipfeel as if he is a good guy,
and his enemy is a bad guy, by manipulating thplaca.America’s Armyuses the
power of the computer to create the impressiondhah player is an American
soldier, and all the players on the opposing sideganeric terrorists. When | look in
the mirror, | see an American soldier; when my opgu looks in the mirrohe sees
an American soldier. When | look at him | see adest; when he looks at mbe
sees a terrorist.

So far, so good. It's entirely a matter of percaptiThe game does not have any
third parties; anyone in the game must belong toside or the other, so there is no
privileged perspective from which to make judgments

The paradox occurs at the interface between thesgroups, when the bullets start
flying. Every player sees himself to be carryingfanerican M-16 rifle. Every
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player sees his enemy to be carrying an AK-47.riflee game promises that
weapons are modeled accurately: accuracy, raieephfiagazine size, etc. So when |
see him firing, do | see him firing at a differgate of fire than he sees himself? It's
a paradox. The same weapon might look differemhfdifferent points of view,
cannot have different performance characterisigegedding on who is looking at it.

Semiotically speaking, this is a nightmare. Somewleside the program code there
is an objective truth about this weapon, but tlayg@is have no access to that
information. It defies analysis.

Conclusion

It seems to me that there’s a great deal of wotketdone, and perhaps some very
substantial revision of what we think “meaning” meaThe interactive medium not
only calls into question such things as what a aextally is, which I'm sure is old
ground, but even what a symbol is.

In a video game the subject becomes a part oftifextp in amultiplayergame, each
player contributes to the game, becomes a pahneojame, both creator and
consumer, encoder and decoder, simultaneouslyetrel so-called-designer retreats
into the background, become more of an enableztféct, the author ceases to be an
author and becomes simply a manufacturer of notepaper.

In games such as AmberMUSH, gameplay becomesradblive improvisational
theater, with all distinctions between author agatder, text and perceiver, figure and
ground, broken down. The rules in a MUSH are n@timmore than social

conventions enforced by collective peer pressune.dame becomes about as
susceptible to conventional literary analysis @&dwerheard conversations at a
cocktail party.

Returning to my own ground, | feel that the game
industry needs new heroes. We cannot simply look
for them in the traditional areas of aesthetic
endeavor. Computer games have always required
engineering and they always will require
engineering. Engineering is as essential to theegam
developer as words are to the writer, as paird is t
the painter.

We need to seek heroes who are able to combine
technological innovation with aesthetic sensibijlity
to cross the C.P. Snow gap between the sciences
and the humanities. A hero who can touch our
hearts even as he tests our minds.

85



Appendix J: Interactivity Versus Narrative: This Ti me
It's War!

Ernest W. Adams

International Digital Storytelling Conference

[l delivered this lecture at the International Digi Storytelling Conference

in Seoul, South Korea, on October 23, 2003. | ledse presented variants of
it at a number of subsequent events. The lectusanbaer been published in
text form. The language is somewhat simplified beedhe lecture was
intended for a Korean audience.]
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The Essential Challenge

® For the last 25 years, we have been trying to
merge storytelling and gameplay, with limited
success.

® Some of our marketing phrases:
“Interactive Fiction”
“Storyplaying”
“You play the story!”
“It feels like you're inside the story.”
“Interactive Movie”
“Find-your-fate adventure”
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There is a Common, But Faulty Analogy

®= Dramatic tension (“what happens next?”) =
Gameplay tension (“will | survive and win?”)
They are not really the same.
" Games may have repetitious gameplay and
still be fun.
Risk, poker, Telris
= Games may have chance (random elements).
Risk, poker, Telris
" Stories must nothave repetition or chance.
Nothing should ever happen twice.
Everything must happen for a reason. 3

Traditional Approaches To the Problem

® Real stories require dramatic novelty.
The story is always going somewhere new.
® For games, we write real stories, then “add”
interactivity to them.

® Traditional approaches
Linear story punctuated by periods of gameplay
Branching storylines
Independent strands offered as quests
Series of puzzles that advance the plot as they are
solved

" All these work, but they all have limjtations.
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Linear Story Punctuated by Periods of Gameplay

= Story and gameplay are separate.

= Player only sees more of the story by
completing missions.
If you fail a mission, the story stops.
The story is really only a reward for achievement.

® Starcraftis a classic example.

STORY, STORY, STORY [ Failed
Mission

Branching Storylines

® Story and gameplay are separate.
® Player advances the story by completing missions.

If you win, the story goes one way. If you lose it goes
the other. Sometimes it does not matter.
However, the number of options must be limited.

Wing Commander is the classic example.
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Independent Strands Offered as Quests

One large story, many small ones.

Small stories are optional quests.
Player can abandon a quest he is not interested in.

Commonly used in role-playing games.
Baldur’s Gateis a good example.

Cptional p
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Series of Puzzles that Advance the Plot

® Unlike the linear story punctuated by missions, in this
case the puzzles are part of the story.

® This is the classic adventure game mechanism.
(Adventure games never have repetition or randomness.)

® | ucasArts’ Monkey Island games are a good example.

Puzzle Puzzle Puzzle Puzzle Puzzle Puzzle Puzzle

STORY
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The Human Mental Response to Storytelling

= An ordinary story is a linear jigsaw puzzle.
Everything must fit together.

®" This is how the reader understands and
believeswhat is happening.

" This is also how the reader feels emotionally
satisfied.

READER

The Story as a (Linear) Jigsaw Puzzle

= |f a piece is missing, or the wrong piece is
there, then the reader is confused or will not
like the story.

?
READER @ @ @
~ | '

STORY |

o~

(part missing) {

s

STORY
{wrong part) =

!
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The Movie Casablanca

® The script was not finished before they started
filming the movie.
This is very unusual.

The writers were writing new scenes the day before
they were filmed.

The writers did not know how it would end!
® The time is 1941, during World War I
America is not yetin the war.
®= The place is Casablanca

Itis technically unoccupied (Vichy) France.

The Germans have no official power, but great

influence.
1

The Setting of Casablanca

®* The town of Casablanca, French Morocco.

® The time: 1941, during World War |II.
Casablanca is technically part of Vichy
(unoccupied) France, but Germany has a powerful
influence.
Many refugees from the war are trying to escape to
Lisbon (truly neutral) and then on to America.

To leave they must have a visa or a “Letter of
Transit” (a document allowing anyone to go).

The Chief of Police is corrupt. He sells visas for a lot
of money.
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The Major Characters in Casablanca

lsa Lund

Victor Laszlo ) - Rick Blaine
Y -

Resistance hero Runs a club in Casablanca
llsa's husband Isa's old lover
13

The Background of the Story

llsa was married to Victor, a Resistance hero.
llsa learned that Victor had been killed.

Rick and llsa met and fell in love, in Paris.

lisa learned that Victor was not dead after all.

llsa returned to Victor, but the Germans were marching
into Paris and there was no time to explain to Rick.

Two years pass. Rick becomes bitter. He cares for
nobody but himself. He moves to Casablanca.

Victor and llsa meet Rick in Casablanca, trying to
escape from the Germans.

llsa and Rick realize they are still in love.
Only Rick can help them... but will he? .,
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The Minor Characters in Casablanca

French Chief of Police German head of the Gestapo
Louis Renault Major Strasser

{corrupt, afraid of the Gestapo) (desperate to keep Laszlo
in Casablanca)

15

The Background of the Story

® Chief of Police Louis Renault is corrupt.

If there is a crime he does not want to investigate,
he always says, “Round up [arrest] the usual
suspects.” This is treated as a sort of joke.

He does not like the Germans, but he is afraid of

them. He will not give or sell Victor Laszlo a visa.
" Major Strasser is from the Gestapo.

He is trying to stop Victor Laszlo from leaving, but

he needs an excuse to hold him.

He cannot simply kill him because it will cause a

diplomatic incident.
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Now the Writers Have a Big Problem!

= |If llsa goes with Rick...

Rick can use his Letters of Transit to take llsa
away.

llIsa must leave her husband, a Resistance hero.
" If llsa goes with Victor...

Rick must give his Letters of Transit to them.
® This means he cannot use one for himself.

llsa and Rick will never see each other again.

* Both men have very strong emotional claims
on llsa.

How Do They Get Away?

= Captain Renault will not do anything to help.
® Major Strasser is determined to stop them.

= Something must happen to force the situation.
Victor dares not create an excuse to arrest him.

llsa is too exhausted to think for herself any longer.
Rick knows llsa loves him and wants to keep her.

= Someone must do something... but what?
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Now we find out!

What Did the Writers Do?

®= The writers could not decide.
®= Then suddenly, they had an idea:
“Round up the usual suspects!”

" From this, they could solve the jigsaw puzzle.

“Round up the usual suspects” means there will be
a crime, but the criminal will escape.
What crime?
B |t must be murder. Murder is thedramatic crime.
Who will be killed?
® Who do we all hate? We all hate Major Strasser.
B |f Major Strasser dies, then Victor can escape.

20
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What Did the Writers Do?

= Who will kill Major Strasser?
Victor? No. That would destroy his heroic, noble status.
llsa? No. She is not a killer.
Captain Renault? No. He is too afraid of the Gestapo.
Rick? Yes. Because Rick understands that he must now fight.

® Who will llsa go with?

Rick? No. Because even though she loves him, the war is
more important. And Rick is now a wanted criminal.

Victor? Yes. Because he needs her to help him in his work.
= |t was possible to write a different story, but it would
have required more scenes. There was no time and no
money.

The Ending

Rick is redeemed from his life of selfishness.
He will give up his love for the sake of the war.

He tells lisa that she must go with Victor.

“If that plane |leaves the ground and you’re not with him, you’ll regret
it. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but soon, and for the rest
of your life.”

Victor and llsa get on the plane.
Major Strasser arrives and tries to stop them.
Rick kills Major Strasser. The plane leaves.

Captain Renault thinks for a moment. Then he
tells his men, “Round up the usual suspects.”

--the end -- =
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Casablancals A Great Story

®= The ending is believeable and emotionally
satisfying.
" The pieces all fit together perfectly.

® |t could have been different, but that would
have required more filming.
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What does this

have to do with
interactivity?
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NOTHING!

Why Casablanca Cannot Be An Interactive Story

® Casablancais a great movie, but the author must have
total control of it.

Like a jigsaw puzzle, there is only one way that it works.

® But games are about giving the control to the p/ayer.

If the player can change Casab/anca, the emotional power of
the story is destroyed.
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Emotional Limits of the Jigsaw Story

If the player has freedom, he can make choices that
feel emotionally wrong.
What if the player wants llsa to kill Victor and become the
lover of Major Strasser? @ @ &
Emotional limits of a single avatar character:

Like a first-person bocok, the player knows that the avatar is
not supposed to die in the middle of the story.

To really make a player sad, kill his friends, not him.

Emotional limits caused by replayability:

If something happens that the player does not like, he just
reloads and tries again.

Emotional power comes from the fact that there are
things we cannotfchange.
llsa must a/waysleave Rick and go with Victor.
27

Three Problems for Interactive Storytellers

®* The Problem of Internal Consistency
®* The Problem of Narrative Flow

® The Problem of Amnesia
“Amnesia” is a medical condition.

It means that you cannot remember who you are,
where you live, or what happened to you in the
past.
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The Problem of Internal Consistency

®= How do you make sure the player fits the
jigsaw puzzle together correctly?

® Suppose the player’s avatar is Superman.

Can Superman ignore someone who needs help?

B No. Superman always helps. Otherwise he is not
Superman.

What if the player wanis to ignore someone who
needs help?
B Either the player changes the nature of Superman, or...
B We take the player’s freedom away.
" Do we want a “correct” jigsaw puzzle, or do
we want the player to have freedom?

29

The Problem of Narrative Flow

= Every story has a dramatic climax.
Long stories have smaller ones as well.

®" How can you be sure the player is ready for
the dramatic climax when it happens?

DRAMATIC CLIMAX //i/\\
~
.";.

ACTION IN A SHORT STORY ACTION IN %ONG STORY
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Setting Up a Dramatic Climax

® |[n a book or a movie, the author has total
control.

The author makes sure that all things, people,
events, etc. are in the right situation for the
dramatic climax.
" |In a game, there is one character the designer
does notcontrol: the player!
The designer cannot make the player do things.

If the player has freedom, it is hard to make the
narrative flow correctly, to make sure the dramatic
climax will work.

The Dramatic Climax of Casablanca

= Everyone is at the airport. They are ready.
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Solution #1 to the Problem of Narrative Flow

® Limit the interactivity somehow.

Disconnect the interactivity from the story.

® Don't allow the player to change the story.

B This happened in Starcraft.
Give the player interactivity, but it does nothing.

E |t only feels like it affects the story, but really it does not.
Kill the player if he leaves the story you made!

B Dragon’s Lair (old arcade game): Only one correct
decision at each point. If you make the wrong choice, you
die.

= Not really a good solution. The player wants
interactivity! Thatis why he is playing!

33

Solution #2 to the Problem of Narrative Flow

= Allow the world to continue around the player.
This permits interesting worlds that feel alive.
Even if the player does nothing, the story goes on.

" If the player is not ready, he loses the game!
The game is really a time-challenge.

The player must achieve every task before the
dramatic climax happens.

" Not a good solution. The player loses the game
a lot, because he is not ready.
He has to start over again and again and again...

102




Solution #3 to the Problem of Narrative Flow

= Tie the movement of the story to the player’s
actions. This is the adventure game solution.

When the player does the right thing, the story goes
forward.

When the player does the wrong thing, or nothing,
the story just waits.

The dramatic climax only happens when the player
has done everything necessary.

®* This works, but it feels mechanical.
The story stops and starts all the time.

35

The Problem of Amnesia

® The people /in a story live in their world.
They know what is in the world, how it works.
They do not have to explore it.

" The player comes into the world from outside.
The player does notknow whatis in the world.
He has amnesia: no memory of being here before.

The player must explore everything and talk to
everyone in order to understand it.

® This is not normal for a story!
But even a story requires a careful introduction.
We must learn to make better ones.
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Three Problems for Interactive Storytellers

= Here are the problems again:
The Problem of Internal Consistency
The Problem of Narrative Flow
The Problem of Amnesia

® What can we do about them?

= Unfortunately, not very much.

These problems are caused by the fundamental
nature of narrative itself.

Interactivity and Narrative

® There is a tension between interactivity and
narrative.

® Narrative is about the author’s control.
The author must have authority.

The author takes you by the hand and leads you
through the story.

= |Interactivity is about the player’s freedom.
The player chooses his own path through the story.
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John Fowles on Computer Games

“We wish to create a world as real as, but other than, the
world thatis... This is why we cannot plan. We know a
world is an organism, not a machine. We know that a
genuinely created world must be independent of its
creator; a planned world (a world that fully reveals its
planning) is a dead world. It is only when our characters
and events begin to disobey us that they begin to live...
What has changed is that we are no longer the gods of
the Victorian image, omniscient and decreeing, but in
the new theological image, with freedom our first
principle, not authority.”

— The French Lieutenant’s Woman, 1968
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Is It Really a War?

®" No.
Interactivity and narrative are not in confiict.

They are in an inverse relationship.
B The more you have of one, the less you have of the other.

You must find the right balance between them.

=

INTERACTIVITY NARRATIVE

- | =
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One Possible Solution

= |nteractivity and narrative work together to
entertain the player.
Some games need no narrative, like Telr/s.
A narrative with no game is a book or movie.
" Interactivity lets people do things they could
not really do. | think this is why they play.
People play games to feel freedom and power.
®= Narrative creates the situation and the world

they play in, but does not determine the
actions.

Think About These Two Kinds of People

: R L
Soldiers in the trenches in World War L A wealthy businessman in Peru
They have a role to play in the war, during World War |.
but they have no freedom to decide He has total freedom to choose his
what they will do or how. actions, but he is too far from
the war to affect it meaningfully.

(A rail-shooter: all you do is shoot)
(GTA if you jusfidrive around)

106



We Need A Hero Between These Extremes

A commando...
A resistance fighter...
A spy...

Someone who is
involved in an important
situation, but has some
freedom (but not total
freedom) to choose his

own actions. Sidney Reilly
“Ace of Spies”

43

QOur Role as Designers

® | believe that we should not try to tell stories.

If the player wants to hear a story, he can read a
book or watch a movie.

® | believe itis our role to create worlds in which
stories can happen.

® We create the context - the world - then we
give the player freedom within that world.

Some games allow you to achieve a goal in many
different ways. How you do it is up to you.

= MMORPGs like Lineage also do this.

a4
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My Dream for Interactive Narratives

®= Games that separate interactivity and
narrative are only temporary solutions. They
are not true interactive narratives.

STORY . \STORY /‘_\smm ,’/-m\smnr r’(
Missian @ @ L

® |n a true interactive narrative the story and the
action are one thing, with no interruptions.

We can do this now in a limited way.
® We can make interactive Schwartzenegger movies.
Half-Lifeis a good example. Butitis too linear.
45

The Future of Digital Storytelling

So far, we have concentrated on fixed narratives.
Even branching narratives are fixed.
These solutions work well if the story is mostly a reward.
In the future we will create variabl/enarratives that
can change, yet remain dramatically coherent.

A computerized version of a human Dungeon Master.
The Dungeon Master creates the world...
...but he also can change the world (and the story
opportunities) in response to the player’s actions and
interests.

This is called “Automated Storytelling.”
It needs a lot of work on Al about stories and gameplay.
This is the biggest challenge in the entire ﬁah:lﬁ;Es
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Work on Automated Storytelling

® The Erasmatron
Chris Crawford
www.erasmatazz.com
A story-generation system with parameterized
“story fragments” that can be used with different
characters. Each fragment has several responses.
® Facade
Michael Mateas and Andrew Stern
www.interactivestory.net

An Al-based “interactive drama” system that
simulates human characters in a limited situation.

47

The End
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Appendix K: Postmodernism and the Three Types of
Immersion

By Ernest Adams
Gamasutra
July 9, 2004

Last month in this space, | publishegldtt Game Designer, No Twinkie"VAmong
the Twinkie Denial Conditions | listed was the gree of making references in in-
game conversations to out-of-game objects. My eXxauf@s suggested by Gregg
Tavares) wad/etal Gear SolidMGS).

After the column came out, a number of people wirotee complaining that it was
unfair to deny a Twinkie to Hideo Kojima, the desg ofMGS on this basis,
becauseMGSis full of things like that; it is “postmodern” dnintentionally self-
referential. | see their point in one respect:asva deliberate decision, not laziness
or sloppiness on the part of the designer, as rmangkie Denial Conditions are.
But that doesn’t mean | have to like it.

It has become popular in recent years (by whicledmthe last 20 or so) to include
winking references in books and movies to the tla&t the thing you’re watching or
reading is only a book or a movie. This is the piicf a certain flavor of modern
literary theory, which holds that perfect commutimais impossible, so there’s no
point in trying to put across a serious messaggedd, let’s just have some fun. You
can tell that “fun” is their aim because many défoims of postmodernism tend to
include the word “playful” to describe this busiaas self-reference and winking at
the audience.

| don’t have any patience for this kind of self4ihglence. One of the worst
annoyances of video gaming is the designers wha teahow off how clever they
are. Interrupting the players’ immersion in ordereémind them “Don’t forget, it's
only a game!” may be the designers being playful,tbe game is supposed to
provide gameplay for the players, not for the daesig. Such cute gimmicks don’t
improve the players’ experience; they harm it. #'direct slap in the face. Imagine if
Ridley Scott, for example, had done that righthi@a iniddle of the most suspenseful
parts ofAlien, or if Tom Clancy did it in the middle ¢fatriot GamesAs the
audience, we would be rightfully infuriated.

I’'m not saying that it's bad in every single ingtansometimes, works can contain
homage to other works that are genuinely amusirsg¢o At one point in LucasArts’
The Secret of Monkey Islan@uybrush Threepwood, our hero, is asked his name.
One of his options is to say, “My name is Bobbindddbare,” the name of the hero
of a completely different LucasArts gant@mom If you choose this option, the
person you're talking to retorts, “Oh yeah? Wedluy mother was a duck!”
(Bobbin’s mother inLoomturned into a swan.) | laughed out loud. This aas
inside joke, but a good one.

But there’s a distinct difference betweEne Secret of Monkey IslaathdMGS
Monkey Islandvas a light comedy throughout; almost nothing @litonas serious.
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Ron Gilbert, its designer, could afford to be “gldyif he wanted, because the
player was not deeply immersed in a life-or-deatigglle.MGS on the other hand,
was about preventing a catastrophe. How are weoseagito care if the game is
interrupting us all the time to tell us that it da& really matter?

| don’t know enough about Japanese culture to dativerMGSs self-referential
nature was an attempt to be postmodern. But lalwddby my original assertion that
it's out of place in a story of adventure. Satg®ne thing-iMGSwere a send-up
like, say,No One Lives Forevethen | could see it. But it wasn't; it claimedle
serious.

Thinking through all this suddenly brought me te tkalization that there are
different forms of immersion. We talk a lot aboonnersion and suspension of
disbelief in the game industry, but we seldom dbtugy to define it or to
understand how it works. | think there are at I¢laste kinds, and they are created
and destroyed by different means.

Tactical Immersion

Tactical immersion is immersion in the moment-byment act of playing the game,
and is typically found in fast action games. It'’sat people call being “in the zone”
or “in the groove.” It's physical and immediate. @hyou’re tactically immersed in
a game, your higher brain functions are largelyt sloavn and you become a pair of
eyes directly communicating with your fingers. &8 almost meditation-like state-
the Tetris Trance.

Tactical immersion is produced by challenges sinepleugh to allow the player to
solve them in a fraction of a second. Ask him fokHor any longer than that, and
you risk destroying the trance. Players who ar@lgaenmersed in the tactics of a
game aren’t much concerned with its larger strafégeldom has any besides
survival), and couldn’t care less about its st&@gmetimes a game has a larger
strategy that you come to be aware of through tepgalaying, and you can change
your approach the next time you play, but for trestipart the tactical nature of your
immersion remains the same.

To create tactical immersion, you must offer yolawyprs a flawless user interface,
one that responds rapidly, intuitively, and aboNeediably. Players won’t get into
the groove if they're struggling with slow, awkwardntrols. Tactical immersion is
usually destroyed by abrupt changes in the natutteecgameplay, a shift in the user
interface, or a boss character who can’'t be deddhte same way that other enemies
are.

Strategic Immersion

Strategic immersion, on the other hand, is a catéiimd of involvement with the
game. It's about seeking a path to victory, oeast to optimize a situation. The
highest, most abstract form of strategic immerssoexperienced by chess masters,
who concentrate on finding the right move amon@st wumber of possibilities.
When you're strategically immersed, you're obsegyicalculating, deducing.
However, this doesn’t have to mean that the gamgmsbased, nor does it even
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have to be about conflict. The player who intestiydies patterns of traffic i&im
City in order to decide where to build a new roadratsgically immersed in the
game.

In order to achieve strategic immersion, a gamet wifisr enjoyable mental
challenges. What destroys strategic immersion lsaasd or illogical gameplay.
Units with bad path-finding, for example, break ghayer's sense of immersion,
because they don’t obey orders the way the pldayeks they should. Too much
randomness tends to destroy strategic immersiorelisif a game is heavily
dependent on chance, the player will find it hardormulate an effective strategy.

Players who are deeply involved in the strategthefgame are seldom that
interested in the story. Chess players couldn& ¢ess that the pieces are named for
the members of a medieval court; the only thing thatters is where they are and
how they move. Deeply strategic players often igrtbe story entirely, thinking of it
only as a distraction.

(One of my designer friends is a game master ierg long-running pencil-and-
paper RPG. She constructs deep and rich storidsefgolayers, but they don’t care,
which she finds frustrating. They're all, as shéspt) “a bunch of min-max-ing rules
lawyers,” intent on wringing the last ounce of neattatical advantage out of any
situation, regardless of the storyline. She creasesatives to immerse them in; they
immerse themselves in the strategy instead.)

Narrative Immersion

Narrative immersion in games is much the sameiasritbooks or movies. A player
gets immersed in a narrative when he or she stagare about the characters and
wants to know how the story is going to end. Tray@t who is immersed in the
narrative can tolerate a certain amount of badegjraand tactical gameplay. Few
games have stories good enough to excuse reallglagdbut people who are
hooked and want to know how it ends will usuallgdeok, say, a slightly awkward
interface or a feeble Al.

What creates narrative immersion is good storyig/land what destroys it is bad
storytelling: clumsy dialog, stupid characters,aatistic plots. The skills needed to
create narrative immersion are quite different fibiwse needed to create strategic
and tactical immersion, which is why smart studioe professional writers to create
their storylines rather than leaving them to theigleers.

So here’s what | think was going on wMGS Kojima was assuming that the player
had a strong desire to beat the game, regardlegkather he or she liked the story
or not. Kojima thought he could afford to play postlernist tricks because the
player would be strategically or tactically immetse the game, and destroying his
or her narrative immersion wouldn’t really do argrin-supposedly. Unfortunately,
not all players are motivated by a desire to winit®own sake. Some play in order
to find out how the story comes out, so to thera,gélf-referential nature MGS
could only be irritating. Different players prefdfferent kinds of immersion.
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As far as I'm concerned, the bottom line on thisckof stuff is, don’t do it unless
you know you can get away with it, and the jokeelly worth the cost. As Brian
Moriarty put it, “[suspension of disbelief] is hata achieve and hard to maintain...
One reference to anything outside the imaginarydwiu’'ve created is enough to
destroy that world.” Part of what saldGSwas its strong storyline, so there was a

good chance that these gimmicks would annoy sontieecdudience—as indeed they
did.
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Appendix L: Dramatic Novelty in Games and Stories

By Ernest Adams
Gamasutra
November 15, 2004

A few years back, the BBC aired a TV science fitiiomedy calledRed Dwarf
about a slobby space-technician named Lister, @ghain simulation of his nerdy
roommate (Rimmer), an android, and a strangelyvexbtat, all stranded in deep
space. It was very funny and the first few seriesenstrikingly original. The
following is an excerpt from series 4, episodergitied “Meltdown.” It introduces
this month’s subject better than | could myself:

RIMMER: So there we were at 2:30 in the morningials beginning to wish |
had never come to cadet training school. To théhsey water—there was
no way we could cross that. To the east and weastatwies squeezed us in a
pincer. The only way was north; | had to go faand pray the gods were
smiling on me. | picked up the dice and threw tixes. Caldecott couldn’t
believe it. My go again; another two sixes!

[some time later]
RIMMER: So a six and a three and he came back avitiree and a two.

LISTER: Rimmer, can’t you tell the story is notgwing me? I'm in a state of
non-grippedness, | am completely smegging ungripfédt the smeg up.

RIMMER: Don’t you want to hear thRiskstory?
LISTER: That's what I've been saying for the lafiebn minutes.

RIMMER: But | thought that was because | hadn’t gothe really interesting
bit.

LISTER: What really interesting bit?

RIMMER: Ah well, that was about two hours latetteathe’'d thrown a three
and a two and I'd thrown a four and a one. | picdpdhe dice...

LISTER: Hang on Rimmer, hang on... the really iesting bit is exactly the
same as the dull bit.

RIMMER: You don’t know what | did with the dice thgh, do you? For all
you know, | could have jammed them up his nostniégd-butted him on the
nose and they could have blasted out of his e&at Would've been quite
interesting.

LISTER: OK, Rimmer. What did you do with the dice?

RIMMER: | threw a five and a two.
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LISTER: And that’s the really interesting bit?
RIMMER: Well, it was interesting to me, it got mea Irkutsk.

Two lines in this exchange actually say somethimigegmeaningful about games and
stories. Lister says, “the really interesting biekactly the same as the dull bit” and
later Rimmer says, “well, it was interesting to nagot me into Irkutsk.” Lister is
bored to tears with Rimmer’s endless story albtisk and of course to an outside
observerRiskis a dreadfully repetitious game. Rimmer findsiéresting because
he was personally involved.

The subject of this month’s column is dramatic rigvim the context of games and
stories. | have a longstanding interest in the lg@rolk of interactive narrative, and |
have recently begun to do some thinking aboutguattly how stories and games
entertain us—how they produce enjoyment in our sifithe exchange above is
directly on point.

As | have written before, part of the basis foemttive narrative is an equation—or
an analogy, if you prefer—that we make between dtantension (“what’s going to
happen next?”) as it is found in stories, and gdayeg@nsion (“am | going to
overcome this challenge?”) as it is found in ganes. story, it is up to the author to
provide a resolution of the dramatic tension. jaene, the resolution of gameplay
tension is an action taken by the player to oveanchallenge created by the game
designer. Sometimes the player succeeds; soméhenksls and has to try again.

If we, as game designers, think of ourselves aaiag interactive narratives (and
many of us do not, of course), then we are eithpli@tly or implicitly buying into
this analogy: the notion that gameplay tensioikes dramatic tension and perhaps
interchangeable with it. However, as Rimmer’'s Rigky illustrates, this doesn’t
always work. Risk is a terrible basis for a stéfgr one thing, it has no characters
apart from the players themselves, and the plapersonal qualities as human
beings have almost nothing to do with the coursevehts in the game. Worse,
however, is the fact that those events are alkalonquering one country in Risk is
just like conquering any other country. Becauseatboard game for the general
public (as opposed to hardcore board gamers)sisimple, easy-to-learn rules, and
that makes it repetitious. This repetition is bba—even exciting—to the players
of the game because they are personally involvddeaary move affects their
progress towards victory or defeat.

The reader of a story, on the other hand, is entexti byongoing noveltyA story
should never contain two identical events. Rattengs should happen that the
reader didn’t anticipate. Characters should expiess personalities through their
words and actions. This can happen in a big wayognama) or in a subtle way
(drama). Even if a story takes place between amtydharacters in one room, it can
still contain novelty, as the characters convergkraveal things about themselves,
their pasts, and their relationships with each rofimel third parties. (See the J.D.
Salinger short story, “Uncle Wiggly in Connecti¢dgr a classic example.) Many
stage plays, especially modern ones in which tisdrtle change of scenery, work
on exactly this principle.
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In games, sometimes you get behind and have to ieagkt ahead again.
Backgammon is a perfect example: your men get kesbckto the bar, and you have
to get them back on the board. This is part ofgdmmeplay, part of the struggle to
defeat the other player, and the lead can changgshaany times before the game
ends. But characters in stories almost never tage back and do something over.
They are occasionally thwarted in their plans,rmrmally they don't just try the
same plan again later. Instead, the characterstora try a different approach to the
problem, and that provides further novelty to thader. In backgammon, however,
you’re not allowed to try a different approach. figie only one way to get your men
back on the board, so that's what you have to do.

From time to time | come across fantasy fictiortloe Web that consists of the
“dramatized” progress of a pencil-and-paper rolsplg game. These, too, are
seldom good stories. They're often written by peapho can’t write well, but the
bigger problem is that they are accounts of evématsoccurred by chance—die-
rolling, to be specific. As a result, these evaritsn feel haphazard and incoherent.
“We set off to slay the dragon, but on the way tiadf party were killed in a surprise
attack by trolls. We had to drag their bodies hactown to get them reincarnated
before setting out again.” This is perfectly readikRPG gameplay, but it's poor
storytelling unless the troll attack teaches usetbing meaningful about the
characters. Otherwise it's just a random inciderglevant to the main plot.

In a good storynothinghappens by chance and nothing is irrelevant. Even
something seems irrelevant to the reader, the astitauld have had a reason for
including it. That is the nature of authorship.r&e are not created by die-rolling,
but by design. Their novelty is constructed bydh#hor to keep the reader interested
and the story going forward.

These two characteristics of many games, repetimhrandomness, make for poor
stories. It's worth noting that the classic adveatgame avoids both. It avoids
repetition because its challenges are usually memaphysical (you don’t have to
try things again and again), and because theysarally symbolic rather than
numeric (you'’re trying to solve a series of uniguezles, not to rack up points or
money). It avoids randomness, again because itlengas are non-numeric, and
random setbacks are tiresome and irrelevant icaheext of storytelling. If the
player receives a setback in an adventure gammyst be for a reason—a
deliberately constructed reason, just like a sétloae story. This is why the classic
adventure game comes closest to interactive nagrafiany game genre we have yet
invented.

Although it may sound odd, I think rail-shootetselHalf-Life are actually our next-
most storylike genre after adventure games. Thendtderribly sophisticated stories
—characterization is almost nonexistent—nbut thailrlike nature keeps them
moving forward. It's seldom necessary to go backlsan a rail-shooter, and the
layout of the challenges is pre-determined, notloam They're the videogame
equivalent of an action flick—which is why actidicks such a®ie Hard make
pretty decent videogames. (Of course many peogppeatally women, find action
flicks tediously repetitive too: run, shoot, pundb, it again. Action flicks are stories,
but rarely deep ones.)
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In summary, | believe one of the keys to interactiarrative is to provide a
continuous sense of forward progress—or at leassense of completely retrograde
progress—and a feeling that everything that happetiee game world happens for a
reason related to the storyline, not happenstanaeaident. To provide true
dramatic novelty, a videogame designer must abtamn two of the tools in our
traditional gameplay toolbox, repetitious play aaddomness.
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Appendix M: Interactive Narratives Revisited: Ten
Years of Research

Ernest W. Adams

2005 Game Developers’ Conference

This is an approximate transcript of the text oflegture, delivered at the
Game Developers’ Conference on March 9, 2005 ese@nt it in this form
because the nature of the material does not les&dfito the traditional paper
format. Also, because the lecture is informal amddme extent ad-libbed,
this is not a verbatim document.

Introduction

Good afternoon. This lecture is “Interactive Nauas Revisited: Ten Years of
Research.” I'm Ernest Adams.

I’'m going to begin by giving you the backgroundtloik lecture. Ten years ago at this
conference | gave a lecture callethé Challenge of the Interactive MoViét that
time there was a great deal of excitement aboatantive movies. The CD-ROM

had recently been invented and there was room lfairraore content in our games,
so the notion of making an interactive movie seeot®dous. Interactivity is cool,
movies are cool, therefore interactive movies naustrtiori be cool squared.
Everybody was talking about convergence, and Tawkins was running around
yelling about the New Hollywood, which was goingmake his new machine, the
3DO Multiplayer, a colossal worldwide smash megahit

Ahem. Yes. Well, we’ll try not to dwell on that taouch.

Looking back at the situation at that time, textexttures had already died as a
commercial genre, but graphical adventure games stél the biggest, richest, best-
looking games around. They had held this positiogainks largely to the work of
Sierra On-line, for most of a decade.

Some of the hottest games of that period were regitheenture games or contained
large story elements. I'll give you a few exampssa reminder:

* The 11th HouKVirgin Interactive Entertainment, 1995)

* Full Throttle (Lucasarts, 1995)

* PhantasmagorigSierra On-Line, 1995)

* Wing Commander lll: Heart of the TigéElectronic Arts, 1994)
* Night Trap(SEGA Corporation, 1992)

* Voyeur(Philips Interactive Media, 1993)

* Under a Killing Moon(Access Software, 1994)

If anybody needs convincing about the seriousnkEs“interactive movie” stuff
at the time, note that/ing Commander lifeatured Mark Hamill and Malcolm
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Macdowell, andJnder a Killing Moonincluded no less than James Earl Jones,
Margot Kidder, and Brian Keith.

One of the conclusions | arrived at, looking at\theety of games that were being
called “interactive movies” at the time, was tha impossible to tell what an
interactive movie is supposed to be by lookingeptesentative samples. So many
different kinds of things got called “interactiveomes” at the time that they had
practically nothing in common.

My lecture contained a critique of the whole conegpnteractive movies, and in
fact | ended up saying that | didn’t believe themes any such thing as an interactive
movie at all, a remark which produced prolongececing in my largely techie bad-
attitude game developer audience. The challengfeeahteractive movie, |
concluded, was to make decent computer gamestm@&ftihe fact that the

marketing department will insist on sticking thilsatic label on your box.

So | abandoned interactive movies as a design ponoecause | couldn’t figure out
what they were supposed to be, and looked at ctteeanarratives from an abstract,
theoretical point of view. In that lecture, | idéied three key problems that | felt
made it difficult to create interactive narrative€a the idea behind this lecture is to
look back and see how things have changed sinaméd those problems... to see
if, perhaps, any of them have been solved.

Before | go any further, though, | need to issuksalaimer. When | proposed this
talk to the selection committee, it was my intentio try and read all the papers on
interactive narrative that have been published twetast ten years. Well, five or
even three years ago, that would have been easye 8ien, there has been an
explosion in research, and | simply haven’t bede @bkeep up with it all. For
example, | know that Chris Crawford has writtereavrbook on the subject, and |
haven't even gotten around to it yet.

So I'm sorry to say that this talk is not as conmgiresive as | would have liked it to
be. It's necessarily going to be a personal andesdmt haphazard look back. |
haven't had the time to research it in the deksit t would like.

Three Problems for Interactive Storytellers

These were the problems as | identified them atithe:

The Problem of Internal Consistency:How do we make sure a story is logically,
emotionally, and narratively coherent when the @tag out of our control? What if
the player is controlling Superman as his avatatrwants to do something very
unlike Superman: killing people at random, for ep#efd Or, using another example,
how could you possibly let a player modify the ppbCasablancavithout

destroying its emotional powe€asablancaends the way it must end; if you could
simply go back and change it, Rick’s heroic sacgifbecomes meaningless.

The Problem of Narrative Flow: How do we make sure the player is prepared for
the dramatic climax of the story when it arrives?
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The Problem of Amnesia:What do we do about the fact that story characters
understand the world they live in, but the plageamnesiac about that world? Why
does the player have to spend time at the begirofiegery game exploring what is
supposed to be his own natural environment?

| also identified a number of possible solutionsdme of these problems, but |
decided that most of them weren’t very satisfactory

The Problem of Internal Consistency, solution 1aDon'’t give the avatar enough
depth such that the playeanviolate his nature. In other words, don't let fiiayer
play Superman. Only let the player control somewitieout a personality.
Objection: this is hardly good storytelling! Bland, neutrabfagonists are not a
hallmark of great literature.

The Problem of Internal Consistency, solution 1bCreate a story so bland that
there are no emotions or activities that bamconsistentObjection: Ditto. It's not
good storytelling.

The Problem of Internal Consistency, solution 2Don’t give the player any

actions to perform that will allow her to violateetavatar's nature. In short, limit the
interactivity. Objection: this is hardly good gameplay! Placing limits og filayer

so that she cannot interfere with our nice storyoiswhat players come to games for.

The Problem of Narrative Flow, solution 1:Limit the player’s interactivity so she
can't really get off the path. Tell a linear stooy,force the player by some means or
other to stay on the right pat@bjection: Again, limited interactivity are not what
games are for, and | argued that players don’tb&iag chivvied along a fixed path.

The Problem of Narrative Flow, solution 2:Let time go on around the player, and
if she’s not ready for the dramatic climax wheodtnes, too badDbjection: This
turns all such games into a race against time.pldnger loses repeatedly and has to
reload all the time.

The Problem of Narrative Flow, solution 3:Tie advances in the plot to
advancement by the player. This is the classicradve game approach. The game
only moves forward as the player does, so the pliayguaranteed to be ready for the
dramatic climax when it arriveQbjection: This feels mechanical. You can tell that
nothing is happening unless you make it happentelfi@o sense of urgency.

The Problem of Amnesia, solution 1Make games in which the protagonist
character has amnes@bjection: This is not a major genre of literature. The
number of books and movies about a character wh@maesia is vanishingly
small. This solution is at best a poor workaround.

The Problem of Amnesia, solution 2Tell stories of a type in which it is reasonable
that the protagonist does not know what is goinglevo classic types ateeroic
guestsandmysteriesNot surprisingly, many games, especially advengamaes, fall
into these categorie®bjection: Although this solution works, it limits the kind$ o
stories we can tell rather sharply.
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So because none of these solutions really work, Wwedime to the conclusion that
there’s an inverse relationship between interagtand narrative. The more control
you exercise as the author, the less freedom yaite player, and vice versa. You
can't really maximize both. At best you can seektttke a satisfactory balance
between them.

| ended that lecture with what might almost be abered an anti-narrative
manifesto. | gave a pean of praise to the wondergeractivity, and then |
concluded:

“It's not our job to tell stories. It's our job to create worldsin which stories can
happen. To build playgrounds for the mind.”

The Road We've Travelled

So that was the state of things in 1995, as | s&mt | now want to take a look at
some of the things we’ve done since then, staxtitig the game industry itself.

The most obvious change is that stories have begareep into other genres, and in
fact those genres are enlivened and enriched loy.the

Role-Playing Games

RPGs have had stories for a long time, but theesaibnes weren’t very good. They
started with randomly-generated dungeons and caetplivial storylines, and the
introduction of richer stories has been smoothgmdual. Thd-inal Fantasyseries
is well-respected for its stories, although in npynton, Planescape: Tormeris
probably the best example to date in terms of tradity of the writing.

Shooting Games

Since 1995 we've invented the rail-shootdetal Gear SolidHalf-life, and so on. In
some respects these are the most successful bébhaysaap the linear story onto
the physical space. However, the type of story’tbegble to tell is quite restricted.
It's consistent and flows properly, but it is nesadly about, well, shooting things.
To paraphrase another saying, if all you haveB&&9000, then everything looks
like a cacodemon.

Action Games

One of our most important achievements has beewémted the action-adventure, a
genre somewhere between the mindless frenzy dfald@ional action game, and the
slow, deliberate puzzle-solving of the traditioadlenture gameéndiana Jones and
the Infernal Machines an early example of an action-adventure, ab@indahe
classic point-and-click approach of the earlierdsirtsindiana Jonegames.

Like RPGs, action games started with completelaristories, but have gradually
been including more and more story material. Téigartly due to the growth of
storage space on our mediums, and also partlyaddaelésire to appeal to larger
markets. Old-time hardcore gamers still buttonulgiothe story aspects as fast as
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they can so they can get straight into the killarid many of them decry or sneer at
the introduction of stories in action games. Thisp @omplain that action games are
getting too easy. But old-time hardcore gamersateindling percentage of the
overall market. As time goes on, they will be restlito a niche.

Strategy Games

We have begun to add stories to strategy gameasdalie missions together, with
varying successNarcraft Ill also introduced hero characters, and where yoa hav
characters you tend to have stories. This represeatoss-genre merging with role-
playing games.

Vehicle Simulators

Interstate 78vas a vehicle simulator with a story. The storgudentionally corny,
but effective.

In all these cases, story has remained secondgagneplay. The story provides
motivation and reward, but it is not the main thihg player is there for.

Adventure Games

And then of course there are the traditional adwengames—the ones that used to
be the biggest, richest games on the market. Fetieahajor publishers build them
any more. It's not as if they’'re dead, as many peofaim. It's just that the market
for them didn’t grow at the same rate as the mdikedll the other genres, so as a
percentage of the total, they're pretty small. dtswthe invention of the 3D
accelerator card that caused this huge growtheirother genres. The 3D accelerator
means we can provide more adrenaline, and enteréainthrough adrenaline is
easier to achieve than entertainment through elitiggzal challenges (puzzles), or
narrative experience.

So, as we can see from these games, story is clomgpethat’'s why we’ve begun
introducing it into strategy games and vehicle s$atars. We have a desire to use
stories in our games; it makes them feel richet.fButhe most part it remains a
backdrop. It's not the main point of the game.

What About the Problems?

And what about the three problems | described load®95? Well, for the most part,
we’ve avoided facing them.

The Problem of Amnesia

We're still making games with a lead character \whe amnesia, to try and cover up
the problem. We’'re also still mostly making mystsrand heroic quests. That’s all
well and good—it gets around the problem—but wa&ger going to fulfill the
potential of this medium if we limit ourselves twse two genres of literature.
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However, | have realized since then that evengteaies need an introduction of
some kind, even if it requires the reader to wobit&o understand what’s going on.
Really well-crafted novels or movies have very mibttroductions in which the
introductory material is so cleverly woven into et that you don’t notice that you
are being introduced to the characters and situstio

We have to learn how to craft better introductidbsmping a lot of expository
material on the reader or the player is bad praécti@any medium. We need to put
the player in environments or situations where teynot, or don’t feel a need, to
pick up everything they see. | think if we spentrentime crafting good
introductions, rather than just treating it as samce to be dealt with shortly before
shipping the game, we wouldn’t have such a probiétim player amnesia.

The Problem of Narrative Flow

Narrative flow is still a problem for us: how do weake sure the player is ready for
the dramatic climax when the dramatic climax oceu¥sr the most part, we're still
using Solution 3: advance the plot in synch with player’'s advances. And it still
feels mechanistic, especially when the player asrifust too late” to prevent
something, and no matter how fast they play theggdhey’re always “just too late.”

To some extent we have also switched to Solutidoy Inaking the games more
linear. Adventure games are now more linear thag tince were. Rail-shooters are
of course linear. What we do is map physical sjete the plot—onto time itself—
and then force the player to traverse the physigate. And the shape of that space
has become more linear than it used to be.

The Problem of Internal Coherency

With respect to the Problem of Internal Consistemay have arrived at a sort of
compromise. Let’s consider two types of people:
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Soldiers in the trenches during World War I. A wealthy Peruvian businessman
during World War 1.

On the left we have soldiers in the trenches dwifggld War I. They have a role to
play in the war, but no freedom to decide what twélydo or how. Their experience
is not unlike playing a rail-shooter: all they admis shoot, and advance if it is safe
to do so.

On the right we have a wealthy businessman in earing World War I. He has
complete freedom to choose his actions: the was doeconstrain him in any way.
On the other hand, he has no power to influencevtlre either. His experience is
analogous to the sandbox modezwhnd Theft Auto Itlyou can do what you like,
but what you do doesn’t have any effect on theystor

One group of people is totally constrained by tkectumstances—the story they're
in. The other person is completely unconstrainetihie’s not in the story at all.

In between these two types of people is someoherrapecial. Someone like a
commando, a resistance fighter, or a spy. Sometwasvnvolved in an important
situation, but has some freedom (but not totaldoee) to choose his own actions.
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Sidney Reilly, “Ace of Spies”

These kinds of people make good compromise heovestdrytelling games, because
they have a certain amount of freedom, but notmiteid freedom, to influence the
situation they're in.

Another thing that | think we have realized is thktyers don't really want to violate
a character’s essential nature anyway—at leastf tiaty’'re seriously involved in
the story. Sure, if you get to be Superman, ttst fiing you're going to do is see if
you can Kill a lot of people; but if you really waio experience the story, then it
won't bother you that Superman isn’t allowed tothese things.

The Resurgence of Linearity

| said earlier that | think we’ve gone back, somatylo telling linear stories. There
are multiple ways of approaching the issue of dnangstories—you can create
fully-branching storylines, with (possibly) multgokendings; you can create stories
that branch less often, and tends to remain waHew distinct plot lines; or you can
have what Charles Cecil calls “multilinear” storieswhich the main plot has
particular nodes that the playmustpass through, but there is a certain amount of
freedom in between these nodes.

The game industry has largely abandoned the ndsafforts to create fully
branching, or even partially-branching interactaratives. They're too expensive
to make, and it's not certain that players wameed them anyway. And they still
present design and development difficulties. Uniioately, it's easy to create stories
with logical inconsistencies in them if you haveamplicated branching plot.

In short, I think the industry hasn’t solved thest problems for interactive
storytellers so much as sought workarounds for thather than face them head on,
we’ve improved the quality of our storytelling bg,large part, abandoning our
efforts to be interactive about it. We have gomapologetically, back to basically
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linear stories. Interactivity earns you progresstuih the story, but it doesn’t have
much effect on the outcome.

Why We’'ve Had So Much Trouble

| now want to take a look at why, | believe, we édad so much trouble with these
problems. It begins with what | believe is a faibthlogy between narrative and
gameplay.

“Conflict” versus Dramatic Tension

Hollywood screenwriters use the term “conflict’reder to the essential problem of a
story. In this formulation, there are three kinfisanflict: interpersonal conflict,
conflict between a person and their environmensjmply internal conflicts among

a person’s emotions or desires.

Unfortunately, games are often seen in terms afflat” also—whether it's
immediate and direct, as in a war game, or morerétieally, as in a conflict of
interests between players in an economic simulalioformal game theory, a
“‘game” is defined as a situation in which thera monflict of interests.

The fact that we use the same words for both eagesrus to think that they are
analogous, and this leads us into error. | thirkHlollywood formulation is too
limited. Maybe it works for movies, but | don’t ttk it works for all literature. |
prefer to use a term that | learned in junior hsghool English classiramatic
tension Dramatic tension is more general than “conflextitl it avoids this spurious
emphasis on the opposition of forces. There iscomflict” in wondering whether
that cute guy is going to ask you to the prom dr bot there is dramatic tension.

Gameplay Tension

At the same time, there clearly is such a thingaameplay tension as well.
Gameplay tension arises from the player’s immergidhe game, his commitment
to advancement, his desire to win. There is gamydplasion in wondering whether
the roulette ball is going to drop in slot 17 ot.rféven in chess, a game of perfect
information with no element of chance, the gamepdagion arises from wondering
what your opponent is planning to do, and wondewhether she is smart enough to
figure out whatyou're planning to do.

The Disanalogies

Both dramatic and gameplay tension involve a cantarthe future, worrying about
the unexpected. But there are significant disanefg

First is therepetition disanologyGameplay tolerates repetition, and narrative does
not. When you are playing a game, you are willmgplerate a certain amount of
repetition—often quite a lot, in a game liResk—because you have a vested interest
in each maneuver, even if it is identical to arieamaneuver. In a story, however,
no event should ever occur twice, unless theraisesextremely good reason for it,
and even then, it would be very unusual.
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The second disanalogy between gameplay tensiodrandktic tension is the
randomness disanalog§ameplay tolerates random chance, and narrative rmte

If you're playing backgammon, you’re about to loged you happen to throw
double-sixes and thereby win the game, that’'s ptyfacceptable: it's the action of
chance. However, if you wrote the same scene targ,ghe reader would consider it
adeus ex machindt’s not acceptable for the hero of a story tesheed by luck.
Everything in a story should happen for a reason.

This is why traditional adventure games work, betian any other genre of
computer game, as stories. If they're well desigagdenture games contain neither
repetition nor randomness. Every puzzle is diffefeom every other puzzle, and
every puzzle has a logical, non-random solutionl-§eoters have this quality too.
By forcing you down a rail, the game can guaratiteéyou never run into the same
situation twice.

These two disanalogies lie at the heart of theendtVe expect different things from
narratives than we do from gameplay. Narrativeshat@ simple recounting of
events. They elide irrelevancies like getting dedssising the toilet, and eating.
Games elide some of these irrelevancies also, #tdheore besides. But narratives
also elidebacktrackingfalse startsanddead endsGames daot elide these
elements; they are part of gameplay. They are gabemgameplay tension, and this
is part of the reason that the analogy is faulty.

In his Gamasutraarticle, ‘Formal Abstract Design TogfsDoug Church makes a
reference to the “story” of a hockey game. Althoagyhrespect for Church is
boundless, | think he’s got the wrong end of thekdtere. If you relate the events of
a hockey game, it would be a bad story, includwveyg blocked shot and every
player who falls down and then gets up again. Mb#hose events, while exciting in
a game context, are boring and irrelevant in aystontext.

The central point here is that stories reqdir@matic noveltyThings must change
constantly, and they must never repeat. In garhesg tan be periods of stagnation,
when nobody gains any ground, and there can bersstances in which you end up
in exactly the same situation that you were in drefere. Games remain exciting in
spite of these things because gameplay tensioot e same as dramatic tension.
This, 1 think, is part of the reason that we’ve lsadmuch trouble merging
storytelling and gameplay: because they're noiragas as we think they are.

| would even venture a hypothesis—and | have noenpero evidence for this—that
the part of our brain that we use process stasi@s fiact different from the part of
our brain that we use to play games.

The Academy Earns a B-minus

| now want to take a look at what has been hapgenithe academic world in the
last ten years. The single biggest difference betd95 and now has been the
groundswell of academic research. Games have gomelfeing beneath its attention
to the hot new medium in about three years flam&aducation and research
programs are starting up at academic institutidinsvar the country and indeed the
world. Much of this work is straightforward teachiof game design and
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development as training for industry, and thatluahble because it means we will
have to do less on-the-job training.

With respect to interactive narratives specificatlgwever, the situation is a
fearsome muddle. There’s a lack of a common voeapua lack of a common
approach. And there are turf wars. Literary theésrg narrative—"narratologists”
believe that narrative is rightly their turf, ssitip to them to decide whaiteractive
narrative will be. Theorists of gameplay—"ludolagis—believe that interactive
entertainment itheir turf, and only they can properly decide what int&ve
narrative will be. These two camps are somewhatléd/between the United States
and Europe, with the narratologists in the USA #edludologists in Europe.
Regardless of where they are, they're not progngsas much as | would like.

The academy’s ability to progress is limited byesaV different things, which I'll
look at next.

Politics

A certain amount of academic literary debate isethin political and meta-political
issues. A good deal of literary criticism is wiittB'om a particular political
perspective: Marxism, feminism, post-colonialisime(study of works written in
post-colonial nations, e.g.. African and Southéasa), and so on. Among the meta-
political issues is the question of Structuralienp{esumption that the world is
organized according to some objectively identigaplinciples) versus post-
Structuralism (a presumption that the world is @aaconstruct with different
ideologies competing for control).

None of this is terribly useful for developing irdetive narratives. Although
analytical, it tends towards criticism rather tlta@ation, and it’s largely about non-
interactive narratives in any case. When debatestabteractive narrative get
bogged down in political issues, they go nowhere.

Quality

In creating literary theories, academics don’t tedte account the quality of the
storytelling. And that's quite appropriate: theyhet allowed to. Quality is
subjective, and theorists of literature are tryio@rrive at objective rules that apply
to all narratives without regard for quality. Iflyancorporate a subjective element
into the theory, then it opens everything up tostjoa.

That's OK for them but not for us. We need to eegtodstories. We're entertainers
and our primary concern is to leave people feedinigrtained. Whatever theory of
interactive narrative we use, it has to produceamgtold story, but stories that our
players believe in and want to be a part of. Acadeheorists of of narrative aren’t
usually worried about credibility or entertainmeatue. But adding interactivity and
gameplay to a story introduces elements which digtie credibility and the quality
of the story—as | described above in my three @noisl So because they're not
allowed to concern themselves with quality, thedacay isn’t able to address my
concerns.
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Postmodernism

Finally, many academic theorists are approachiegdsue from a postmodernist
perspective in which nearly anything can be a st®gme people see narrative in
everything. There’s currently a vogue for applymagratological principles to almost
anything; it's the buzzword du jour. Steve Jobsleen heard to make remarks in
the press about how it's important to define thet igeneration of user interfaces for
the Macintosh in storytelling terms. One has to e@rexactly what this means:
“Once upon a time there was a happy little filet theed all by itself in a pretty

folder in the middle of a huge hard drive?” Thisia helpful.

Jacques Derrida, the inventor of deconstructionisas once asked, “What is a
text?” And he replied that anything can be a té&&ll, if anything can be a text, and
narrative can be applied as a metaphor to anytkineg, any effort to formulate an
intellectually sound theory—in such a way thatah't be refuted, in other words—
ends up being hopelessly vague.

We have a similar problem with defining “gameplayour industry. There are so
many different kinds of gameplay that it's almasapossible to define it in terms that
are genuinely useful. Sid Meier, for example, fasipulefined it as “a series of
interesting choices.” Dino Dini has defined it agtéraction that entertains.” Both
these definitions are hard to argue with, but tague to be useful in ordinary
practice. For teaching purposes, | use a definitthith | know to be incomplete, but
which gives people something to build on. My defom is that gameplay consists of
the challenges the player is confronted with pheséctions she is allowed to take to
overcome those challenges. | know this definitemiticomplete because it doesn’t
include creative play, or the role of imaginatiorgameplay. However, it gives
people something to start with.

So, to the extent that a given professor or scherohins mired in a philosophical
search for ideal, irrefutable definitions, its waskunlikely to be useful to us. I'm
interested in the creation of good fiction, nohavel-gazing about the meanings of
terms.

Now For the Good News

This is not to say thatll the academy’s work has been useless. There ageatev
academics whose work has been directly helpfustmuhe game industry, where
interactive narrative is concerned. Janet Murréys@orgia Tech, of course, the
author ofHamlet on the Holodeclenry Jenkins of MIT has done some work on
issues to do with the use of time and space imaotee storytelling, among many
other things; he’s also one of our most fearle$sndkers when the Congressional
attack dogs are on the prowl. Joseph Bates ledyamwgortant project called Project
Oz at Carnegie-Mellon University. Project Oz is ndased down, but some
important work has come out of it. I'll talk abahgat later.

Most of these people have been working not on puiestract theories of narrative,
but examining existing computer games, trying talye them, and looking for
ways to make them better. In some cases, theyirgtto actually build running
software that could be useful in games.
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In addition the academy is doing plenty of valuaktek that is unrelated to
interactive narrative—Al, human-computer interactiaugmented reality and VR,
animation techniques, and so on.

Lindley’s Paper

| want to talk for a minute about an extremely usphper | recently read by a guy
name Craig Lindley. Lindley lives on an island lne Baltic Sea off the coast of
Sweden, in an ancient medieval town. His papealied “Story and Narrative
Structures in Computer Gaméand it's a very interesting survey which propose
some new ways of thinking about these things.

Lindley’s paper discussed the concept of Strudemaln narrative theory, the idea
that narratives have a generative substructurectitabe identified. Note that this is
different from the political Structuralism thatdferred to earlier, although there are
some related ideas. Structuralism is not a new, @®@ not new to me either, but he
explained it in a very lucid way.

Back in the 1920s, a researcher named Vladimirgvapte a pioneering work
calledMorphology of the Folktaldn it he presents an analysis of the structural
generative system underlying a genre of Russidntébés. Lindley writes, “Within
this system, a typical folktale is built around eexypes of character. The names of
the characters containing these functions diffeasftale to tale, but the type of
actions they perform are always the same.” Propgraened that these characters
can have 31 different types of plot functions ia traditional Russian folktale. This
is an example of narrative Structuralism, and almemof other people followed suit.
Joseph Campbell’'s work on the hero’s journey issitaStructuralism.

To describe how structuralism works, Lindley in@dda diagram in his paper, which
| am going to shamelessly steal from him.
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Narration

Form of: creates
Novel w__
Film «———=> Narrated text
Pla}." 4‘"':3.;*""'
Etc. e expresses
Plot
reveals
Story
instantiates
Structural
Substrate

Layers of meaning in narrative texts. Figure cesyt of Craig Lindley.

His diagram requires a slightly different use efmology. Thestory is a raw
sequence of events inorrect chronological order. Theplot is those events with
certain elisions, emphasis and de-emphasis, and perhaps re-ordered for dramatic
purposes. As Lindley puts it, “Its [the plot’s] function i® emphasize or de-
emphasize certain story-events, to interpret samdg@leave others to inference, to
show or to tell, to comment or to remain silent{dous on this or that aspect of an
event or character.” Thearrative instantiates the plot in a particular text

He goes on to say, “The reason for separatingttrg as a different level of
meaning from the narratives that express it idabtthat the same story may be
expressed in many different narratives, either withe same medium or across
different media.”[Emphasis mine.]

Now all of a sudden, we’ve got something we cankwuaith! For those of us who
are trying to create automated story-generatiotesys | think this is a very useful
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way of thinking about it. We might be able to busldtorytelling system that uses
templates to generate stories (in Lindley’'s serisesequence of events), then uses
heuristics and other rules to turn the story inpbcd, and finally some kind of
language-generation mechanism to narrate thergltvords.

It's not as if narrative Structuralism is somethimgyv—in fact, modern-day
narratologists consider it old-fashioned for thepmses of analysis, and in the world
of literary theory, it has largely been replacedobgt-Structuralism and
postmodernism. One of the critiques of Structumalis that it privileges the point of
view of the analyst: you cannot yourself stand idetshe system that you are
investigating. But in our case, we do have a ggeld point of view: as game
designers, we are creating the system in thefieste. Structuralism, even if it's out
of fashion, is something that we in the game ingustiould give serious thought to
as we try to create generative systems.

This ties directly into my next topic.

Embedded versus Emergent

At the 2000 Game Developers’ Conference, Marc Le8lgave a lecture called
“‘Emergent Complexity, Emergent NarratiVéle introduced the idea that narrative
can emerge from complex automated systems rataerftom pre-written blocks of
material. He made a distinction between what hie¢dembedded” and “emergent”
narrative. Embedded narrative is pre-constructed tiae player encounters and
experiences it in the course of gameplay. Emengamative arises out of the process
of playing.

This is not a completely new idea; people have lsegmg that the experience of
playingis the story of a game for a long time. However, lagt8l provided us with an
elegant formulation.

As | read this, | came to an important realizativet two of my Three Problems for
Interactive Storytellers—Internal Consistency aratridtive Flow—are problems
caused by embedded narrative. Tasablancgroblem is essentially a problem of
embedded narrative: the whole stasytoldfits together so tightly that any fiddling
with it would make it fall apart. But if it were eargent, it wouldn’t have a fixed
structure of any kind. It would be about llsa andtd showing up in Casablanca,
and the characters would have to work out for tledwes what was going to happen.
That might work—but it also might not produce asoéionally satisfying a
conclusion as the one that was deliberately coctstiufor the movie.

That “playgrounds for the mind” phrase from my lgetten years ago, was, in
effect, anticipating emergent narratives.

Emergent narratives, which can avoid the probledestribed, offer exciting
possibilities for the future of interactive narvati However, here are a lot of open
guestions about them.
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Tricky Issues for Emergent Narratives

It is a basic principle of game design that play#esto be told what to do. They
always need something that they're supposed todskimg towards. This is true in
all genres, not just narrative ones. Because emengeratives lack embedded
blocks of narrative material, they tend to be kgsscific about what the player ought
to be doing. | think it's important to realize tletsandbox mode” in a game is not
really the same as an emergent narrative. Sandbdesriet you do what you like
with no repercussions (generally). In an interactiarrative, your actions should
have narrative consequences.

During his lecture, LeBlanc pointed out severakogroblems as well:

Emergent properties don’t necessarily support thedntasy you're trying
to create.One of the characteristics of emergence is tisadlitficult to
predict. The very complexity that gives rise to ega@ice also means that
events will occur that you, as the designer, didspecifically intend. Those
events may not be consistent with the fantasy-éxpee you are trying to
create for your player.

Sometimes you get absurd fantasie8Vorse yet, you may get results that are
narratively absurd—non-credible plot lines and soThe system doesn’t
know it's trying to tell a story, so it has no idé#he story it tells is any good.

Because they're based on mathematical models, gbsagne familiar
problems:degenerate strategies, unintended feedback loop$idaso on.

Some people have characterized the pencil-and-palgeplaying gameDungeons
and Dragonsas a system for generating emergent stories.rtumfately, most of the
stories that D&D generates are poor. Like othereggrit includes large quantities of
randomness and repetition. To turn a D&D campangm & decent narrative, a
human is needed to convert the raw sequence ofewda a credible plot, then to
narrate the plot into an enjoyable text.

The MMOG Approach

Many people have argued that online games arentheea to interactive storytelling.
Among other things they enable players to expedaeamotions that it's difficult to
inspire in the single-player context. For examples long pointed out that most
videogames inspire only two emotions, “Yahoo!” ébamn!”, along with perhaps
frustration. Massively-multiplayer online games oaspire envy, jealousy, grief,
ambition, greed, and even lust if you use thencyixersex. They can do this
because they involve interactions with other reagbe rather than simply with a
simulation or an embedded story.

However, the ability to inspire emotion is not #ame thing as the ability to narrate
successfully. As | said earlier, one of the prolddor interactive narrative is the
author’s lack of control over the player. MMOGs Hdgust have one player who's
out of your control; they have tens of thousands.
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In practice, it has proven difficult to create gttike gameplay for individual online
players. If a story-like activity (a quest, for exale) is available to all players, then
the outcome of the quest is always posted on @Hirletin boards and well-known
to all the players in advance. And in any casegua#ting a quest that has already
been undertaken by thousands of other people tafbsriost of its meaning. A real
hero is a unique individual facing unique circumst&s. You cannot meaningfully be
a hero among thousands of other heroes, at le#tst iiterary sense of the term.

Large-scale events, rather than individual quegisk somewhat better. You can
cause the population of an MMOG to experience a aatague, a drought, or some
other cataclysmic event that affects all of thetnessful circumstances tend to
produce stories, and where each player was angsheweacted to the event may be
different. However, they aren’t guaranteed to poeda story-like experience for
every player.

It seems clear to me that MMOGs do in fact livetapny stated goal from 1995:
they are worlds in which stories can happen. Theston is, are those stories any
good? One reason that I'm not very fond of MMOGH#&s fact that they're full of
other players who tend to ruin the fantasy for hketake the game’s marketing at
face value and try to immerse myself in its fantasyld, the next thing that happens
is a guy named Lord Biggus Dickus comes along alfglrke for no reason. A short
and disappointing story, to say the least. Of aotinere are games in which player-
killing is not permitted; there may even be ganmewlich you cannot call yourself
Lord Biggus Dickus; but the fundamental problerstil there. MMOGs are not
actually fantasy worlds at all. Fantasy worldsiatebited by characters who behave
according to the conventions of the fantasy. MMQ@@Gsreal worlds that just happen
to have no physical manifestation, and they arabitbd by real people, who are,
unfortunately, under no constraints to behavestosy-like manner.

It's my belief that MMOGs are not realtite answer regarding interactive narrative.
They'rean answer, and that answer is perfectly acceptabeetthousands of people
who play them. But they're clearly not the be-altlaend-all. They don’t satisfy my
desire to experience an interactive narrative timair of a lot of people.

What Do Players Want?

Lindley makes the point that we have to ask whayeais really want, and in fact that
guestion has a variety of different answers. Hedaklook at several different
taxonomies of player types in MUD and live-actioR®s, by Bartle, Yee, and
others, and arrives at his own taxonomy.

Audience—a player who is content to be told a sttimg player doesn’t mind
linear stories and watches the cut-scenes.

Performer—a player who seeks to act out a characegame world,
creating that character’s performance there.

Immersionist—a who seeks to identify with a givéra@cter and immerse
herself fully in the world.
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Interestingly, Toby Gard, the inventor of Lara Grofiakes a distinction between
two types of player characters:

Theavatar, which he sees as a sort of neutral puppet foplidnger to
manipulate; it has an appearance but not much paligoof its own. Gard
says, “The Avatar is simply a visual representatibthe player’s presence
within the game world.”

Theactor, a more fleshed out character who strikes a balaetween the
needs of the story and the needs of the played &ays, “The Actor is a
character distinct from the player, with its owngmnality, characteristics,
and, to some extent, mind.”

So we might expect Lindley’s performer players tefer Gard’s Avatar characters,
while his immersionists might prefer Gard’s Acttwacacters, just because those are
the respective degrees of characterization andadhtt they want.

| can suggest an even simpler taxonomy: therehaxsetwho press the tab button to
interrupt the cut-scenes, and those who don’thiyn @ase it seems as if stories serve
at least two functions in games: story-as-motivaaod reward, and story-as-
experience. These are fundamentally differenthénformer, the story serves the
gameplay. In the latter, the gameplay serves thrg-stor, some would argues the
story. In short, it looks as if we’re not goingawgive at one right way to create
interactive narratives, because what players want harrative in their games varies
so widely.

A Few Disturbing Tendencies

Having arrived at the conclusion that there’s ne oght way to make interactive
narratives, | now want to look at what | see asva disturbing tendencies in the way
we’re approaching the issue these days. | beli@/eevin some danger of getting
stuck in a rut.

Too Much Emphasis on the Aristotelian Three-Act Res  torative Structure

For years we’ve told students, based on Aristdiiat, stories must have a beginning,
a middle, and an end. This is fine as far as isgagd it satisfies audience
expectations, but | think we emphasize it so mieh we risk giving the impression
that it's the only right way to write a story. Somfeour greatest literature explicitly
eschews this structuréhe Grapes of Wrathyy John Steinbeck, for example, has a
beginning but not an end, at least, in the sereetiile end provides any resolution of
the problemA Hundred Years of Solitudey Gabriel Garcia Marquez, does not
have a central “conflict” or single point of draneaension. It's a long, meandering
narrative through the lives of a large number afjge. In the seafaring novels of
Patrick O’Brian, the author often sets up the pradary conditions for a key event,
then skips the event itself entirely, and simplistgou it succeeded or failed
afterwards.
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This raises a point that someone mentioned at ntkskiop on narrative game
design. She said, “So | guess we're creating npaeén’'t we?” | had never really
thought about it: are narrative games analogonsvels, short stories, myths,
folktales, or what? This whole process would bewaful lot easier if modern,
sophisticated storytelling hadn’t been inventedvéfre content to tell folktales for
ever, then we don’t have to work very hard, butf@other hand we’re not
exploring the medium very thoroughly either. Stelyng has moved on since then.
People like James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, StanleyoKek and Peter Weir have
raised the bar pretty darn high for us.

But | think that's a good thing. We need somethimgim for. And | think we risk
trivializing ourselves if we insist on the tradit@ three-act structure.

Too Much Emphasis on Joseph Campbell

This is something I've been guilty of myself, besaihe book | wrote with Andrew
Rollings contains a long summary of the hero’sj@yr and that's something that |
intend to correct when it goes into a second adition going to leave it in, because
Campbell’s work is undoubtedly valuable, but I'mmggpto de-emphasize it
somewhat.

It's important to remember that Campbell’s worklescriptive and noprescriptive.

He never said, “This is the correct way to writgt@y.” Campbell talks specifically
about heroic quests, and heroic quests are wedesto videogames because, as I've
already stated, the avoid the problem of amnesitlaey tend to map progress
through the quest onto progress through physiadespwvhich easy for us to model.
But heroic quests are not the only kind of storyadgng shot.

Paint-by-Numbers Approach to Emotional Manipulation

I'm all in favor of games that explore emotion mtweroughly than they currently
do. Goodness knows that we could do with some mm@tional sophistication in

our games at the moment. But there is an unforéutestdency these days to see this
as a simple process of tacking on particular scenesents in order to produce a
particular emotional effect. When this is done imaan-fisted way, it absolutely
annoys the hell out of me, because it's so obvitk, look! They've just
gratuitously killed the protagonist’s wife, and &i@ll broken up about it. Well! 'm
really rooting for him now.”

Whenever | see this, it tells me that the auth@sdd really have a serious
commitment to his plot and characters. They're jasthanical parts to be moved
around in an effort to manipulate the audiencey’tbenot people to be understood
and cherished. Sophisticated characters are capibéing complex responses to
subtle situations, and | think that's a goal wawibrking towards.

Trivial Themes or Messages

It's kind of a new idea for game stories to have mressage at all, apart from maybe,
“Skill and perseverance will triumph in the end!"&ke starting to explore the
possibility that games may have a theme, but wnately in the vast majority of
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cases these themes are pretty darn trivial. “Besgdt)’ “Love conquers all,” and so
on.

| would like to see some more difficult and comple&gmes explored, some ideas
like, “For evil to triumph all that is necessaryfas good men to do nothing,” or
“Man creates the gods he needs,” or even “The Haatdocks the cradle rocks the
world.” If you're going to spend ten million doledeveloping a game, you might as
well have something worth saying.

Some Stakes in the Ground About Quality

Having listed these concerns, | now want to pudva $takes in the ground about
quality. | said earlier that it's not good enough @is to be able to create any
interactive narrative; we have to make good oned,|dave a few criteria that I'd

like to discuss. I've got no more right to do tthian anybody else apart from the fact
that | have the microphone, so you can considsrahery personal view.

1. Introduction through exposition is inferior. This is both obvious and self-
explanatory.

2. A character in an interactive narrative should carry no more junk
around with him than the same character would carryin a non-
interactive narrative. The basic adventure game situation: players carry
ridiculous amounts of stuff for the purpose of $thary. That's not a good
enough excuse. Rewrite the story.

3. Dei ex machini are no more acceptable in interacta/narratives than
they are in ordinary ones.Again, obvious and self-explanatory.

4. Player-avatar identification is not an acceptable xcuse for shallow
protagonists. It is not necessary to create a shallow avatartguiselp the
player identify with him. Real authors manage titeMbooks in the first
person whose protagonists are both appealing ahly characterized at the
same time.

5. No non-player character should ever say the samerdence twice unless
either it is an expostulation, e.g. “Oh my God!”, o he is explicitly asked
to repeat himself.Obvious and self-explanatory. Nothing kills suspem®f
disbelief faster than repeated dialog.

6. No story event (other than player action) may eveoccur the same way
twice. Dramatic novelty is a fundamental requirement gbad story. No
story should contain two of the same event. Howdwecause we don’t have
control over the player, a little flexibility is qaired here. Player-initiated
events, e.g. repeatedly trying to open a locked dathout the key, may
produce repeated results: the door doesn’t open.
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7. Any NPC response to a player action that would ndbe credible in a
conventional narrative is also not credible in annteractive narrative.
You don’t get a free ride just because your NPGsAl up to the job.

8. Every interactive narrative with pretensions to Art or Literature must
have a theme or messag@bvious and self-explanatory.

9. If an interactive narrative has multiple endings, @ch possible ending
must reflect player actions and decisions in a watyat is meaningful to
the player. That is to say, a story must have a moral; muigplding stories
must have multiple morals.

10.The bottom line is: Interactivity is not an excusdor bad writing! That's
what all of the foregoing really amount to.

Options For the Future

| now want to take a look at what some people aregdon the cutting edge of
interactive narrative research. There are seveoaipg trying completely different
things.

The Erasmatron

This is a long-term project by the famous gamegtesi Chris Crawford. It has been
through several iterations and has now been patenéés a bit vague about the
details. Crawford is a master of simulation engiales algorithm-directed play, and
as far as | can tell the Erasmatron is a sortafystimulation engine in which story
fragments, or substories, may be parameterizedised to generate a story-like
experience. But I've never seen the thing in openanyself.

For details visiwww.erasmatazz.com.

Zoesis

Zoesis is a company that grew out of Project Q2aahegie-Mellon. One of the
founders is the aforementioned Joe Bates. Theseayeysort of doing an end run
around the commercial game industry; they’re cotreéing on creating believable
characters for businesses, specifically websitesoAling to their own website,
they’re creating characters for companies like Mcéld’'s and Heinz.

Seewww.zoesis.com.

Extempo

This is another company that was formed as a resaltademic research. It was
founded by Barbara Hayes-Roth, a Senior Reseaiiehtiat at Stanford, who first
presented her work here at the Game Developerde@mte, just ten years ago.
They’'re working on smart interactive charactersechtintelligent agents.” They

have managed to commercialize this to create trgiagents for businesses and
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websites. Extempo either builds things directhaaervice, or offers an authoring
toolkit that enables businesses to build their own.

The Value of Drama

This work on artificial characters is not alwaysedily on point with respect to
interactive narratives, but it is nevertheless &hle, because in the future interactive
narratives will require ever-more intelligent irdetive characters. Some people are
working not on narratives per se, but on dramat dgast dramatic situations. Let’s
take a look at drama for a minute.

Drama is of course very ancient; we can tracedkha the ancient Greek plays and
beyond. There’s a continuous chain that runs fraachylus to us. Drama starts
with plays; plays connect to improvisational theai@prov theater connects to live-
action role-playing; LARP connects to tabletop fplaying games; tabletop RPGs
connect to computerized RPGs. At each step weagitelr from Aeschylus, and his
influence is weakened. Nevertheless, there’s aenéiss relationship there.

One of the interesting things about drama is thait takes place on one stage. Of
course, that stage can be re-set between scerggmésent many different places.
But one-act plays are different: the stage remniesame throughout the
experience. What this means is that dialog alonst iwaurry the story. The drama
cannot map space onto time the way we do in advegames. Rather, it maps
conversation (or action) onto time: if people stepving or talking, the play stops.

Dialog is an area that we haven'’t really done mwokk on in the last ten years,
apart from simply including more audio. The staddgialog tree sentence-selection
mechanism in games is just about the same as ahesykeen. Of course, natural
language parsing and natural language generatetwarof the very hard problems
in artificial intelligence research, but in the ¢prun | believe they will be two of the
most fruitful for us. Ultimately, stories are abalaracters and their interactions,
and at the moment, this is one of the areas inlwivie are weakest. If we want to be
able to do what Aeschylus did—tell stories aboat people, but set in a confined
space—we need to study interactive drama. And ®waple are in fact doing this.

Facade

Facadeis a project being undertaken by Michael Mateasy at Georgia Tech and
formerly of Project Oz, and Andrew Stern, who watlke theDogz Catz and
Babyzartificial-life projects at p.f. Magic. It's a gdoexample of an interactive one-
act play. You play a character who is the friené abuple whose marriage is
breaking up, and you're visiting them in their dpegent. It's mostly dialog. You can
type whole English sentences to them, and theyresibond, talking to you and to
each other. How you interact with them affects hbey interact with each other.
The whole thing takes about twenty minutes to gough, and it has different
endings based on what you do and say.

Facadetries to do about six very hard things at onceaddition to parsing English,
it's trying to create realistic conversations, siate emotional states in a decaying
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relationship, and show emotion through body languagd facial expressions at the
same time. It's very ambitious, and I'm really gladsee them putting so much effort
into it.

For more information aboulfagade visit www.interactivestory.net.

My Vision of Interactive Narratives

My own vision for interactive narratives is evennmambitious thafracade.l
would like to create an artificially intelligent dgeon master.

If you have played a tabletop role-playing gamej know that a good dungeon
master makes all the difference. A good dungeortanasts up the situation and
adapts it to the characters in the party, theeffect, creates a story on the fly as the
players play. Most importantly, however, a goodgkon master can react to
changing situations, and adjust the story as napg$s account for them. He can
create new non-player characters and weave thegamlessly, so it seems to the
players as if they have always been there.

An Al dungeon master would be able to do the sdmweould be capable of
generating story-like experiences on a continuiagj It would knows the rules of
good storytelling, and simply would not generated story. It would know the
rules of characterization, and be familiar enouggh Wwuman psychology to be able
to generate credible human-like responses.

Conclusion

You might think from all this that I'm implacablyoltile to interactive narratives.
Actually, just the opposite is true. It is the hardblems that are the most
interesting, the most exciting ones, and ofternoties most worth solving.

Personally, | think embedded stories will contitoiexist and to work well for
players who don'’t insist on having too much freed&mbedded stories are cheap to
write and they allow us to bring all our creativeners to the fore. At the moment,
human beings can craft far better narrative expees than any automated
storytelling system. We understand stories. We kndat makes them good and
bad; we know how to make people laugh and cry.d?tawho like the experience of
being part of a story will continue to enjoy them.

Emergent narrative is the great challenge of thaéu—the Star Trek Holodeck.
Somehow we will have to encode the principles ofyelling into a machine that
can generate narratives. And they must be crediblegrent, and above all
entertaining narratives. It's going to be a longrdh enormously fun job.

We may actually get the physics of the Holodeckriggl out before we get the
software written for it.
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Appendix N: You Must Play Facade, Now!

By Ernest Adams
Gamasutra
July 28, 2005

A new video game calleldacadehas just been released to the public. I'll sag thi
right up front:Facadeis one of the most important games ever creatskiiply the
most important game of the last ten years. Moreomamt tharThe Simsmore
important tharGrand Theft Autpfar more important thaHalf-Life. If you are a
game designer, or you want to be a game desigoennust play this game. It runs
on the PC, and it's free. It was developed by MatiMateas, an Al professor at
Georgia Tech, and Andrew Stern, the man behin@tgg, Catz andPetzseries
from p.f. Magic a few years ago. You can downldaat www.interactivestory.net
You'll need a Bittorrent client and some patienits;800MB.

Mateas wrote his Ph.D. thesis Bagade and he and Stern have written several other
articles as well, so there is quite a lot of puidid material about it already. | have
deliberately avoided reading any of it, howeveaduse | wanted to experience
Facadeas a gamer, not as a game developer. | don’t Koogure what they were
trying to do; | only know what they did do and hbweel about it, which is deeply
impressedFacadeisn’'t a game in the formal sense of the word.dt@ne-act
interactive drama. That genre doesn’t get muchmtte these days—we’re more
concerned with storytelling in general—but interaeidrama is vital to the future of
the medium, anéacadeis a big step forward in that field.

One of the things that makes theater different froavies is the physically limited
size of the stage. Another is that theater isdind immediate. On a stage you can’t
show an earthquake destroying all of Los Angelasybu can show people who are
affected by that earthquake, and what it meanth&am personally. In theater it is the
actors who carry the story, and the story is coaueyp the audience primarily
through dialog. That's unusual for video games. €anely on action to carry the
story, and the plot is most often about big impeat@ssues like saving the world.
Facadeis a drama, so it takes place on a stage: a simdltather spartan apartment.
Its central issue is not saving the world, but sg\d marriage.

As the player ifFacade you are an old friend of a married couple whom fiaven’t
seen for a while. Their names are Trip and Graoe yau've been invited over to
their place for a drink one evening. You see thenhe first person, and you can
move around with the arrow keys and talk to thentypyng on the keyboard. They
speak back to you, and to each other, in recorddoba(l should add for the benefit
of younger readers theagcadewould probably get an R rating for language, dand i
hasn’t been rated by the ESRB.) You can also usenttuse cursor to pat them
comfortingly, hug them, and kiss them. That’s akbuBut that’s all you need.

Like the early adventure gamégcadedoesn’'t make any assumptions about your
character, or assign you any role other than thahld friend. At the beginning of
the story you choose your name, and that impliest\wéx you are, but you have no
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personality except what you bring with you. ThiaJes you free to act any way you
like. You're not playing a part written for you spmeone else.

It quickly becomes apparent, even before you g#terdoor, that Trip and Grace’s
relationship is in trouble. It's a facade, as thene suggests. They're young, they're
affluent, and they're deeply unhappy with each otfiaey’re hoping that by talking
to you, they might arrive at some kind of underdiag about what's wrong between
them. Your conversation has a direct effect orrttegilings about each other, and
about you as well. There are several possible autspand | doubt if I've seen them
all. In one, they make up and resolve to try agaimnother, one of them walks out;
in yet another, | made Trip so mad he kicked meobtite apartment.

Facadedoesn’t give you a goal, which is why it's notange. You can try to save
their marriage, or you can try to split them upanything else you feel like. There’s
no way to win or lose, no value judgments abouthality of your play. By

avoiding the “game” paradigacadealso avoids a lot of baggage that games bring
with them: connotations of strategy and competjtaomd the sense that it doesn’t
really matter. But althoughacadeisn’t a game, it's also not a sandbox like The
Sims, where the people speak in Simlish and itstéufind new ways to kill them.
(The Sims’ website suggests that if you're low oongy, you can murder a few sims
in order to sell off their tombstones. That hareihcourages the player to empathize
with his characters.) The charactersacadespeak of real pain in real words. You
play not for the sake of a final score, but for la&e of something more important:
Trip and Grace’s happiness. By the end of the egrsomething that you say or do
may have changed their lives radically. That, te@ new thing for videogames.
Videogames have hitherto mostly been about chartbings, not changing people.

All that is revolutionary enough by itself, bedcadealso impresses me because it's
so technically ambitious. Mateas and Stern desdrdgi®a demonstration project, a
testbed for new Al ideas and technologies. It titeaccomplish about five

incredibly difficult things at once, and perhapg®ewnore that | haven'’t yet noticed.
These are the things that | saw the game doing:

* Natural language parsing and conversational interaton. It has been a
long time since typing English on a keyboard wasdtandard way of
interacting with a computer game. Even when it wdst you typed were
usually simple commands like GO NORTH and TAKE FIEASGHT.
Facadeaccepts English input and tries to interpret ihaseaningful part of
an ordinary human conversation. This is a gigastalenge.

Conversation systems are not new. The best-knoviyy @@e was Eliza,
created by Joseph Weizenbaum in 1966. Eliza wasyasimple program
that was intended to parody a non-directive psywraipist. All it really did
was parrot variants of your own sentences backwaty request further
information, sometimes recognizing a few keywo/isother famous
conversation system, SHRDLU, was developed by T@firyograd at
Stanford. It was capable of discussing a colleatibblocks that could be
manipulated by a robot arm. You could say thinks,|fAre there any blocks
which are wider than the one you are holding,” &nebuld reply, YES, THE
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GREEN CUBE. It also remembered past events andlamutect the user if
he was wrong about something.

SHRDLU could only discuss things in a very limitashtext: the blocks
world. Eliza had no context at all, and no reatliigence apart from
recognizing keywords hard-coded intoRtaicadeis significantly more
complex than either; it has to hold a three-wayeosation on a wide variety
of possible topics that affect a marriage: worierfds, parents, children,
money, love, sex, and even interior decorating.rbt perfect by any means;
at times the conversation engine “loses the pkut,to speak—it fails to
understand your input and producesoa sequiturNevertheless, it's an
important step forward.

Natural language generationVideo games often sound stilted because their
dialog is written as whole sentences, or long agliles by one character.
Facadedoesn’t make this error. Trip and Grace’s conuveygas full of
hesitations, sentence fragments and interruptibesunds like real people
talking, not spoken expositioRacadeproduces pre-recorded utterances
based on an internal mechanism, but it's not askegindividual words to
create new sentences from scratch. Rather, it'esihg a line of dialog that’'s
most appropriate for the current situation. | did same when | wrote the
play-by-play commentary iMadden NFL Footballbut in football the
situation is considerably more straightforward thasteteriorating marriage!
Facadealso manages to avoid repetition, a classic wesskaEmany games
that instantly destroys immersion.fiacadea character never says the same
thing twice in any one play-through of the drama.

One area where the audio design fell down someishatthe “name
insertion” technique, where the name you chosgdarself is inserted into
the dialog. Trip and Grace say your name far téemnpfand its inflection and
volume often don’t match the rest of the sentencghich it is used. But this
is a minor quibble; it doesn't reflect on the gaseal achievements.

Emotional modeling. The Sim'semotional modeling is based on needs
(food, sleep, and so on) plus some attributesginatrn a character’s affinity
for another character (neatness, outgoingnesss@nd). Becaus€he Sims
has to handle any character the player can crieaigurally needs a general
mechanism for emotional relations, which consedugmbduces somewhat
general resultd-acade on the other hand, is about two people who ajread
know each other. Their relations are influencedehylish-language
sentences that they speak to each other, and by #pmken to them by a
third party, you. Your physical actions, such agtong or walking away,
also affect both Trip and Grace’s emotions. | hawédea how sophisticated
their emotional modeling really is, but | thougiwas able to detect anger,
depression, frustration, jealousy, shock, bittesnesdief, embarrassment,
gratitude, pleasure, and perhaps a dawning selfesngas. Much of my
reading of these emotions comes from the actonr@d®f voice, so | may be
giving it too much credit. Still, it's reasonablzdassume that the language
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generator chooses a recorded sentence whose tocleeséhe character’s
underlying emotional state. Also, unlike many ganted simulate emotion,
Trip and Grace’s feelings have some inertia—thaytdewing wildly from
one emotion to another. If they become angry, #tay that way for a while.

» Facial expressionsFacadeuses flat-shaded 3D graphics, so no matter at
what angle you see Trip and Grace, they look lige/simple comic-book
characters. However, their eyes, eyebrows, andalip®utlined in sharp
detail, so you can see them clearly even from adiws room. They reflect
the character’s feelings with some precision.

* Body language.Trip and Grace both stand up the whole time (aagd
have seen), and they tend to wander around asajjototthem. Their
walking and gestural movements aren’t very realistihich | attribute to
Facadebeing a small, self-funded project. What's intérgg though, is the
way their body language reflects their moods. Théy'n away from each
other when angry, and fold their arms when upselassic defensive posture.
Both of them tilt their heads appropriately toowtiowhen unhappy, up when
happy, to one side when puzzled. You see this &irting done in pre-
rendered video all the time, under the guidance sKilled animator; but in
Facadeit’s all being simulated in real time. | couldmétl if there are
individual differences between the two charactérsy both seemed to use
the same postures.

So is the plot oFacadeembedded—pre-written—or is it emergent? Have hbee
taken in by nothing more than a vast branchingyBt@? Obviously some parts of it
are scripted, literally, because all the conveosais recorded material. Trip and
Grace can never say anything other than what MateasStern have given them to
say. ButFacgadeis trying to interpret and react to whatever tteyer types, and the
player can type anything at any time. You can’tliat with a branching storyline. At
the end of the day I think it doesn’t really mattenv Facadedoes what it does. It's
entertainment. As a designer, of course I'm cur@losut what's behind the curtain,
but as a player, all | want to do is believe in it.

At the beginning of this article | was careful tydhatFacadewas “important,” but
not that it was fun. Like theatrical drama, it gbeyond fun, in fun’s traditional
sense of “a good time.” Nobody goes to ¥éw®o’s Afraid of Virginia Woolbr Death
of a Salesmafor a good time. We see them to be entertainede tmoved, to
appreciate a dramatic situation for its own sakiarl’t really like either Trip or
Grace, and whatever chemistry they once had hadylkevaporated, but | do sense
their isolation and frustration, and it makes matita help them.

Facadeis not without its weaknesses, it is after aleandnstration project rather
than a commercial product. The acting is not stedlad the art and animation are
pretty minimal. None of that matters, howeuescadeis important for what it tries
to do and for what it shows that we can do witk #imazing medium of ours. It
doesn’t seek to replace anything; in the futureehvall still be plenty of games with
the familiar themes of construction, exploratiomg @onquest. Rather, it shows us
that there are still new ways to play waiting tomeented. The future of interactive
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entertainment will be even bigger and more manitolth it is nowFacadeleads the
way.
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Appendix O: A New Vision for Interactive Stories
Ernest W. Adams

2006 Game Developers’ Conference

This is an approximate transcript of the text oflegture at the Game
Developers’ Conference on March 24, 2006. | pregantthis form because
the nature of the material does not lend itsethi traditional paper format.
Also, because the lecture is informal and to soxtent ad-libbed, this is not
a verbatim document.

Part I: The New Vision

Introduction

Hello and welcome. This is “A New Vision for Intetave Stories,” and I'm Ernest
Adams.

| need to begin with a disclaimer. | realize thegre is hubris in introducing anything
as a vision, and that there is a risk in introdganything as “new.” | haven't read
every work on interactive narrative that has evearbwritten, so many of these ideas
may have been heard before in other places. Rathat;s new about what I'm

going to say is that it's new toe In the course of the last year | have changed my
thinking about some of these ideas rather sharply.

I’'m going to start by introducing a few old friend&ristotle, Joseph Campbell, and
Robert McKee—the unholy troika of storytelling aoitity. There has been a
tendency in recent years for people in the gamabss who are interested in
interactive storytelling to rush out to gurus abstarytelling and to adopt their
methods rather slavishly, and | don’t think tha’'good idea. | don’t think that
Aristotle necessarily works for what we’re doingstiotion that every story has a
beginning, middle, and end? No. We might have plgltendings, which is not
something that Aristotle talks about. We definitegve multiple middles. The player
can save and reload in the middle of a story aedtera new middle, if he wants to.
We might even have multiple beginnings, if the gasn@ndomized every time you

play it.

The kind of structure that Aristotle talks abouhct necessarily appropriate for what
we’re doing, if we're talking about genuinely irdetive narratives in which the
player’s actions change what’s going on in the.plbee three-act structure that
Aristotle was talking about—setup, confrontaticgsalution—was designed for
plays He was talking about drama on the stage, andrksvfor movies too, because
movies are about the same length as plays. Basinbthing to do with an
entertainment form that can last 40 hours, likégavitleo game. Nor does it have
anything to do with an entertainment form that lzest indefinitely, like a soap

opera.
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Now there’s a great deal of interest in Joseph Gathpand | do think that the

Hero’s Journey is useful for the kinds of games tfzve a hero, a linear story, and a
journey. But Campbell is descriptive and not priggiste. He was a folklorist, not a
creative writing teacher. Campbell never said tleeot$ Journey was the right way
to create stories. All he said was, this is the @égt of stories about heroes get
written. But a lot of stories are not about her6&ke Tale of Ichabod Crane” is not
about a hero. It certainly isn’t a Hero’s Journey.

As for Robert McKee, he has a lot of interestind aeeful things to say about
creating emotion, but I'm not terribly impressedwhis stuff about structure,
because again, he’s not talking about interactivig's talking about screenplays.
Robert McKee assumes that his audience is writnghie movies. I've never seen
him claim that he knows what he’s doing with int¢hee entertainment.

In McKee’s workshop, he discussgasablancaxtensively, and he explains why it
is such an excellent story—which is quite true. Ahel/en years ago | gave a lecture
at GDC in which | also discuss€&hsablancaas a positive example of storytelling.
But in that lecture, | said that its incredibleesigth as a story, its tightly-knit fabric,
is what makes it unsuited to interactive enterta@ninlt ill tolerates any fiddling.

| think if everyone slavishly followed the templatihat have been devised around
these three men and their philosophies, then mutieavorld’s great literature
would simply never have been created. Not all efgreat stories of the world
follow these templates, and | don't feel as if we ander any obligation to do the
same. Unless you are intentionally writing a lingtary that fits into the format that
they are talking about, set them aside.

Three Traditional Assumptions; or, How We Got Into This Mess

I've been thinking about this stuff for a long tin@nd sometimes it just seems as if
my head is full of molasses. There are all sortsoofiplicated interlocking issues;
here are all sorts of models from which to borrdWwere are books, plays, and
movies in the non-interactive media; there is thgehplethora of existing games,
from Dragon’s Lairs game tree of death to the near-total freedomhaf SimsBoth
are computer games and both are interactive nag#iccording to some
definitions. Then there’s all the material that basn writteraboutgames, and the
colossal quantity of material that has been wrietbaut writing itself. How am |
supposed to get any synthesis out of all this Btaffreat deal of it is contradictory.
It's just really hard to think through, and it Hasen painful and awkward to make
any sense of.

In the course of that time | have made a numbassfimptions. I'm going to talk
about these assumptions and how they have infldemgethinking. But they aren’t
just mine; | think these are assumptions that aflony colleagues share.

“Our goal is to create a sandbox that allows maximu m freedom to the player.”

The earliest computerized interactive stories viexeadventures. They used typed
input commands. They told the player that he wasigh-and-such a place, and
presented him with an input prompt. But they didisttthe commands that were
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available. The text adventures pretended thatlthgepcould do anything. Of course
the player realized, five minutes in, that that Wedse; he couldn’t really do
anything, because the machine didn’t understang meich. But the immediate
reaction of anybody who played the origidalventurenas, “OK, well, youshould

be able to do anything,” and, for those of us waithoptimistic attitude, “Someday,
we will be able to do anything.” | adopted this assumptidghout really thinking
about it, and think a lot of people did.

“Interactive Stories Shouldn’t be Games”

Our second assumption was that we should abanédigédme” concept in the
context of interactive storytelling. And in factur years ago, | gave a lecture here
called “Why We Shouldn't Make Games.” | said tha shouldn’t make games for a
couple of reasons. One had to do with culturaliorigy. The term “game” implies
light, fun, meaningless, and temporary entertairtriésomething doesn’t matter,
it's “only a game”, not an art form. Stories arermonportant than games. Games
are made by nobodies like us, while stories areengdde Maupassant, Chekhov,
Virginia Woolf, and J.D. Salinger. So to broadem medium and gain cultural
credibility, | made this assumption that whateveetactive stories will be, they
won’t be games.

There was also a reason to do with mechanics: Hodevthing about winning and
losing, the struggle for achievement, all seemagria the context of a story. We
also made a false analogy between gameplay teasmaramatic tension, assuming
that they were the same kind of thing when thege | addressed th&st yeay so |
won't go into it again this year.

So that was another basic assumption: Interactorees should not be games, or
they won’t be games once we get them figured out.

“The Player Shouldn’'t Have to Think About Any Rules ”

The third assumption arises from something thahawee taught the players over the
years. In an ordinary board game you have to obleg rand to obey them you have
to know what they are. This is a conscious procEssre is a list of permitted and
prohibited actions, and you are aware of the ratesdl times. But video games hide
the rules. This is great, because it contributesreausly to player immersion. The
game knows the rules, so you don’t have to. Thenjiierd actions are implemented
by the user interface, and the prohibited actiorssanply not available. So we have
trained our players to believe that if a thingasgible, it must be permissible. If
they’re not supposed to do a thing, it shouldn’alailable.

So | want you to keep these assumptions in the bagé&ur mind, because I'll be
coming back to them later.

Facade and Its Critics

Now | want to talk abouFacade Facadecame out earlier this year. Very briefly,
it's an interactive drama in which you play theerof an old friend of a couple, Trip
and Grace, whose marriage is on the verge of &tho@an. You've gone over to
their place for drinks, not having seen them iorggltime. You can walk around
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their apartment, touch Trip and Grace using thesaepand above all, talk to them by
typing in text. They understand you—most of theetivand they talk back, using
spoken English.

It was made by Michael Mateas and Andrew Stermguieir own money, and it’s
available free alvww.interactivestory.nefIncidentally, for those of you who
remember what this mearfscadeis the first, and so far the onpogma 2001
game.)

| think Facadeis one of the most important computer games dfral, andhe most
important game of the last ten years. It is arratiéve drama about a specific
situation, and the story is a combination of emetrgad embedded material. Parts of
it are pre-scripted, because Trip and Grace’s resggare recorded audio. There is
no stated goal, but there are several possiblemés depending on how you
behave. If you come in and you're very aggressivabmoxious, they'll just kick

you out. But you can also cause them to reconcite break up.

As you playFacade occasionally it produces absurd resutscadeallows you to
keep a transcript of everything that is said, agict s one of the transcripts that |
found on the Web. The player's name is Audrey:

(Audrey [the player’s character] knocks on the frdoor.)

(Trip opens the front door.)

TRIP: Audrey!!

AUDREY: Trip, I've been shot!

TRIP: Hi, it's so great to see you!

AUDREY: Help me!

TRIP: Uh, well, come on in... Uh, I'll... I'll go get face.

AUDREY: There was a man with a gun.

TRIP and GRACE: (Unintelligible arguing)

AUDREY: HELP! I'm going to die.

GRACE: Hi! How are you? I'm so happy to see yoeafio long!

AUDREY: For God’s sake, I'm bleeding... (etc.)
Obviously, Trip and Grace don’t understand whatgdlager is talking about. People
make fun ofFacadebecause it doesn’t react correctly to every péssitput, and
my first reaction on reading this was the sameAthis just not up to the job. But

after a while | began to realize that there’s dbtismething more interesting going
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on here. I'll come back to this too. | realize I'mashed a couple of things onto the
stack already, but | promise I'll wrap it all toget by the end.

Ken Perlin's Law

Last November, | went to the Virtual Storytellingi@erence in Strasbourg, and one
of the keynote speakers was a guy named Ken PEnjiou don’t know who Ken
Perlin is, he’s a professor at the Media Reseaathdt New York University. He’s
one of these guys like Chris Hecker, who's bothfiengly intelligentand

seemingly blessed with boundless energy. Chris éteisksort of what you get if you
cross Albert Einstein with Tigger, and so is KemliRe

Ken was talking about some of the various things tie’s done, and almost as a
throwaway remark, he said something that reallyighd me up short. Now, Ken is
too modest to have called it a law and namedat ddfiimself, but | think it deserves
it, so I'm going to do it for him. Ken Perlin’s Lais this:

The cost of an event in an interactive story mustéddirectly proportional
to its improbability.

And at first | thought, what's he talking about?w&dture games don’t have an
internal economy, they don’t keep track of costsdAn role-playing games,
improbable events are just good or bad die rdilsie’'s no cost element. And what
unit would this so-called cost be measured in?

But the more | thought about it, the more | begaretlize how much sense it
makes. The unit of cost of improbable events ig ttredibility. In fact every story,
interactive or non-interactive, book, movie, teg@n, or computer game, has a
credibility budget. Ken did not say that the usitredibility; he wasn't specific
about the cost. That's my addition, so if you thitsk completely bogus, blame me,
not him.

A story can only tolerate a limited amount of imipability before the credibility
budget is exhausted, and the story is ruined.drcése of non-interactive narrative,
the author controls and spends the credibility leti)dand when the author blows it,
she ruins her story. In the case of interactiveestphowever, the designer and the
player both spend on the credibility budget. If tesigner blows it, then he’s lost the
player. But if the player blows it, then he’s Itis¢ designer. He’s done something so
improbable that the designer didn’t budget for it.

The example Ken used was, suppose you're playmrgah an interactive story
that’s set in the modern day, without any magiamything, and the player decides
that he wants to materialize a chicken out of #iimnKen said, this should be a very,
very expensive operation. In my terminology, itvasothe credibility budget. And the
designer is entitled to decide that you simply tamterialize chickens in his world,
because the credibility budget doesn't stretch fdrat

In papers on interactive narrative it's very comnoisee grand statements of the
form “the designer and the player collaborate &ata the storylike experience”
without any explanation of what the hell that nealleans or how it's supposed to
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take place. | don’'t know what the hell it really ams either, but | think this business
of both the designer and the player making withdtavifrom the same credibility
budget when they do something improbable, is cktarihis idea of collaboration
between player and designer. It's where the rubiesats the road on the Problem of
Internal Consistency, which is one of the threebfmms for interactive storytellers
that | introduced at this conference 11 years ago.

I’'m not just talking about this stuff in an abstrateoretical sense. I'm talking about
design and coding. | think it's quite possible tolth a quantity, a resource, into a
game that is an amount of credibility, and to trackn fact, | think a story-
generation system, if we ever create such a tinmgtkeep a credibility budget. If it
doesn't, it's going to generate nonsense.

The New Vision: Storytelling Games as Role-Playing Games
So what does it mean if a storytelling game haseskimd of an internal economy?

In his book Chris Crawford on Interactive StorytellihgChris Crawford makes a
brief reference to scoring systems for drama. Hs itdike a classic game score, to
reward the player for doing that the author wams to do. His example is giving
somebody who is playing Juliet a higher score @ommitting suicide at the end,
because that's more dramatic, than just for wallewagy from Romeo’s body. If the
player, as Juliet, says, “Eh—teenage guys are a digozen,” she doesn't get the
bonus points. But if she says, “Oh, happy dag#es,i$ thy sheath; there rust and let
me die’—extra points for killing yourself.

It's an interesting thought, but that's as far aawdord takes it. It's like a Wikipedia
stub in his book, it needs further elaboration befge can judge it. But thinking
about what Ken had said—the idea that interactivees can and perhaps should
have an internal economy—it struck me like a flathghtning, what the
implication of this really is.

You have to understand—I've tended to think of iattive stories in terms of
adventure games (which lack an internal econonggabse they're the ones with the
deepest characters and the richest plots. Thdyrenes that seem the most story-
like and the least game-like. They don’t have afatumbers. They don't give the
player an artificial goal to shoot for, and theyfret about winning and losing, and so
on. And that’s kind of where my head has been at.

This realization wad-acade is a role-playing gami’'s not a dungeon crawl, but it
is a role-playing game.

Now I've been running away from role-playing ganesen faster than I've been
running away from games in general. Computer RR&¢he ideal example of what
a story-like experience is not. They have all thesmbers. They're full of repetitive
combat, and buying and selling weapons. As I'vd baifore, in a computer RPG,
you're not a hero, you're an itinerant second-hamds dealer. They have this whole
leveling-up mechanism that occupies most of thgepla attention, rather than the
plot, which is usually fairly thin.
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But that’s not role-playing. ThatBungeons & Dragons

D&D is only a subset of role-playing. And it's venell-suited to computers
precisely because it has all these numbers. Butadl know, D&D, as played on
the computer, doesn't actually have a lot of rdkeymg in it. Facadeisn't D&D, but
it's still a role-playing game because it's abolatypg a role in a specific situation.

So, does the fact th&acadeis unable to respond to certain inputs make dilare?
No. When people make fun of it, they're assunfiagadeshould try to be universal.
But Mateas and Stern never claimed it would beensal. Now I'm not here to
defendFacade;Mateas and Stern are big boys, and they’re mane ¢apable of
doing that themselves. What | am saying, howegdhat those criticisms are off the
mark.

Role-playing does not mean total freedom. Roleiptagames still have rules and a
magic circle. Going inté-acadeand saying, “I've been shot!” jast bad role-

playing It's like going into D&D and saying, “Hey, did yacatch the space shuttle
launch on TV last night?” The world &ac¢adehas no guns in it, just as the world of
D&D has no space shuttle in it. So it's no wondet fTrip and Grace don't
understand when you say “I've been shot.” It's thatt it's bad Al. It's that guns are
outside of the game world.

The Traditional Assumptions Violated

This realization of mine—that storytelling games eole-playing games—violates
the traditional assumptions | described earlier:

“The goal is ultimate player freedom.”Maybe that’s not tenable in role-
playing.

“Interactive stories shouldn’t be games,’or that when we get them right,
they won't be games. Maybe games bring a beneftiatture. Maybe they
require the player to behave in ways that are stersi with the storyworld.
What if | play a war game as a pacifist, or a bestngame as a communist? |
will lose. When you play a game you must accepptieenise of the game,
and there is no reason why an interactive storytdvae workable for a player
who refuses to accept its premise.

“If you can do it, it must be allowed.”That’s not tenable in social contexts.
It's OK for actions involving physical activity, drwe can place limits on the
user interface to restrict player actions in a ptatscontext. It's problematic
when the action is speech, because we can’t inlpoge on what players
can say. We've become very well aware of this in ®I8k, because a lot of
players come into MMOGs bringing with them the saimel of expectations
that they have about single-player games, nam#élycan do it, I'm allowed
to do it.” And in fact, MMOGs have had to imposekit rules that players
obey voluntarily, restricting their speech. MMOGslate the “If you can do
it, it must be allowed” assumption.
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Interactive narratives are role-playing games synpgicause they are about playing a
role. That is the new vision.

Some of you may be saying, “Big deal, | got thexarg ago” or “Role-playing?
What the hell kind of a breakthrough is that?” Butne, it finally enabled me to get
through the molasses in my head, to put all thiff 8ito a conceptual framework
that | was able to work with. And along the wafoitced me to abandon these
cherished notions, these wonderful dreams | hadtabteractive storytelling, that
had actually been holding me back. | had to lepigihe utopian universal sandbox.
The notion that an interactive story should be frem any internal economy. Ken
Perlin helped me to see the value of including dihe. idea that the player had no
obligations to the story. We've been treating ttey@r like a reader of a book. Like
a person we know nothing about, who doesn’t owanyshing. He should be able to
do what he likes. And that's wrong. Because heliborating with us to create the
interactive experience. And that means he’s spgnalim credibility budget.

Once | accepted that, then a lot of other stufpgdenl into place. For one thing, it
provides a solution to what | call “the screwinguamd problem.” Screwing around is
a style of play. It's free-form, chaotic, and ldsgenbounded by rules. It's an
outgrowth of the ultimate freedom assumption, dred“if you can do it, it must be
allowed” assumption. It is in fact a classic maswuiktyle of play, that has driven
every little girl, who ever had a brother whom s¥as trying to include in her story-
like game, mad with frustration. Because she wentseate a coherent experience
with characters playing roles, and her little bestivants to screw around.

It's no surprise thaGrand Theft Autas lauded to the heavens by the largely male
group that play it: is the ultimate enabler of mase screwing around. Driving like
a maniac, performing random acts of violence, andriy meaningless mechanical
sex. | can't think of a clearer example of screwangund than that. But while you're
screwing around in GTA, the story is stopped! ¢tsnpartmented to prevent the
player from damaging it. While you’re screwing amdun GTA, you cannot affect
the plot of the story. They keep it separate, tgde screw around in one place and
have the plot someplace else.

So showing up at Trip and Grace’s dooFacadeand saying you've been shot,
when the game has no internal conception of béiog & also screwing around.
Role-playing places limits on screwing around.

The Laws We May Impose

One of the problems with interactive storytellisghat it lacks a requirements
specification, and | think a lot of the confusiardadisagreement arises from that.
What are we actually obliged to provide to the pf&Must an interactive story
enable the player to do anything whatsoever, inotydcrewing around? | would say
no. Apart from the problem of having the resouttcegresent “anything” (text
adventures can, but not anything else), a storijnengannot handle the implications
of absolutely any event. And the interesting they@ human storyteller can't either
If any of you have been Dungeon Masters, I'm sha¢ you, too, have been driven
mad by your party screwing around.
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What limitations may we place, then? Well, | thihlkere are three: The physical, the
social, and the dramatic laws of our storyworld.

The physical laws:The player must act in conformance to the laws of
physics of his world. We may absolutely prohibit ather, decline to
implement) actions that violate them.

The social laws:The player must act in conformance to the socwas laf his
world. If she violates those norms, the game igledtto misunderstand her,
to ostracise her, to lock her up as mentally flltaexecute her—just as the
real social world does.

The dramatic laws: The player must act in conformance with the robd tre
as agreed to play. He must accept the premiseeajame, or our obligation
to provide him with a coherent story is at an dhthe player screws around,
all bets are off, and it's not our fault. Requiritingit the player actually play a
role within the context of the story enables uplaxe expectations upon his
performance.

In other words, we can mediate the eternal tensgiween interactivity and
narrative, between the designer’s desire and diligéo construct a coherent story
and the player’s desire for freedom, through themmon agreement that the player
will be playing a role. If we try to create intet@e stories with the assumption that
every interactive story must be the ultimate sardhat can handle any possible
thing the player wants to do, we are setting oueselp to fail!

We are allowed to say, “No materializing chickenatid we're also allowed to say,
“No pretending to have been shot, when there aguns in the game world.” That
is the understanding that dawned upon me this Ygarhave obligations to the
player, but the player has obligations to us, tghohis participation as a role-player.
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ROLE- PLAYING

INTERACTIVITY NARRATIVE

e o

| have been using this image for a long time testilate the tension between the
player’'s desire for interactive freedom and thegles’s desire for narrative
coherency. But only recently did | realize thaerplaying is the fulcrum of the
balance, and add that text to the picture.

Part II: Practical Approaches

Now, how do we actually build it? The second hélfhis lecture will be about
pragmatic issues.

Branching Trees

We're all familiar with branching narratives—the @lb issue of branching tree
structures and the combinatorial explosion. Andstimaller the granularity of
decision-making, that is, the more frequently yaakendecisions in the game, the
faster the tree explodes. And the larger the nurobeptions at any given decision
point, the more branches there are available, winigkes it explode also.

In game design, we ordinarily consider that bottheke are a good thing: small
granularity, frequent decision-making, is good; affdring the player many options
is also good.

But | don’t think the cost implications of the cométorial explosion is the real
weakness of the structure. That’s a financial pwhlbut not a philosophical
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problem. The designers of text adventures don’ehawvorry about it as much as
designers of graphical adventures, because théyugre to create so much
content.

But there are some philosophical weaknesses tbrérehing tree structure as well:

Philosophical Weakness 10ne is that time is hard-coded into the tree.gfibms
must occur in a particular sequence that's builAlhcause-and-effect relationships
that can occur in the course of the game’s stayfiged in the tree’s structure.
That's OK because it guarantees that related ewvahtsccur in their proper
sequence. You won't get absurd results like effaafgpening before their cause. But
unrelated events aedso hard-coded into the tree. So they have to occthvan
sequence the tree dictates, even though theregsason that they couldn’t occur in a
different sequence. If you want to allow for evetot®ccur in a different order, you
have to have more branches in the tree.

Philosophical Weakness 2The second weakness is that the consequences of all
actions by any character (player or NPC) are hadkd into the tree as well. The
game treats decisions as things that move theajuog a tree, not as things that
affect characters. And indeed, the early games wdremely plot-oriented, and not
very character-oriented. So if someone lives, ylodw one huge branch of the tree,
and if someone dies, a different huge branch, loaecontains no further reference
to him. You have to have whole separate subtreesyith and one without anyone
who can die in the course of the game. Every atitiecision divides the tree into
these huge branches, because otherwise you wouddbgprd results. A person who
has died must never reappear in the story, andehqatres a separate storyline. So
what the industry has done is to abandon brandhesg and say, we’ll just make
rail-shooters and linear narratives instead.

Social Simulators

But in the research community, what some people ldawne is to go to the opposite
extreme and say, OK, no more hard-coded plots, ore foranching trees. Al
interactive storytelling must be emergent. Plotshauise by themselves as a
property of the algorithms that define the relastwips among people. So what we
have to do is create the perfect social simulagiogine, that can enable us to define
characters with any degree of complexity, and withtake the relationships among
these characters and generate a story from them.

OK, right. Perfect social simulation engine thatoawatically generates credible,
coherent, and interesting plots. No problem thigren.

| think this is simultaneously barking up the wrange while throwing the baby out
with the bathwater, if you'll excuse the expressids | mentioned last year, in his
GDC lecture in 2000, Marc Leblanc pointed out a hanof problems with purely
emergent narratives, and | won’t go over them agéithem, | would add that
conventionally trained writers are not used to ddimeir work in Microsoft Excel.
They're even less used to doing it in code.
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A pure social simulator treats life as a bunchta@racters just bouncing off each
other in a sort of Brownian motion. But that's maditthere is to life. Life is also full
of external events that intrude and place pressuithe people. Dramatic events.
Plot-like events. Story-like events.

So, there’s another question for our requiremegmes.sMust we simulate the
personality of every character in detail at evegmmant? Well, | don’t think so. First,
not every character; second, not at every moment.

Where did we get this notion that every charactemn interactive story must be a
fully-realized human being at all times? Was infravatching Captain Picard on the
holodeck? Do you think he really expected to be abhave a meaningful
relationship with every single character in ondigfDixon Hill holonovels? | don’t
think he did.

In other media, there are loads of minor charastéis don’t have any emotional
depth at all. Doormen, hot dog vendors, taxi dsyeeceptionists... books and
movies are full of people with whom the hero has ontwo little interactions and
then the character goes away and isn’'t seen a§§athors don’t crank up the full
power of their character-creation skills to inclublese people, and we don’t need to
crank up the full power of a character personalitg social behavior simulator just
to take a delivery from the Fedex guy.

And if you insist on falling in love with the Fedegxy, and the story is not about
your relationship with Fedex guy, then your lovgasng to be disappointingly
unrequited, and that's not the game’s fault. | kribat in the real world, bartenders
are real human beings and they ache and yearnapdsst like the rest of us, but in
the context of fiction, a bartender is just a haoft.

Nor do we need to implement the full power of sbsimulation at every moment. In
other media, when characters other than the proisigare off-stage, they aren’t
doing anything. And the author is not trying to jxeeack of everything that
everyone is doing at every moment. It really isa@es. The reader’s attention is a
stage, and the characters who are not on the atagest sitting around in the wings
reading the newspaper.

In fact, | believe the notion of the ultimate sda@nulator that can handle any
interaction between people is every bit as much @ipe dream as the ultimate
player freedom sandbox that can incorporate angeplaction into an interactive
story. | think trying to devise the ultimate soc@hulator is again setting ourselves
up to fail. It's asking us to do vastly more thae greatest storyteller of all time—
Tolstoy, Homer, choose your favorite—ever had to do

A Hybrid Solution

| think there’s a hybrid solution that doesn’t lombnventionally trained writers out
of the process.

The early games, with branching tree structurdspiglinated all character to the
plot. The result was predictably shallow charactélss, in effect, produced the

157



linear or near-linear adventure games we know todéyhave long assumed that
player decisions should drive the plot and thatatiner characters in the game world
are rather static. This is how all the classic atiwvee games worked.

Social simulation engines, by contrast, subordiaditplot to the characters.
Everything becomes about character interactionthéner not anything interesting
is happening. This in effect produces a kind ofrtaic sandbox, a simulation of
personality interactions, without any forward mowsrn

| believe they must be balanced so that each inflee the other. The approach |
prefer assumes that situations drive charactesftbamation, and this produces a
loop: situations stress people, people act to ahdmg situation.

Somebody is already putting it to work.

King of Dragon Pass

King of Dragon Passs a management and strategy game with a strdegplaying
element. It was one of the winners at the Indepein@ames Festival in the year
2000. In the game, you're looking after a clan edple that is governed by a council
of elders called the Ring. The kind of advice yet fgom the Ring depends on
who'’s on it. From time to time you can send memloétde Ring as emissaries off
to conduct negotiations with other clans. The omeof those negotiations depends
in part on who you send.

In other words—and I've talked to David Dunham, ofi¢he authors, and he
confirms this—situations are functions, and pe@pkethe parameters to the
functions. You put different people in to a sitoati you get out different results.

And these can chain onwards to produce new situgtieor you programmers, the
characters are pass-by-reference parameters, s@bpavalue, so the functions, that
is the situations, not only change the state optbt they change the people as well.

function murder (victim This helps the combinatorial explosion
killers, relatives); problem because the characters are not
hard-coded into the plot. If a character
nmur der dies, you don’t have to have a huge
(King, Caudius & branch of the plot to deal with it. That
Gertrude, Hanlet); character is simply not around to serve as

a parameter to any future situations.

The situations are character-agnostic. So instead/leat should Hamlet do about
Claudius and Gertrude having conspired to murdefdther?” it becomes: “What
should a young man do when his father’s ghost kefisthat his mother and uncle
have conspired to murder his father?” The outcoepedds on the characters
involved! How he feels about his mother, how hdsf@dout his uncle, and how he
feels about ghosts. If the father was a tyrant,bmays all for the best. If the young
man is completely terrified of the mother and thele, maybe he’ll run away. And
if the young man is really conflicted, you get #nteours of waffling followed by a
bloodbath.
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3 e ot ) o -
' Your emissaries approach the
- Warmandi clan, known for its martial §
fervor, and for a history of mad
_chieftains. Mad-Blood Orlgandi says, |
“How do | know this is not a trick? |
We Varmandi are better off without }
" a tribe, do you not think?”
1. Abandon negotiations. i
2. “Your deeds are more likely to be 48
remembered if you are part of a
tribe”
3. “Together, we will have
| protection from our foes.”
4. A tribe can support heroquests
more easily than a clan”
5. “When the Varmandi face hard
times, the rest of the tribe can
help feed you”

Many tribes form in order to
better perform heroquests.

A diplomatic event ilKing of Dragon Passwith the current members of the Ring
shown at the bottom.

Again, I'm not just speaking theoreticalling of Dragon Passontains a
proprietary interpreted language designed spetifiéar this purpose. It literally
codes up situations in which characters may beegdlaeand the game contains
hundreds of them.

Now, other RPGs also include character-agnost@sins, because they don’t
know in advance who’s in the player’'s party. Bug #ituations are almost always
about clobbering something, so it doesn’t reallytaravho’s in the party. They
aren’t social situations, they're clobbering sitoas. So regardless of who you take
into the party, the bad guy ends up dead. In otleeds, conventional RPGs could
do this, but they don’t live up to their potentiat it. That’s not the way most of
them are designed.

This mechanism avoids a number of the weaknesdibg dranching tree. The
combinatorial explosion can be reduced becausalhibte actions influence every
other action. Some situations arise in consequehothers (the main story arc), but
others arise independently. Decisions and evemtsftact the future not by hard-
coded chains of cause and effect, but by affe¢hiegqualities of the characters
involved—that is, the attributes that describe them
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So some future possibilities get closed off notose the player has gone down a
particular branch of the tree, but because theactar of the individuals involved
doesn’t permit it. So suppose you have a set oatns you have created that can
occur in the context of a marriage. Those situat&mply will not happen to
characters who are unmarried. If you put an unmanpierson in as a parameter to
one of those situations, the function will returnudl result. But you don’t have to
have one branch of a plot tree for married peopteaadifferent branch for
unmarried ones.

Against the Flying Circus

There’s another game using this mechanism as Wwelln consultant to a business
incubator named the Environment for Lucrative \aitinteraction in Oulu, Finland,
and there’s a startup company there that I'm adgisalled Tuonela Productions.
They are working on a game callddainst the Flying Circuswhich borrows

directly fromKing of Dragon Pasing of Dragonpass was mostly a management
simulation about looking after your clan, and thare a lot of numbers in it that the
player can see, about how many cows and sheepaxa) &nd so on.

Against the Flying Circuss about commanding a squadron of Allied pilotsiaty
World War |, going up against Baron von Richtofel &is squadron, the Flying
Circus. But it's not about flying the planes. Iébout being the commander, and it
concentrates on the human face of the war. Eagbwfpilots is an individual, and
as the commander, you have to decide who to seinohowhich missions, and to
balance the needs of the war with the current stayeur squadron: which pilots are
best, which ones are tired or injured, which orssdnmore practice, and so on.

But in addition to their missions and their stat@loysical health, each of these
pilots has a personal life. So they can go intatoget drunk, land in jail, and not be
available to fly later missions. They can fall avé, they can get bad news from
home, they can fall out with another pilot overaanipling debt, and so on. All these
things affect their concentration and their abitdyfly, and of course, sometimes
they don’t come back from a mission. Then you gekie replacements, and the
story carries on without them.
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Database of Database of
Characters Character-

= ' Agnostic
F . a Situations
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Storytelling
Engine

The structure of the Against the Flying Circus gtelling system

And these really are the challenges that a squanrormander would face. You

have to decide how to manage these guys, how toetamaigood relations with the
townspeople, how to make sure that your men agead condition and mentally
sharp, and of course try to achieve your missionghie war, all at the same time.

In this structure, unrelated events—Bob gets a ptimm while Jeremy gets a Dear
John letter from his girlfriend—can occur in anger, without having to be hard-
coded into a tree-structured plot, which makesggdmae more replayable. But it's

still going to feel very story-like, because thiiations that arise are meaningful and
dramatic. | think this game has considerable pa@iktd raise the bar on the
emotional depth of video games, because you dewepmysonal relationship with
every one of these guys, and any one of them @ardany mission. Now, that
potential is already in existing computer role-phgygames, but most of them are so
tied up with combat stats that they don’t take atlvge of it. The human element is
left behind in most commercial role-playing games.

What | like aboutAgainst the Flying Circuss that, unlike a pure social simulator, it
still gives conventionally-trained writers an imgaott role. They can think up the
situations that might arise, and they can thinkualbow different kinds of characters
would react to those situations, and in additiaw lthe situations would change
those people. This is what conventionally-trainedess are good at, and that’'s what
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we need more of in this industry. And then they wank with somebody to turn the
situations into functions and the characters i@ étructures.

| believe this hybrid of human-created, embeddeticharacter-agnostic, situations
andemergent individual characters who act within éheguations as their own
personalities determine, is an exciting new aveowexplore. | think the hybrid is
better than either of the approaches at the oppesids of the scale.

Summary

| believe that credibility is the currency of alimative, interactive or otherwise. |
think that role-playing mediates the tension betwiegeractivity and narrative. And
| think that treating interactive narratives arplaying creates a contract between
the designer and the player, such that:

The designer promises to provide a credible, caottestery if and only if...
The player promises to behave in credible, coheveys.
...and if they don't, all bets are off.

Furthermore, | think that the combination of huntesigned, embedded, but
character-agnostic situations, plus a characteulator, offers:

More flexibility than hard-coded narratives and releters.
More interesting dramatic possibilities than a paseial simulator.
... and it merits further study.

No other form of interactive entertainment triebéoall things to all players. Why
should interactive stories take on that burdetitnkt in fact, that we—or at least I—
have been staggering under the burden of thesenptisus of this colossal thing
that we are expecting to try to deliver: this ubite sandbox, this experience whose
premise the player doesn’t have to accept. It'g timstop apologizing for not
working miracles, and get on with the job.
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Appendix P: Introducing Ken Perlin’s Law

By Ernest Adams
Gamasutra
June 1, 2006

“So who’s Ken Perlin?” | hear you cry. Ken Perlinsomebody you ought to know
about and pay attention to. He’s a professor ofpader science at the New York
University’s Media Research Lab. He’s also the winof an Academy Award—yes,
a real Oscar—for his work on procedural texturifgpathms. (Beat that, Clooney!)
Ken is simultaneously blessed with staggering ligieshce and seemingly boundless
energy. He works on an incredible range of readlyl stuff, from a collaborative
integrated development environment intended to teglph programming to
schoolgirls, to a machine for projecting 3D imag#e the air with no screen (like
R2-D2’s projection of Princess Leia near the beigigrof Star Wars), to a fast but
effective facial expression animation toolkit. Besall, he puts a bunch of this stuff
on his web page as Java applets so you can playitwiburself; have a look at
http://mrl.nyu.edu/~perlin/

“OK, so what'’s his law?” you ask. That takes ddithore time to explain. But |
should say that while Ken Perlin came up with tesmi I'm the one who's calling it
a law and naming it after him. He’s too modestaatdor himself, but I think it's
really important and he should get the credit for i

For a long time now, we game designers have asstimeglayer freedom is a good
thing, especially in the context of fictitious gamerlds where the player can move
around and explore. This assumption goes all thebaak to the original text-based
adventure gameéydventure(or Colossal Cave Adventurewas different from other
computer games of its day because it didn’t priligtaof commands for the player to
choose from. Instead, it simply put a prompt ongbreen and said, “type anything
you want to.” It pretended that you could do anythiOf course, after five minutes
of play you realized that this was an illusion; gane didn’t really understand that
many commands. But, among those of us who are @itnabout the potential of
computer games, it created a fond hope, a utopeantd Someday weill create a
game in which you can do anything! And this dreas been at the back of game
designers’ minds from that day to this.

This is partly why thé&rand Theft Auteeries has been so highly praised. Never
before has a game offered the player so much free@ibe game world reacts
appropriately to just about anything the playezdrio do. If you steal a taxi, you can
be a taxi driver and earn money legitimately, tgkpeople around town. If you steal
an ambulance, you can earn money by taking peogleethospital. You can listen to
different radio stations in the car, play baskdtimalhe right places, and so on. Of
course, the range of player actions permitte@riand Theft Autas restricted to
certain domains, mostly to do with violence andielels. You can’t earn any money
being a street mime, and you can’t set up and uwnaeless shelter. The game
world doesn’t include the necessary actions or @eics to support these activities.
Still, the range of things the games will let yauig unprecedented, and it created
tremendous excitement among both players and gasigreers.
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So we have a well-established assumption that pfagredom is good, but it brings
with it a problem. For a long time now, I've bedruggling with a conundrum of
interactive storytelling that | dubbed “The Problefrinternal Consistency” in a
lecture | gave at the Game Developers’ Conferend®95. | also wrote about it in
an earlier Designer’s Notebook columithtee Problems for Interactive
Storytellers’ back in 1999. The essence of the Problem ofmaleConsistency is
this: how do we balance the player’s desire foedam with the designer’s desire to
tell a consistent, coherent story? What do we denathe player wants to do
something that doesn’t work with the plot that weelaid out? Refuse him
permission to do it, and take away his freedomalldw him to do it, and destroy
our story? | never came up with a good answertfor i

So last November, | went to a conference cagtuial Storytelling '05in

Strasbourg, France. It was a small enough confertirat every session was plenary
—you didn’t have to choose between sessions, fingsas you showed up, you
were bound to hear everything. Ken Perlin was dribeospeakers, and in the middle
of his lecture, he made an almost throwaway rerttakreally brought me up short.
This was what he said, the thing that | think isrsportant:

Ken Perlin’s Law: The cost of an event in an interactive story shaeadlirectly
proportional to its improbability.

Now, I'm used to thinking about interactive storiegerms of traditional puzzle-
based adventure games, and they don’t usually &aveternal economy. They often
don't keep track of any numbers at all. So whaerst heard this, | thought, “What’s
he talking about? Interactive stories don’t have mamtion of costs built into them.”
Even in role-playing games, improbable eventsasethe product of particularly
good or bad die-rolls. There’s no cost element@ated with them; it’s just luck.

But the more | thought about it, the more sengeeitle, and the whole concept
started to break up the logjam in my head abouPtieblem of Internal Consistency.
What is the unit of cost of an improbable everd story? Itcredibility. That's what
gets spent when something improbable happens. ifati, every story, interactive
or non-interactive, book, movie, television, or garter game, hasaedibility

budget The story itself can only tolerate a certain antaf improbability before the
credibility budget is exhausted, and the storyised. In the case of non-interactive,
conventional narrative, the author controls anahdpéhe credibility budget, and
when the author blows it, she ruins her story agtrdys her reader’s immersion.
But in the case of interactive narrative, bothdesigner and the player spend from
the same credibility budget. If the designer blawthen he ruins the story for the
player. But if the player blows it, he ruins thergttoo. He has done something so
improbable that the designer didn’t budget for it.

Now, Ken didn’t say that the unit of cost of impatibe events in a story is
credibility. That's my own addition to his idea,daif you think it's nonsense, you
should blame me for that, not him. But it makestaf sense to me.

Ken went on to give an example of what he mearthbycost of improbable events.
He said, suppose you're playing along in an intéracstory set in the modern day,

164



without any magic or strange powers, and you dettideyou want to materialize a
chicken out of thin air. Ken said, if the game waf#othis at all, it should be a very,
very, very expensive operation. And in my termigylomaterializing a chicken
completely blows the credibility budget. | thinletdesigner is entitled to decide that
you simply can’t materialize chickens in his wotbécause the credibility budget
doesn’t stretch that far.

In papers on interactive narrative you often seemdistatements of the form “the
designer and the player collaborate to createttrglgke experience” without any
explanation of what the hell that really meansawlit's supposed to take place,
especially given that the designer and the plagaally never meet. And | don't
know what the hell it really means either, butihkthis business of both the
designer and the player making withdrawals fromsta®e credibility budget is
central to the idea. It's where the rubber meetgtlad on the Problem of Internal
Consistency. Essentially, we are entitled to litiné player’'s freedom when that
freedom would destroy the story.

(Interestingly, in spite of all the freedom tha¢ tBrand Theft Aut@ames offer, you
can’t actually ruin the story. It's compartmentdtito prevent you from damaging it.
If you try to kill characters or destroy vehiclést the plot needs later on, you just
won't find them. They don’t come into the game wiauhtil they’re required.)

I’'m not just talking about this stuff in a purelpsiract, theoretical sense. I'm talking
about design and coding. | think it's possible tidda quantity, a resource called
credibility, into a game, and to track expendituagainst it. When the player does
outrageously improbable things, credibility is dimshed, and perhaps he can’t do
any more improbable things for a while until it loisi back up again over time. And
if the game is using an algorithm to generate stéwgnts automatically, then | think
it, too, should be limited by the size of the chality budget, and not permit
improbable events to occur more often than is btedNaturally, any such system
would have to have a concept ofradibility pricebuilt into it, and that price would
have to be set by the designer. But that's whaalweady do in RPGs every time we
establish the probability of certain events oceraccording to die-rolls. The
credibility price of an event will require humardgment to set, but there’s nothing
wrong with that; I'm all for humans taking a majote in constructing our stories,
even if they are automated and interactive.

Of course, we've always been able to limit the pt&y/freedom, and we always have
—though mostly for technical reasons rather tharystlling ones. The issue is
really how we justify it when maximum freedom iseoof our most deeply-cherished
goals. As long as we don’t mind the player ruining story, it doesn’t much matter;
but as designers it's our job to provide credilitgissandfreedom at the same time.
| think Ken Perlin’s Law gives us the tool we ndedalance those conflicting
demands. Thanks, Ken!

165



Appendix Q: Rethinking Challenges in Games and
Stories

Ernest W. Adams

2007 Game Developers’ Conference

This is an approximate transcript of the text oflegture at the 2007 GDC
on March 9, 2007. | present it in this form becatlsenature of the material
does not lend itself to the traditional paper fotm@lso, because the lecture
is informal and to some extent ad-libbed, thisdsanverbatim document.

Introduction

I'm bad at a lot of video games. | realize thataolynitting this, I've probably
destroyed my credibility with some of you, and ta@eople should go ahead and
leave. But the truth is, a lot of games are sintptyhard for me and I'm not
ashamed to admit it. The problem is produced bgmalination of factors. First, |
don’t have all the hand-eye coordination in theld:dfm clumsy to begin with, and
I’'m getting older, and now need reading glassed,sanon. Second, | don’t have that
much time to play any more. | can’t afford to spédirs trying to beat one
particular boss. And third, the nature of the aadles in the games that I'm bad at
are such that | don’t even enjoy trying. Thereaagain things I'm prepared to take
time over, and others that I'm not.

In the course of the last year | took the book ameg design that | wrote with
Andrew Rollings—Andrew Rollings and Ernest Adams on Game Designd |
expanded it significantly. In the process of dadilngt, | realized that | needed to pay
more attention to the issue of difficulty. Thistiee is the product of my thinking.
It's divided into three parts.

The first part is a theory of difficulty that | wato present. It's very pragmatic, and |
think that it has direct applications in level dgsand game balancing.

The second part is some blue-sky thinking I've baeimg about challenge-free play;
that is, play without gameplay.

The third part is about the effect that challeng@ge on interactive storytelling, and
particularly their emotional effects.

A Theory of Difficulty

Over the last year | revised the book that | wreith Andrew Rollings Andrew
Rollings and Ernest Adams on Game Desagr in the process | realized that |
needed to think some more about the nature otdiffi in video games. The
guestion that faced me was, how can we get frondiffieulty that we, as designers,
think that we build into a challenge to the difftgtthat the player perceives in
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overcoming that challenge? What factors go into pheyer’s perception, and how
are they related to one another?

Csikszentmihalyi's Theory of Flow

First | want to introduce a concept 4
calledflow, devised, or discovered,
by a psychologist named Mihalyi
Csikszentmihalyi. [The name is
pronounced, approximately, “me- _
HI chick-SENT-me-hi.”] Flow is a
pleasurable state of high \x\
productivity which can occur either -
during work or play. When a O
person’s ability to perform a task <<\"

balances the difficulty of the task
that they have to do, then they
enter the flow state. When the task
is too easy, they become bored.
When the task is too hard, they
become anxious. When it’s just Player Ability

right, they experience flow. I'm

we’ve all felt this when we're

playing games. We call it “being in the groove,™being in the zone.” You're
really cruising, you're doing well. It's a marve®teeling.

Anxiety

Difficulty

Boredom

¥

| believe that this is what we want to achievedur players, or rather, for our
players to achieve for themselves: to enter the fitate. Now, | realize that there are
some old-time hardcore game designers who thirtkhiegpoint of game design is to
make games as hard as possible, because they ddtiatdty with fun. But | think

the industry has moved on from that—at least, lehep—and | believe that our goal
is to get players into a state where they are emgoyne game enormously simply
because they are doing well at it. Not becausedtseasy (because if it's too easy,
they become bored), but simply because it matdies abilities. In effect, what we
want to do is get them to the right levelpafrceivedlifficulty. How do we determine
the perceived difficulty of a challenge?

Six Factors

In thinking about it, | concluded that there wepefactors to take into consideration:
four that we can control and measure, and twoweabave no control over. Here
they are, and I'll discuss them in more detail mament:

* Intrinsic Skill Required to meet a challenge, irrespective of time pressure

» Stress,that is, the level of time pressure placed uporctialenge. |
separated time pressure from intrinsic skill reggdiibecause you can usually
add or subject time pressure from just about amjlemge.

* Power Providedby the game to help the player meet the challehiis.
takes the form of weapons, powerups, available syased so on.
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* In-Game Experience that

is, the length of time the @ corf @ Jordae
player has been playing our ey
game when he encounters @ Chess

the challenge in question.
We could actually keep an

. . ® Real-time Strategy
internal timer that measures

Games

how long a player has been @ /venture
playing. We don’t usually Games Action
1=
dO that, bUt we dO knOW . Adveniures
i i i First-person
that if a player is at level 10 @ Tictacoe @t

Intrinsic Skill {independent of time pressure)

of a game, we have a
general feeling for how
long they have been

playing.

»

Stress (the effect of ime pressure)

The other two that we can’t control or measure are:

* Native Talentthe player brings to the game.
* Prior Experience at playing similar sorts of games.

Absolute Difficulty

Looking further into this, | asked: How do we meaastheabsolute difficultyof a
given challenge? | concluded that the absolutécdiffy consists of two factors:
intrinsic skill required and stress. Intrinsic $kdquired is measured relative to the
trivial case, or a baseline case, for the giverlehge, again, independently of time
pressure. The metrics for every task are goingtditberent. I'm not trying to claim
that you can turn this into a universal formulat #@ables you to compare the
difficulty of heterogeneous tasks to one anothdifeEznt tasks will have different
kinds of metrics, so, for example, measuring tlfigcdity of hitting a target with an
arrow will be different from measuring the diffi¢ylof solving a logic puzzle such
as Sudoku. In hitting a target with an arrow, thetdrs that contribute to the intrinsic
skill required are such things as the distancéédadrget and the size of the target,
whereas with Sudoku, it's how many of the boxesadneady filled in.

Then there is the stress, the effect of time pressn the player. Stress is a factor
that discourages logical thinking and planning. Plager’s play becomes much
more tactical, much more reactive rather than gineaevhen he is under large
amounts of stress.

When you put these intrinsic skill required an@ssrtogether, if you want to
maintain a fixed level of absolute difficulty forgaven type of challenge, then the
more you have of one, the less you should havikeeobther and vice versa. If you
raise them both, the absolute difficulty goes up.

Here’s a graph showing the intrinsic skill requiredsus stress for a variety of types
of games. At the extreme left are games of the $vseeess, and all the way up the
left hand side we have turn-based games, fromatigde to golf. Golf requires a
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very high degree of intrinsic skill, but it's nohégh-stress game in the sense that you
have to take your shot quickly or someone is géingome and shoot you.

Moving farther out we have action-adventures, wigilelte more stress on the
player, real-time strategy games, which requireesehat more intrinsic skill but
aren’t quite as fast-paced as action-adventurekfiest-person shooters, which are
very high on the stress side but don’t actuallyunega large amount of intrinsic
skill. That is, if you had all the time in the wdrio aim your shots in an FPS, they
wouldn’t be very hard. But the stress level is gfhhn games lik&€Quake Arendhat
that is the source of most of its difficulty. Filyall've added a real-world example,
cardiac surgery, which isn't as frenzied as a fitson shooter (although it does
have severe overall time limitations), but whiclesleequire an extremely high level
of intrinsic skill as well.

Managing Player Perceptions

So absolute difficulty is measured with resped tavial case or baseline case, e.g.
hitting a target 50 feet away is more difficult thaitting a target one foot away, or in
more familiar game terms, defeating a level 5 ioharder than defeating a level 1
troll.

Then you can include another factor, power provi@ded get theelative difficulty

of the challenge. This is done by taking the alisatdiifficulty and subtracting the
amount of power provided by the game to the playérelp with the task. If you
make the player a level 5 knight, then obviousbythre considerably more powerful
than a level 1 knight is. So a level 5 knight cafedt a level 5 troll almost as easily
as a level 1 knight can defeat a level 1 troll.udally, role-playing games do this all
the time. As the levels up, he gets harder andehanbnsters to fight, and you
always try to keep the strength of the monstersguitle above the power of the
player.

Finally, include one more factor, in-game experesrand you get thegerceived
difficulty of the task. In-game experience goes up as thep&ntinues to play.

9

Power
Provided 1o
Meaeat

Ahsolute Challenges

= Difficulty
=
=]
E i
% In-Game
Relative Experience
Difficulty the Player
Has Had
v
F‘erceived_________-—-—-'""_'_-_.’

Difficulty

L

Time



So here’s how these factors interact. Absoluteadiffy goes up very rapidly.
Typically, in something like a role-playing gamkthe player is level 1 and gets into
a level 3 area, the game is already impossiblprdotical terms she simply cannot
succeed, so the difficulty goes to infinity. Buethame provides the player with
growing power to meet its challenges as their difty goes up, so the relative
difficulty line is a less steep curve. Then, agbts more experience as well, we
create the perceived difficulty, which is what veeteally concerned with.

Notice that at the beginning of the game, relasind perceived difficulty are the
same because the player has zero experience.

So although absolute difficulty goes up at an iesate, the perceived difficulty
goes up at a much more gentle rate, and that’'s whatant. We don’t want to have
terrible spikes in the player’s perception of haavchthe game is; they complain
about that. Players will stop playing if the pevesi difficulty of a game goes up
much too fast. You need to manage the rate at whiglabsolute difficulty goes up
along with the amount of power that you providéétp meet them. And you need to
space them out appropriately so the growing diffycis also compensated for by the
player’'s growing experience.
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If you provide too much, power, look what happdhgou say, “I'm going to make
sure that the power provided always exactly matthesbsolute difficulty of the
challenge in question,” that is, it is exactly asyefor a level 5 knight to defeat a
level 5 troll as it is for a level 1 knight to detea level 1 troll, so relative difficulty
remains flat, then the perceived difficulty actyalbes down. The player’s
experience is growing all the time as well, s&’'# no harder to beat a level 5 troll as
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it was a level 1 troll, then the player will begmbe bored. They will move out of
the flow state.

So, putting all this together, you get the follog/iequation:

perceived difficulty = (intrinsic skill required stress)—(power provided + in-game
experience)

...plus or minus the other two imponderables, eati@ent and prior experience,
which you just don’t know about.

You can compensate for player talent and prior egpee to some extent by offering
the player multiple difficulty levels to play at@ | strongly believe you should do
this. | consider that a commandment of game de3igao:should always include
multiple difficulty levels in a game if you cantlaugh | recognize that not all
games are suited for it. But you should if you daetause it makes your game more
accessible to a wider range of people with diffetevels of talent and experience.
And | would add another commandment that someoggesied to me recently:
easy mode means EASY, damiasy mode should be so easy that you can win the
game by bashing the controller with your forehdslno problem to make a game
hard, but we can and should work to make gamesre#@sid once again, old-time
designers who were mostly interested in making lgardes used to say, “But the
player will win too soon!” To which | respond, “Arttiat is a problem for you why?
Is your ego going to be bruised if they get throyghr game too soon? If it's too
easy on easy mode, then they can put it on a hardee.”

Putting it all together, | think this is a usefuhyvof thinking about difficulty in
games, and as we design, we should try to keepeale factors in mind. When a
challenge appears to be too hard, what is the neaBecause the game doesn’t
provide enough power to meet it, or because thgeplaasn’t had enough of a
chance to learn how to defeat it? | feel thesevah@able concepts in the process of
game balancing and level design.

Beyond Challenges

For a long time, I've been saying that, just asrgspionism was a new way of
seeing that raised the question of what painting a®ut and what it could do, so
we need new ways of playing that explore the qaesif what interactive
entertainment is about and what it can do. I'mjuast talking about sandbox modes
in existing games. Sandbox modes are fine, anichik the should have them, but in a
lot of sandbox modes the designer just punts. Mg, $&K, if you won't play by the
rules of the regular game, then all bets are adivéHfun if you can, but don’t count
on me to help you. I've turned off all the challesgand you're free to screw around
as much as you like, but you're on your own.”

But what about if we devoted the same amount ofggri® creating challenge-free
play spaces as we devoted to creating challengiegSpaces that are just as much
fun to visit, but whose fun arises from anotherrseuhan challenge and
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achievement? This already happens to some degMBI@Gs. Players find things
to do that don’t have much to do with the gameimpry challenges.

Ways that Games Entertain
Let’s take a look at some of the ways that gamésrain:

* Gameplay.This is always at the top of the list. | define ggotay as the
challenges that a game offers, plus the actiortsttpeovides in order for the
player to meet those challenges. If an interacivMertainment product calls
itself a game, then it should entertain through galay. But there are many
other sources of entertainment that, as designershould keep in mind:

* Aesthetics.The visual and auditory style of the experience.

» Storytelling, if you choose to include it. Characters to careualand a plot
to become involved in.

* Risk and reward. Gambling games rely almost entirely on risk andamelv
If you stop and think about it, most gambling garaesreally stupid:
roulette, blackjack, the lottery. Almost all theimtertainment value comes
from risk and reward.

* Novelty, new things to see and do.

* Learning, gaining understanding and mastery. Raph KosteksHimat
learning is a huge part of the source of entertamtrin play.

* Creativity. The ability to build stuff and say, “Look, | madeat.”

* Role-playing, being somebody else, putting on a mask and actpagta

* Immersion. Going someplace else, entering an alternate reality

» Socializing.Interacting with other people.

So gameplay is at the top of this list, but it'sff@m the only way in which games
entertain. There’s a lot of other stuff that weldozoncentrate on more if we chose
to.

Games as Systems

There is a common tendency on the part of somguies and theoreticians to think
of games primarily asystems-this is the approach taken, for example, in Sateh a
Zimmerman’sRules of PlaySalen and Zimmerman'’s work analyzes games in a
fairly formal sense, hence the emphasis on ruléisdritle. Rules are systems. The
core mechanics are composed of systems; they eadgbrithmic implementation of
the rules. Raph Koster also tends to think andevinits way. Many game designers
who used to be, or are still, programmers, thing way.

The question is, what are they systems for doiray§ that a game is a system
doesn't really tell you much; the more importasuis is what the system does to
create the player’s experience. The systems in gavses exist for the purposes of
offering gameplay. But suppose that we create ny@tess that offer all the other
sources of entertainment that | mentioned? AgaiMQGs do this to some degree;
they include systems for encouraging socializing systems for encouraging role-
playing (not that the players bother, so far aan ll).
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Some designers consider the graphics and the sthendnvironment, to be mere
window-dressing hung upon the underlying systerd,the system is all that really
matters. A few even go so far as to regard gragsasothing more than a necessary
evil imposed by the marketing department. Thisfisonrse the old graphics versus
gameplay argument, and it's now largely a deaceisany game designer with any
brains knows that you have to have a suitable ptmpoof both, and to execute both
well.

But what if we had graphiasithoutgameplay? | don’t mean in the sense of the
dreadful “interactive movies” of the early 1990satt offered lots of narration, but
gave the player very little to do. Rather, | meaapdics with other kinds of play
besides gameplay. In other words, the systemssbareate need not be exclusively
dedicated to providing challenges, and in somescbhden’t believe that we need to
provide challenges at all. It's quite possible take an entertaining experience with
all the features on my list except the first one.

Far Cry

Let me talk to you about what happened the firsetl played~ar Cry.| started it
up, and | immediately noticed that the landscapggeageous The trees, the sky...
there were even fish in the water. It's full oférgsting old ruins. | just wanted to
hike around and look at it. And | thought to mys#fHinally | can explore a tropical
island without the heat or humidity or poisonougsll

Unfortunately, when | tried it, every 30 secondseqgerk tried to shoot me! How
much fun is that? Would you go to the Pyramiddpokngkor Wat, or Chichen ltza
if somebody were trying to blow your head off &kkttime? So you're supposed to
play Far Cryif and only if what you want to do is shoot otheople before they
shoot you.

And when you think about it, isn’t it a shame tbat artists spend so much time
creating these incredible environments that nolgedyg a chance to enjoy properly?

When | introduce the concept of an internal econamyy Fundamental Principles
of Game Design workshop, | do it with referencéinst-person shooters because
they have very simple economies—enemies, hit poameno, that's really about it
—but I'm always careful to point out that FPS garals® have exploration
challenges that are secondary to the central ctgglef managing your hit points
and ammao.

But in fact, as we’ve begun making rail-shootersi@na games, FPSes have
abandoned exploration as a source of entertainmétstown right. If you're on a

rail or in an arena, there’s not a lot to expldeploration is about making choices in
an unfamiliar environment. You can’t do that whem'ye on a rail. Nowrar Cry

isn’t exactly a rail-shooter, but it does requioaiyto traverse the landscape in
particular ways, in order to force you to confraatchallenges in a certain order. In
other words, its landscape, beautiful as it igpBmized for gameplay. That's as it
should be, becaugar Cry is a game.
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Here’s another example. This is an analysis orteed€ounter-Strikdevels. It's a
carefully designed space for balanced sniping dppdes between the red and blue
teams. Both have an equal chance in this scenahniey-Have good positions in
which to hide, and certain areas that they canrcevel so on.

Analysis of Counter-Strike sniping areas.

Counter-Strikeanalysis.

Level design for shooters is a particular skilttb@ncentrates on such things as sight
lines and choke points. But landscape design ®ptirposes of exploratiatself
requires different considerations. And this is wiat great landscape designers of
the 18th century excelled at. They persuaded theemswof English country houses to
tear out their flat, formal, geometrical garderet thad been popular for 300 years,
and to replace them with landscapes that were nted& explored—Ilandscapes full
of hills and valleys, hidden lakes and grottoesl, distant vistas. They even built
fake ruins, called follies, on the tops of hillssf to make the skyline more
interesting. Or they would deliberately allow a dmartion of a building to show
through the trees, to encourage people to comérahdut what was there. In game
design terms, they left a clue. You can see th#tisniimage:
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Prior Park, Bath, England

So the landscape designers of the 18th century weséect designing exploration-
game landscapes, or rather an exploration-experimdscapes. It wasn’t about
gameplay, but about exploration.

The landscape gardeners optimized their landsdapggople who were simply
taking a walk. Interactive entertainment needsrtwipe people with more to do
than simply take a walk. But | still think theresemething to be learned from the
principles that they discovered. And | think thattblandscape gardening, for
outdoor spaces, and architecture, for indoor dmege a lot to offer us if we want to
provide the kinds of reduced-difficulty or reduceltallenge play that I'm talking
about. Games for people, who like me, aren’'t verydgat a lot of games.

Earning the Right to Play

The central organizing principle of most video gapend this goes all the way back
to our arcade days and has been with us ever sinit&t the player must earn the
right to play by doing well. If you're bad at tharge, too bad. You just don’t get to
see the rest of it. Now, we also put in cheatselp the bad players, but we label
them explicitly as cheats in order to humiliate pi@yer and to remind him that he’s
no good, as if he needed reminding.

But if you want to make games equally accessibjgotar players, and you should,
because there are a lot of us and we have monggidal require the player to earn
the right to playEarning the right to play is a challenge-and-actmeent model. It's
inappropriate if you want to provide the playertwiton-gameplay play.
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Virtual Tourism

So what about a landscape that's optimized foraggibn, and other, non-
gameplay-based activities? What about a computexieesion of Club Med, where
you can do the kinds of things that people likd@avhen they're on vacation?
Here’s a brief list:

Visiting interesting places Flying

Hiking _
Rock-climbing Airplanes
Mountaineering Helicopters
Caving Hang gliders
Skiing Microlights
[S)ﬂ/rifrl]r;g Boating

Hunting - Sailboats
Horseback riding Powerboats
Pony-trekking Fishing
Skydiving

Recreational sex!

In essence, what I'm talking about hereirgual tourism.And | don’t mean to
suggest that all these things are easy to do ¥eill.can still include activities that
have a learning curve. It takes practice to flylwelto sail well. Rock-climbing and
mountaineering are strenuous and difficult actdgitiand you can, to some degree,
mimic that strenuousness and difficulty. But I'nyisg that you don’t have to force
the player to jump through your hoops in orderamehe right to play. A skier can
ski on any level slope she wants to. If she’s moy\good, she might not do well at
the advanced slopes, but since a virtual skiert¢ant herself, why prevent her from
trying? Unlockable content is all very well wheis tised as a reward for
achievement, but that's not appropriate here.

Second Life

Naturally, one of the first things that comes todwhen we talk about virtual

tourism isSecond Life. Second Life&é¢enceptual ancestor was an online environment
for—I kid you not—the Commodore 64, call€ub Caribe which was named in
deliberate imitation of Club Med.

Gamers kind of upset by all the mainstream publitiatSecond Lifgets, because
it has a fraction of the number of participantd iVarld of Warcrafthas. And
Second Lif&keeps on attracting attention and getting maiastrpress, as when
presidential candidates open officesSecond LifeWhy do you think this is? The
reason is thabecond Lifes about money and sex, whiléorld of Warcraftis about
killing imaginary monsters. In other word3econd Lifeffers an experience that the
mainstream press is interestedgartly because it bears a relationship to real life
which it's the mainstream press’s job to cover. Witee Swedish government
decides to open an embassysegcond Lifethat's mainstream news. It's about a real-
world entity stepping into cyberspace for a reaHd/@urposeWorld of Warcrafis
about a world that it inotthe mainstream press’s job to cover. From a numbers
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standpoint it would make much more sense to hav®hama for president” office
in World of Warcrafthan inSecond Lifebut that would be a fantasy-killing element
and everyone would hate World of Warcraftis a gameSecond Lifaes a place.

SoSecond Lifepproximates what I'm talking about, but it plac@gch more
emphasis on social and commercial activity thalods on virtual tourism. | was
exaggerating when | said tifaécond Lifavas about money and sex; it's about
money and creativity. Sex is just a by-product tmat tend to find in these sorts of
environments. But its emphasis on player creatigityoth a strength and a
weakness. It's a strength in that it's very Web arfd it counts on letting the
contributors do the work of providing the contemhjch is certainly cheaper for
Linden Lab than doing it themselves.

The weakness, however, is that the contei@eaiond Lifeés extremely surreal. It's
the product of a very large number of competingowis. As a resuliSecond Lifes
both aesthetically and culturally incoherent. &léelike walking around Disneyland
on acid. One minute you’re in Tomorrowland, but tiext minute you're in
Frontierland and a woman with a blue cat headyiadrto talk to you. It's a sensory
overload of the strange. Because it's not the prbdfia single guiding mind, it
doesn’t convey a harmonious sense of place. Ratisesn endless series of
discords, so | don't think it's the answer if waltg want to provide virtual tourism.
Personally, | place a high value on creative vistbat’'s why | like looking at the
English country-house landscapes. | can say tolinyéd, this is a Capability
Brown landscape, and | can feel his deft touchakvere in the placement of these
lakes and little rivers and so on.” But | do thihlat Second Lifés a step in the the
right direction: entertainment that offers thingsib, without forcing you to
overcome challenges to earn the right to do them.

S.T.A.L.K.E.R.: Shadow of Chernobyl

| want to talk for a minute abo&.T.A.L.K.E.R.: Shadow of Chernghwhich does
something pretty amazing with space as W&IT..A.L.K.E.Rhas been vaporware for
several years, but it just went gold about a wegk &he title is somewhat
unfortunate, for those of you who have not hearit, @ind it represents what | think
is a mistranslation from the Russian. It has ngthuhatsoever to do with stalking in
the familiar connotation of obsessively pursuingrarocent person. A better
translation would be “hunter,” but at this poiné tmarketing has been done, so THQ
is stuck with the name.

| was asked to do some design consultinganA.L.K.E.R.and | flew over to Kiev
to meet with the development team, so | got a dookl at it.S.T.A.L.K.E.Ris a
first-person shooter set in the 30-kilometer excdgzone around Chernobyl. It's
pretty much the opposite of a rail shooter—it’s thosutdoors in the open, and you
can go anywhere you want, although there are cectaoke points to prevent you
from getting into areas before you're ready fomthe

But what really struck me about Stalker is the ete which they've modeled the
real place. | was in their offices and | happereetbok out the window and noticed
an interesting and distinctive pine tree of a tilpa | had never seen before. Then |
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looked at one of their screens and there were tpiogetrees. And they have
modeled the dead city of Pripyat, which was rigitrto the power plant, with
extraordinary accuracy. Here are two pictures,ah# top one a photograph of the
real place and the bottom one, the modeled orfeeigame.

Pripyat was once home to 45,000 citizens, who \a#revacuated in the space of a
few days by a group of heroic bus drivers who vk in again and again, ferrying
people out. All those bus drivers are dead now,thadvhole city stands empty and
decaying. But GSC Game World, the developers, hegweduced every building.
The species of trees are right, the abandonedlestace right. What they’'ve done is
to create a memorial in computer game form.
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Now don’t get me wrong. This is still a shooterdat’s full of zombies and hostile
soldiers, and all kinds of other nasty stuff thatsstantly trying to kill you. And |
freely admit thaS.T.A.L.K.E.Rhas the same problem tlr Cry has, in that you
can't just explore freely, because there’s alwayislkaof being eaten by a mutant
pig. But this isn’t yet another fantasy world. Ittee game developers’ own country,
that got poisoned and can never be inhabited atmaagine if, instead of being
flooded with water, New Orleans had been floodeith wadioactive waste. That's
what happened to northern Ukraine. And they deditedy chose to remind their
players of that, which | think is an interestinglanoving thing to do in a video
game.

America’s Army

Now let’s look for a moment &merica’s Army This is one of the most peculiar
games you can imagine the US Army producing, bexthes Army is the last place
you would expect to find moral relativism. Moralatvism is the idea that right and
wrong are simply a matter of perspective. But beeaxf the strange politics of
making this game, they had to build moral relativis. It was politically impossible
for the Army to make a game in which players calidot at US soldiers, and
obviously they didn’t want to have US soldiers sirapat each other either (which
happens by accident with distressing frequency).

The Army could not do that, so they had to makaragyin which everybody thinks
that they're a US soldier, and everybody thinks éverybody else is a terrorist. The
graphics display the world that way. So in this gadbelow] here we are, we're US
soldiers. We've got the drop on this terrorist. $ieurrendering. We're standing
there with our M-16s, and he’s holding up his AKid&urrender. That's how we
see the world. If we were to flip it around and gdsom his point of view, he would
see himself as a US soldier and us as terroribts gfaphics engine would render us
as terrorists. He would see himself holding an Mkl us holding AK-47s. It gets
even stranger still. If we pick up his AK-47, heseais pick up his M-16. Completely
bizarre. Not only is the representation of the peoplative, but even the weapons.
Total moral relativism! Everybody thinks they'reetijood guy.
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| think this idea that you can display multiple g@ctives on the same place is
extremely interesting. In America’s Army, therens underlying reality. There’s no
data bit that says, “This is the correct answeu, ngally are a terrorist.” It's
completely morally relative. And | think that tresuld be put to use in other kinds of
games as well.

PeaceMaker

Here’s a screen shot from another game that rgceathe outPeaceMaker.
PeaceMakers about trying to create a successful two-staligtisno in Palestine.

You take the role of either the Israeli Prime Miaisor the President of the
Palestinian Authority, and you try to manage tteagion and negotiate with the
other side in order to arrive at a two-state sotutAt the same time, you have to
deal with various militants on your own side, whgou have to try to keep in check.
And it's exactly the right sort of game for showitligg same situation from different
points of view. InPeaceMakeit’s not done with a 3D engine, it's done mostly
through reports of events, and it chooses to repats that are of interest from
different points of view. So, for example, “18 Psirians killed and 40 wounded by
Israeli tank fire” is an event that directly affe¢he Palestinian Authority President’s
ability to negotiate with the Israelis, becauseairse his own people will be very
upset by this and demand a strong response. Tthie lend of game in which
showing the same landscape and circumstancesdnutdifferent points of view,
would be particularly advantageous. In this casepivlitical points of view, and in
the case oAmerica’s Armyit's graphical points of view, but | think theregslot to
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be taken from this. If we stop and think about ¢hikesds of things, we can find
opportunities to present places for people to erpart with play in situations that
seem different to each other, but are in realigyghme. They may even learn to
bridge their differences. The really interestinm¢haboutPeaceMakerwhich
incidentally is being released simultaneously iglish, Hebrew, and Arabic, is what
happens when people from one side play the otbersihe one they’re not familiar
with. They get a chance to see what the world |dilesfrom a different point of
view. | had a similar experience when | playedRussian side in Chris Crawford’s
Balance of Powemnany years ago. | had never really thought abouait vlwould be
like to be the Russians during the Cold War, ardgdime really brought it home to
me. All of America’s friends were extremely richdgpowerful and armed with
nuclear weapons, like Britain and France, andfaRussia’s friends were extremely
poor, like Cuba. And the Soviet Union was surrowhblg rings of steel in the form
of NATO and other treaties. So | had this reallyammiliar and enlightening
experience of what it was like to be the Russiangg the Cold War, and | think
this capacity to present people with different peoiof view, whether graphical or
otherwise, offers them an experience that has tdeyto do with challenges. Now
it's true that as | playeBalance of Power was trying to accomplish certain tasks in
this context, and that helped to make the point.iBany case, it was an experience
that | don’t get when I'm just trying to blast ale

Science Museums and Science Software

| think there are other ways to use this kind of/ppas well. Why are science
museums cool—the Exploratorium here in San Frandscool, the Museum of
Science and Industry in Chicago is cool, the Oat&gience Centre is cool, the
National Air and Space museum is the most-visitedenm in the United States—
but science educational software stinks? Why s?tfiihe software is hands-on, you
get to do things, but even so, it’s terrible. Wethink it's because we’re not making
an effort to create a sense of place. The Explotetois a cool place to be in, it's a
vast building full of blinking, flashing things wheeall kinds of exciting things are
happening, and you can feel it around you. But rmogince education software just
presents little flat worlds in which you pour omstttube into another test tube and
the mixture turns blue and that’s about it. We daide some of our power to present
interesting phenomena, in a non-gameplay contexhake that software more
exciting and fun to play with.

We can now show every leaf on every tree. Evergiédblat grass, every petal on
every flower. We can show the quality of the sumligt dawn as it breaks through
the storm clouds of the night before. We can evsplaly alternative versions of the
same reality to different players. So it's timetth& used this power to entertain in
its own right. To provide environments that are entbran simply places in which to
shoot things. Our nouns are amazing. Let’s get stemeverbs.

The Effects of Challenges on Interactive Stories

What does the author owe the reader in a traditstoay?
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* Credibility—the story has to be believable. Evelfantasy and science
fiction stories there’s a credibility budget; Ikatl about that last year. Ken
Perlin puts it this way: “You can be the last hurbamg left alive on a
remote asteroid and the rest of the human racdibdut, or you can invent
a time machine, but not both.”

* Coherence—the story has to hang together as a hausounified whole
without any contradictions, unless they're intenéiband presented to create
ambiguity or to represent different points of vidBut in general, coherence
is one of the things we owe a reader.

» Dramatic meaningfulness—the story has to be atbougs we actually care
about.

» Technical and aesthetic proficiency—it has to bepetently crafted.

Those are the things that we owe a reader in anteractive story. That's about it.
But in interactive storytelling, the player plagitional expectations upon us. First
and most obviously, they expect to be given somgthmteresting to do. And
generally, they expect to be a hero rather thadekisk, to be the prime mover in a
story rather than in a secondary role. Most oftittne, what we give them are
challenges. But there are issues with this.

If we offer the player storylines that can chartbey typically change for one of
three reasons:

* Randomly, or in response to internal computed mashas that the player
has no control over.

* Inresponse to the player’s choices.

* In response to the player’s ability to meet chajkn

If the story branches based on internal mechatties, it can be frustrating to the
player, but as long as the story is credible arfgbnt, it doesn’t matter that much.
If the story branches on player choices, therfliéces the player's own wishes, and
it gives him an opportunity to participate mordyuh the game world. If it branches
based on the player’s ability to meet challende=) icertain problems arise.

Changing the Plot via Challenges

If we change the plot via challenges, then thegitaydegree of success or failure
produces different outcomes. The emotional sigaifte of this is that the player
expects to be rewarded with positive dramatic cguerces for meeting those
challenges. The player will get annoyed, and beappi with you and with your
story, if he is told that his efforts have beewamn (“Oh, did we ask you to bring
back the magic whatsit, and you sweat blood and fifieen times to get it? Sorry, it
turns out we don’'t need it after all.”) or in theomg direction, i.e. you lied to him
(“Thanks for sweating blood and dying fifteen timlegyet the magic whatsit... what
you didn’t know is that it is the final piece | rsgl to assemble the Doomsday
Machine and destroy the world!”).

So if the game is about achievement, then therplat reward achievement.
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Changing the Plot via Choices

By contrast, if the plot changes on the basis aygi choices, then the player is free
to choose among options or behaviors that affecptbt. The emotional significance
of thisis that dramatically significant actions, thattimse that do affect the plot,
must be apparent, not obscure or trivial. (“Oh, yalked out of your house wearing
the Manolos instead of the Jimmy Choos, so I'vadistto destroy the world
today.” “Wait a minute. It depended on what kindshbed put on? How was |
supposed to know?” “You didn’telil laughtet.”) That's not acceptable.

Secondly, the player expects the progress of ihetgplimeaningfully reflect her
choices. If you tell the player that her choicegtarathen they damn well have to
matter. Telling the player that it’s vitally imparit that you make a choice, and then
she discovers later that it didn’t matter at @llnot acceptable either.

But changing the plot based on choices is a difteil@ng from basing it on
challenges, because with challenges the playealactias to accomplish something,
and if she fails, then the plot goes a differenyvead she has to go back and work at
it some more in order to get it to go the way slaatw it to.

So changing the plot via choices is very usefulstetting up situations such as moral
dilemmas, or social or political decisions to maBat the greatest advantage of this
is that you don’t have to earn the right to playguymake the choice and on you go.
You get to see what the consequences of that cix@seand then if you want to go
back and play the game again with different chgigea can do so. Whereas, if you
base the plot branching on challenges, what happéres player is really good? He
zooms through the game and does really well, b ivants to go back and see
what other storylines there might have been, heédpkay deliberately badly in

order to see other branches. And that seems kimgtiofl. Counterintuitive to what
people actually expect.

So that’s something to keep in mind about all $higf. Now I'm not saying that
challenges arerrongin stories, or that you shouldn’t use them. I'misgythat there
are emotional consequences, and these consequeaaest always beneficial.
Understand what they are as you decide how to dgsigr game.

The Great Debate

This leads me to my final mini-rant. Last year Imied out some of the difficulties
with branching storylines, and | presented a nexa ids an alternative approach. This
may have led the less thoughtful among you to emlecthat | was condemning
branching storylines. That is not the case. Thaheshuge debate going on in the
academic literature and on the Internet forums tivat interactive storytelling is
supposed to be, and there are various factions.

There’s the anti-storytelling crowd, the people videtieve that all storytelling in
games is a waste of time; they're the people whtobuhrough the movies right
away. When id Software ma@®mom,the called story “the s-word,” and
consequently when somebody made a movie obboin,my God, it was an s-
word.
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Then there’s the pro-storytelling crowd, and tkisiiwhole bunch of different

people. It's the fans of adventure games, who dle@gt there and getting what they
want, exploration and puzzles. There are practesgarchers and people who are
trying to sell engines; that’s the category | pati€ Crawford into. And the
interactive fiction developers who are working erttbased games and so on. There
are the narratologists and people in the acadehsteTare the wanna-be film
directors from within the game industry, who arsipee that they know all about
what interactive storytelling is supposed to ba&l am on.

And there are various arguments that you get obdlaeds and other places:

* “Linear stories are bad! It's onlyue interactive storytelling if the player can
change the outcome.”

* “Branching stories are bad! The combinatorial ego of branches makes
them cost too much.”

* “Foldback stories are bad! The freedom that thégrdhe player is false.
They're fraudulent!” That's what Chris Crawford dan his book. I'm going
to go sue LucasArts.

* “Emergent stories are bad! Only humans can tekedestories.”

They're all wrong. And where they’re all going wipis that there’s way too much
emphasis on structure. The big error that theswidte make is to concentrate on
structure and delivery and organizational mechasidrhat is like taking a class in
creative writing and spending the whole time stadygrammar. What matters is the
player’'s experience, not the mechanism that deiiteAll this stuff about “this is

the right way to do it,” and “this is the wrong wiaydo it,” is a waste of time. The
only thing that matters is how the player perceiv@sthe end. You don’t create art
by prescription about technique.

So think for a moment about the huge number ofgygg@on-interactive stories in
the world. Here’s a list:

Jokes Children’s books
Urban legends Comics
Fan fiction and Slash Single panel, multi-panel, and books
Television advertising Airport fiction
Children’s cartoons & TV shows Chick-lit
Sitcoms & satire Thrillers
Plays & short dramas Genre fiction
Drama series Short fiction
Unlimited, e.gLaw and Order = Women’s magazines
Limited, e.g.24 Literary magazine@New YorkerAtlantic
Soap operas Monthly)
Movies Highbrow literature

No one theory of storytelling can cover all of theAristotle does not tell you how to
write urban legends. Joseph Campbell does notdalhow to write for thé&New
Yorker.So why would anybody think that one theory of iatgive storytelling can
possible cover all the forms of interactive std?ies
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The Meta-Approach

So here’s a meta-approach that cuts through alictlaip. Forget all the debates.
Forget all the people who say, “This is the onétrigay to do interactive
storytelling.” Don’t let yourself be bullied. Donfét anybody tell you that linear
stories are no good because the player can’t chitwegautcome. That's OK with
many players. Don’t let anybody tell you that biaing stories are no good because
they cost too much. Yocan make it work if you keep the number of branchesmlo
Don't let anybody tell you that foldback storieg o good because the player
cannot change certain inescapable events. Sometiveess just are inescapable.
The burning of Atlanta isone With the Wing an inescapable event. If you insist
that in your storytelling game Scarlett O’'Hara béeao prevent the burning of
Atlanta, then she’s not Scarlett O’'Hara, she’s Wasn&foman.

Do what works for your player and your product. Tineta-approach isyrite a
requirements spec for what you wafisk yourself what you want interactive
storytelling to do for you. Then choose an appraaeh meets your needs. Only you
can answer the important questions about narrativeersion, depth of
characterization, coherence, credibility, if anavitbe player influences the plot,
multiple endings, and sequels and later explomadipportunities. Only you can
answer this for yourself. No argument on a messaged can provide you with the
answers to this. Letour answersnot other people’s arguments, help you to
determine what structure and mechanism you need.
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Appendix R: Why Design Documents Matter

By Ernest Adams
Gamasutra
July 17, 2007

From time to time | get questions from studentsse® postings on the Internet from
newbie developers, demanding to know why they shawite design documents.
They want to dive straight in and get modelingading, and they see the paperwork
as a waste of time. The player will never seeditiwhy take the trouble to write it?

| know the feeling; | was that way too, when | fiissarted making games. |
remember writing out FORTRAN code long before | hadear idea of how my
game was going to work either as a form of entemaint or even as a piece of
software. Of course, back then there were no eepeed designers around to tell me
how it should be done - everybody made it up ag #ent along.

One of the most common newbie objections to writegign documents is that
nobody reads them. That sounds valid at firstjttadtually misses the point.
Nobody reads the phone book, either, but if thezeew't a way to look up phone
numbers, the telephone would be a lot less udekéd.the phone book, most design
documents aren’t intended to t@ad butreferred to Nobody reads them cover to
cover, but managers and developers look things tipeim that are relevant to their
particular tasks.

Another common objection is that, as most gamegm@totyped first, the prototype
can form the basis for the game and the team ck@ep adding new features to it,
so why write a document? But that’s not what agiggte is for, and doing it robs the
prototype of its value. They're intended to be §uaad dirty, and the dirtier they are,
the quicker they can be. Theytestbedsnot designs - you can play them, but you
can't look up data or plans in them. In Mark Cesffgmous design methodology, he
warns his developers that every scrap of matdr@yf treate for a prototype will be
thrown away. This frees them to cut corners as nasciey like, secure in the
knowledge that whatever kludges they make in tléopype, those kludges won't
find their way into the product. It's always danges to try to turn prototype code
into final code, and Cerny avoids those risks bkingasure it doesn’t happen. Also,
prototypes almost never include all the contertheffinal game. We build
prototypes mostly to test mechanics and user axted. If a game will have thirty
levels, the prototype might implement three or famsrmaybe only one. Somebody
still has to design and document all the remaifolethe content teams to construct
them. A prototype can't replace the documents grdias, maps, lists of objects and
so on - that are needed to build those levels.

So far I've answered some objections, but | havaditanced any positive reasons
why design documents matter. Anybody who’s ledgadnoject in the mainstream
industry knows perfectly well why they do, but g4l a reasonable question for
those who haven't enjoyed that dubious privilegeerg are actually several reasons,
which I'll address from least to most important.
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Reason 1 (least important): Funding agencies (pulsihers and others) want
design documents as evidence that the designer kn®@what he’s doing.

A lot of people in the industry would like to géetmoney first and figure out the
details later - heck, who wouldn’t, if you couldt@avay with it? Sometimes you can
sucker a private investor into letting you do tlespecially if they don’t know much
about the business. But a sensible publisher simplyt hand over several million
dollars to a designer who doesn’t have a clear iplanind. Executive producers
want to see something in writing. They no longsishon a 300-page game bible, as
they did 15 years ago, but they still want someghirey can hold in their hands and
take to show the marketing department. These daysore likely to be a 30-page
treatment, but it’s still a design document and slooaly has to write it. No
document, no money.

If you're self-funded, this isn’'t an issue, butithi@re several other good reasons for
writing design documents even if you're paying youm way.

Reason 2: Design documents are sometimes the bdeiscontractual
obligations.

Most development contracts include a milestoneduleethat dictates when the
developer will produce certain deliverables andmtiee publisher will advance
more development money. You can't create a schaduleyou know what features
will be in the game, and you can’t know that uptil’ve designed at least part of it,
including some kind of a written record to buile thchedule from.

In practice, milestone schedules always changethantkature list almost always
changes too. That doesn’t matter; you have to stemewhere. No feature list, no
milestone schedule; no milestone schedule, no @cmtFurthermore, it's in the
developer’s best interests to have each milesteheedable be as clear and
unambiguous as possible. If the developers can dstmabte unequivocally that a
certain amount of the work is done and a new payisafue, they are in a position
of strength. If the game design consists of afiletague hand-waving, the publishers
can do a lot of hand-waving in return when explagnivhy they are withholding
payment and demanding more work. The more you knadvance about what you
are promising to provide, the more confident yon loa that you have met your
obligations when the time comes.

In addition to the developer’s legal relationshiphvthe publisher, there’s also the
developer’s legal relationship with external conf@mviders to consider. Music, art,
animation, and writing are frequently outsourcedpecialized agencies these days.
In order for those companies to do their jobs, thaye to have documents telling
them what’s wanted, and again, those documentsfonaythe basis of their
contract.

Reason 3: Design documents communicate your inteatis to the rest of the
team, and let them plan their tasks.

In theory, this is why anybody writes a design doeunt: to communicate
information to others. Small teams don’t need #sisnuch because the team
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members are often working in the same room anéhtalio each other all the time.
This is why students and newbie independents d@&ithe point of writing design
documents: they assume that if they can all tajketiver, there’s no need to put
anything on paper. However, as we've seen, somendexts are created for
business or contractual reasons, and they seree fotihictions as well. Strangely
enough, communicating with the rest of the teari &stually the most important
reason for writing a design document. But it is ohéhe reasons, and a good one.

Instructors make students write design documergn &wugh student teams don’t
always require them for communication becausensteuctors know that the
students won't always be on a small team, and tleeyl the practice before they get
into the working world. Large dev teams can rurtauft50 people, often spread out
over several offices and even several countriesyrife of the work is outsourced.
Talking all the time, even on the phone or in victederences, is impractical.

The bigger the game, the more important it is toudeent the design so that others
can build their schedules. If you want your gamaétude 45 types of moving
creatures, the artists will have to make modeldutes, and animations for all of
them. They'll need concept art to work from - arestform of design document. The
audio engineers will have to find or create souffeces for each creature. If the
creatures are autonomous, the programmers will ttakeow their behavioral
characteristics. If you don’t write all this dowmw will all those people know what
to do? You can't just explain it all in a meetingdaexpect them to remember it.

When | was doing the audio/video production for Meeddenseries, | wrote the

audio recording scripts for the play-by-play - gaebther form of design document.
All told, they were about 75 pages long. We hacktwrd material for every possible
event that could occur in the game, and all of Mhadden’s color commentary as
well. Nobody could possibly keep all that in hileand in any case, Madden
needed something to read from in the voice boatti the audio engineer needed
something to work from when editing the raw recogdi. Sports games require more
design docs that you might think, because evengtindlue league has created the
rules of the game, somebody has to figure ouhelktrategies (in football, the
playbook for each team), animations, and userfaaterrequired to translate the sport
to the target hardware. All that work produces doentation.

Finally, on some projects, not all the team memhbaéispeak the same language -
literally. | encountered this when working with THEngland) and GSC Game
World (Ukraine) orS.T.A.L.K.E.R.: Shadow of Chernoliylbst of the developers

did not speak English at all, only Russian or Ukic. They couldn’t have
simultaneous voice translators standing by 40 @h@urs a week, so a great deal of
communication between the publisher and develause place in the form of
translated documents.

Reason 4: Design documents turn generalities intcapticulars.

The process of writing a document turns a vague iid® an explicit plan. It's one
thing to say “Harpies will be flying creatures”animeeting, but that's nowhere near
enough to build from. In fact, there’s not even goynt in writing it down if that’s
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all you have to say. What the developers needetals How high can they fly?
How fast do they fly? Are they affected by the wea® Can harpies land? Can they
land anywhere they want to? Can they also movéegitound, and if so, what sorts
of terrain and how fast? Are they more, or leséetable when in the air or on the
ground? And so on and so on, and it all needs terliten down so that everyone on
the team has all the information they need to bimédproduct.

It would be nice if game design consisted of git@mound with your feet up and
daydreaming about cool content and features, ardnliet some designers who
thought that was the whole job. It isn’t; they welackers. The vast majority of
design consists of figuring out the details. Altgbwou’ll always change those
details later in testing and tuning, you have &tswith something. In a real sense,
the process of writing documenssthe process of design, because it is then that you
turn abstract concepts into concrete plans. Evea dne reads your document at all,
an idea written down is a decision made, a conmtustached.

Reason 5 (most important): Design documents are &cord of decisions made;
they create a paper trail.

Video game design is a highly collaborative acyiviar more so than the movies.
Unlike a film director, whose rule is well-nigh albste, few designers are allowed
total control over their game. As developers, wertde the long hours and
comparatively low pay of the game industry becausaet to make a creative
contribution, and if that were taken away, it wautde much fun. A lead designer
does not create the entire design himself; he woatisly weaves other people’s
ideas into the whole, and must also (preferablyaitlegree of tact) reject those
ideas that don't fit.

As a result, an enormous number of design decisicmsnade not at your desk, but
in meetings, around the coffee pot, or over lui8dme of these, perhaps made by
junior staff, are only tentative and must be cldasith the lead designer or the rest
of the team. In any case, when a design decisioars¢hrough conversation or
negotiation, you must get your conclusions dowwiiiting - again, even if you
already know that you’ll change them later. Thesogais that you need a paper trail,
a record of what you have decided. | have satamtany meetings in which an
argument broke out because nobody wrote down dieredecision, and people’s
memories of what was decided were in conflict. ‘iDidve say we were going to do
X?” “No way, we were going to do Y!” The resultwsasted time and energy. If a
week or two has gone by since the previous meetingjole team may have spent
all that time working based on an incorrect assiwompf his is why all meetings
should have a designated secretary or scribe t@ mates and distribute them to
interested parties - and where the questions disduare design issues, these notes
are part of the design documentation and shoufddakas such. When people’s
memories conflict, you can go back and check theso

Design docs also help you keep track of what yodaee and what you still have
left to do. If a feature of your game is never désd in writing, there is a good
chance that you overlooked it and that someonehaitke to come and ask you about
it later, or worse, make up her own answer witlamurtsulting you or anyone else.

189



The result can be a disaster, when each part adé#m has a different idea of what
you intended, and they build incoherent or incontgbaimaterial. It's far easier and
cheaper to correct a design error before any codeiiten or artwork is created.

| listed this reason as most important becauseehthydesign documents are
organizational tools. They’re not books or stot@éesead, buplans:records of things
to implement. They can take many forms: diagrarascept art, graphical reference
material, explanatory text, tables of stats oilaites, lists of many kinds,
storyboards, flowcharts (yes, even today, but onmand sequences in a user
interface, not for the code), meeting notes, aadi video recording scripts, and
pitch documents to help sell the product to theling agencies. When the game is
mostly complete and the majority of the work cotssef testing and tuning, you can
throw the design documents away just as a builderstdown scaffolding - though
it's still useful to keep them around for referenBet while things are in flux, design
documents are essential for keeping track of wiggdisg on and what needs to
happen next.

Conclusion

Design documents alone won't guarantee that youglke a great game or even a
good one, nor that you’ll get done on time. In fadgien approached wrongly, a
design team can waste a lot of valuable time afwiitedn their docs, and I'll address
some of those pitfalls in a future column. But pbd’ve answered some of the
guestions | hear from the innocent and the ignorant

Yes, a small team working on a small game, perhagisno deadline to meet,
doesn’t need much in the way of design documemtaligyour entire design career
will be devoted to trivia games on mobile phonesj ynay never create one (but
somebody has to write down the trivia questiong,tdbey?). Nevertheless, serious
professionals working on a large project that's dukeat Christmas understand the
value of documentation. It communicates, organiaad,guides the entire process. A
project manager can'’t create a schedule, tastnidtstaffing allocation - and follow
their progress - without knowing exactly what neexbe built, and that information
must exist in written form.

Ultimately, writing (and sketching, and diagrammjiagd making tables and lists,
and writing pseudo-cod& design. You shirk it at your peril.
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Appendix S: Bad Game Designer, No Twinkie! VIl

By Ernest Adams
Gamasutra
September 4, 2007

It's time once again for another edition of thahaal favorite, Bad Game Designer,
No Twinkie! Since last year I've collected up ar@mtbatch of Twinkie Denial
Conditions from my readers, which | present forryedification and entertainment.
I've also finally fulfilled an old promise to sepuaNo Twinkie Databasef all the
TDCs, organized by category. Just click the lind @il take you to my website.

And away we go! Some of these are biggies thatllyshould have mentioned
years ago.

Mandatory Wildly Atypical Levels

This one bugs the heck out of me, and I'm appayertt the only one. Joel Johnson
writes:

I'd like to point out the painfully irritating seéoins of games where they
“change it up.” Mini-games are fine by me, but witea game is an FPS
except for two levels where you drive a car, ragkesthat’s not a lot of
fun. It's just padding that hides the fact thatréhisn’t a lot of content in
the main game. Other examples of this include tlgatory “stealth
mission” not uncommon in FPSs (if you want to malstealth game,
make a damn stealth game), on-rails shooting-gadlections of FPSs,
the rhythm sections of games liand Theft Autpetc. Optional mini-
games are fun, and can be a refreshing changecef patoptionalis the
key word here. Levels where a player must comp@egame that uses a
completely different skill set in order to continlback to a point that uses
the original skill set can be irritating as hell.

Bullfrog was often guilty of this—I remember somédly atypical levels in
Dungeon KeepeMagic Carpet andPopulous: The Beginnind hey padded out the
game, but because they made just about everytlondigd learned useless, they
were very annoying. Keep them optional.

Failure to Provide Clear Short-Term Goals

The first time my wife sat down to the play thegamal text adventureColossal
Cave she saw the opening words:

You are standing at the end of a road before a
smal | brick building. Around you is a forest. A
smal|l stream flows out of the building and down a

gul ly.

Then it just sat there, waiting. “What am | supmgbgedo?” she asked the guy who
was showing her the game. “Anything you want!” h&lgproudly (this was 1979,
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and games with parsers were brand new). But st dlidlow what she wanted to
do. The game didn’t give her any incentive to dgtlaimg in particular, and we’'ve
lived with the same Twinkie Denial Condition foramky 30 years—it still happens,
believe it or not. Andrew Harrison wrote to say:

When | playedVetal Arms: Glitch in the Syste(RS2), it sometimes
happened that | would start a game from a checkpothout a clear
indication of what it was that | should be doing:information in the pause
menu, no one to whom | could talk, no way to re\asi explanatory
cinematic segment, not even a blip on my radarerOfsimply wandered
around until | found enemies and then progressdidein general direction,
hoping that their defeat was my goal. If tretual goal was to destroy some
piece of machinery or flip a switch, I could poiatly wander for a very long
time before trying the right thing. I think thatsigners should try to avoid
those situations.

You're darn right they should; in fact, it's onedbah Falstein’sules for game
design provide clear short-term goal#\nd if he starts up a saved game, give the
player a recap, a journal, or something else hdamdnat to see what he was
supposed to be doing.

Dominant Strategies

“Dominant strategy” is a term from mathematical gatimeory. It refers to a state of
affairs in which one particular course of actiors{iategy) always produces the best
outcome regardless of circumstances. A dominaategly doesn’t necessarily
guarantee victory, but it is always the best chaialable. As a result, there’s never
any reason to use a different strategy. A game avdbominant strategy is flawed,
because it offers no meaningful decisions for tlaggr to make.

Dominant strategies show up in ordinary games ricgréainment, too. Joel Johnson
writes,

Most games nowadays, be they action, adventure, &Thatever, give the
player a wide variety of options or methods of@tag enemy units. One of
the bigger problems that I've noticed is that ihad uncommon for most of
these [special moves/spells/units/etc.] to be cetepl useless, because one
method is so overwhelmingly useful. For exampleklatHalo. Pistol-
shiping was the name of the game, at least formdd@ most of the people
that | played with. There was little incentive foe to use other methods of
attack because | could kill someone across the tpute rapidly and easily. |
had a lot of fun pistol sniping people who wentdasniper rifle. There was a
certain ironic pleasure in that. At any rate, Bendid their homework and
nerfed the pistol something fierce fdalo 2 | was chagrined at first, but the
game was a lot more interesting to play.

It's a perfect example of the problem. Choosinggis¢ol is a dominant strategy, or
very nearly. Sometimes dominant strategies getgatoes because there just wasn’t
enough playtesting; sometimes because the desigrgeso in love with a particular
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feature that he couldn’t bring himself to weakereiten though that would bring the
game into proper balance. Bottom line: there madbtdnefitsanddisadvantages to
every possible choice that make them preferaldeme times and not at others.

Amnesia at the Game’s Beginning

Moving on from game balancing to storytelling, AedrStuart writes about games
that begin:

“You wake up in a strange place. You don’t know wioa are or how you

got here. You have amnesia and your objective imtbout who you are and
what you are doing here.” It's hard to believe ibgeems every second game
has me waking up with amnesia. It's okay afterghtout on the booze, but
in every second computer game? Enough!

Years ago | identified the Problem of Amnesia iecure at the Game Developers’
ConferenceThe problem arises because the player doesnw lamything about the
game world when she starts the game. In a lot wém@tdre games, the first thing she
has to do is go through all the drawers in whauigposedly her own apartment to
see what’s in them—uwhich is ridiculous. A charadtea real story doesn’t have to
do this, because the character already belondetgame world. So in the game
industry, we make a lot of games in which the playeharacter has amnesia to
justify the player’s own ignorance.

That's a cheesy solution to the problem, thoughedlity, the viewers of a film

don’t know the film’s world either, so movies hasarefully crafted introductions
that bring the audience up to speed gently. Ocoalligp when the situation is really
unfamiliar, movies resort to voiceover narratiouat that's not necessary most of the
time. Consider the following exchange at the beigigof the first episode dfhe
Sandbaggerghe best spy TV show ever made:

Secretary: Wellingham rang. He wants to see you.

Burnside [starchily]: Do you mean the Permanentédsecretary of the
Foreign Office?

Secretary [equally starchily]: | mean your fathedaw.
Burnside:Ex-father-in-law.

In four lines, without even meeting him, we’ve beéeinmoduced to Wellingham, his
job, and his relationship to the show’s main chimmadurnside. We've also learned
that Burnside is divorced, but still has profesaldmusiness with his former farther-
in-law. Finally, we’'ve noticed that Burnside is iaformal about people’s titles (not
uncommon in 1978 Britain) and that his secretarystand up to him. That’s a lot of
information in 10 seconds of dialog, and it behesheck out of listening to some
long-winded mentor character explain things indewigame. We need to study
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those film and TV introductions and learn how totdem too. In the mean time, no
more amnesiac player characters!

Incorrect Victory Checks

Interstate '76was a driving game that included a lot of fancyapans on the cars.
One level contained a funny, but annoying, mistdke2 game told you that you had
to find your way out of a closed area surrounded bpncrete wall. The “correct”
solution was to find a hidden ramp, drive up it &y over the wall—which landed
you in a pit, but that was essential for the next pf the story. However, some
clever players realized that they could drop a lamtke near the wall, then drive
towards it at speed. The explosion would blastctranto the air while forward
momentum would carry it over the wall. If the caasasturdy enough, they'd land
damaged but alive. They fulfilled the stated vigtoondition, but the game didn’t
recognize it, so the level never ended. The ganseonby testing for use of the ramp,
not whether the car was outside the wall.

When you tell a player to do something, then chedee if he’s done it, you have to
test the thing yoaskedhim to do, not just what yowantedhim to do. In modern
games with richly-simulated environments (e.g.@rand Theft Aut@games), there’s
a good chance the player will find a way to meetryactory condition that you
never expected—and he should get credit for it.

Continuing in the same theme, we come to...

lllogical Victory Checks

Avoiding incorrect victory checks does not meatrt tfea should nitpick the precise
details. If the player performed some action thait® nature included the victory
condition, he should get credit for that too. Anidyndell explains:

It's bad enough when the mission objectives aogidlal, but when you start
punishing the player for making logical decisioysi’'ve gone to far. You
usually see this in FPS games or sometimes initiggesplayer parts of RTS
games.

My favorite example is from Red Faction. There wasission where you
were told you had to destroy a particular compatethe space station. Once
you got there you were told that you had to blowthgentire space station
and run for the escape pods. So |, quite logidaiyught, assumed that |
could just blow up the space station and not wahgut targeting the
computer specifically. | blew up the space statjomped in my escape pod
and ... and ... the game glitched. We were suppiskldw up the computer
then blow up the station. (They had no explanatorhis duplication of
effort.) Apparently the game couldn’t handle thet fidnat the level ended
without the computer being specifically blown up,lgust got dumped back
to the main menu screen. All because | tried tthdwgs intelligently instead
of the stupid way the level designers wanted me to!
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Here’s a clue, level designers: if one victory dtind (blowing up the station)
naturally includes another one (blowing up the cotep, there’s no need to check
the second one at all—and doing so could get younKies taken away.

Seizing Control of the Camera at Bad Times

Ever since 3D came along, we've had to work a whatlaarder to depict our
worlds, especially in action games. With side-ders| top-scrollers, and isometric
views, life was pretty simple. The 3D fixed thim-first-person perspectives aren’t
too hard either, but both have their limitationdh@vhappens in third person when
the avatar has his back to a wall?). Nowadays we pat of work into creating
intelligent cameras, a lao, and we don't always get it right. Loren Schmidites,

You're playing a third person platformer. You'renning down a hallway
towards a huge, spike-filled pit you can barelyacl@& a single jump... and
then the camera flips around 180 degrees, mespiggur timing and
causing your helpless character to plunge to itsali death.

This is even worse when combined with a transitiom controllable to
fixed camera modes, as seen in the lastRwace of Persiqgames. Most of
the game is played with a player-controlled camieuaoccasionally your
point of view suddenly leaps to a (sometimes popldged) stationary
camera. This can be particularly lethal during catdequences and
potentially deadly jumps.

| understand the goal here—right before an actemuence we often need to lock
down the camera so as to guarantee the playeaawtv of what's going on, and
to fix the relationship between joystick and screut suddenly changing the point
of view while the player is jumping, or fighting for his lifeygrantees him trouble.
Don’t do it. It's better to leave the camera untier player’s control, even if that's
not ideal, than it is to disorient the player byrging his perspective without
warning.

That'’s it for this year. Amazingly enough, | didgiét any big complaints about
configuration menus (a constant source of irritgti@®ne person did write to object
about lists of saved games that were un-sortesroed inconveniently so you had
to hunt for your most recent save, and while | adhat's a nuisance | figure it's not
bad enough to warrant denial of Twinkies.
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Appendix T: Single-Player, Multiplayer, MMOG:
Design Psychologies for Different Social Contexts

Ernest W. Adams

2010 Game Developers’ Conference

[This is an approximate transcript of the text of lacture at the 2010 GDC
on March 13, 2010. | present it in this form beaattse nature of the

material does not lend itself to the traditionalges format. Also, because the
lecture is informal and to some extent ad-libbéds is not a verbatim
document.]

Introduction

Hello, and thank you for coming. This talk is cdll&ingle-Player, Multiplayer,
MMOG: Design Psychologies for Different Social Gexts or “It's Not About

You.” | should begin by warning you that this le&unay be of more use to people
who teach game design than to those who do it letrey. This lecture is actually a
continuation of a talk | gave her back in 2004e@{lrhe Philosophical Roots of
Computer Game Designit is not going to contain anything of tremengbu
practical value, so if you came in here wantintetyn how to maximize your profit
margins or to ship games on time, I'm not goingpéocoffering that kind of advice.

In “The Philosophical Roots of Computer Game DeSigmade some observations
about the nature of the task of game design. Atbegvay | observed that there were
certain differences between English and Frenclopbphy; that English philosophy
tends to be driven by deduction and by hardcorenal thinking, and that French
philosophy tends to be more inductive, and to beemabout feeling. | also
highlighted the “two cultures” debate, started by scientist C.P. Snow in 1959 in a
famous paper, in which he talked about how the etgds divided between the hard
sciences and the social sciences or the humanitese are these two cultures
growing up in the academy, moving progressivelthiarand farther away from each
other, and having a hard time talking to each oth&liso discussed the distinction
that Robert Pirsig made in his bodkn and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenantee
distinction between classical thinking and romatttioking. The classical is rather
like English philosophy. It's dedicated to deduetlagic, while romantic thinking
tends to be more free-form.

The conclusion | reached in that lecture is tha ohthe reasons game design is so
hard is that we're actually trying to straddle ghelschotomies. That what we do in
the video game industry, what | do in my job, isviate technical documents that
enable the creation of romantic fantasies. Thataempletely bizarre idea. To an
ordinary engineer, who thinks in terms of meetieguirements specifications, that is
really strange. And to an artist, who thinks inmsrof artistic expression, that is also
really bizarre. So I've come to the conclusion tetne design is neither art nor
engineering. It's a craft, because it has bothhagistand functional elements.
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| concluded in my “Philosophical Roots” lecturettbar hero in this industry really
needs to be Leonardo da Vinci. He was a Renaissaanevho was both an artist
and an engineer. He, too, straddled these variaps. ghe C.P. Snow gap, the
classical versus romantic gap. | think he’s thesperthat we should look up to. So |
ended the talk on an upbeat note, feeling thawvtas an important thought.

This lecture is a sort of précis of my thoughtssithen about the nature of game
design. And | want to talk for a little while abdutw | do game design myself, and
how | consult with companies to teach them howd@adme design, and how | teach
students at a variety of institutions to do gamsigie

Now, you might ask yourself why anybody would botteethink about “the nature
of game design,” rather than just getting on wiik job and doing it. The answer is
two-fold. First, you really do need to know whauy@ doing. You wouldn’t expect
someone to just “get on” with architecture with@itgt thinking about what we build
buildings for and what we need to modify our laragses for, what we want out of
them, what we’re trying to achieve with them. Aglatect who went into
constructing buildings and modifying landscapesaut having thought about that
might make some very expensive mistakes.

Well, guess what: In the game industry deemake a lot of very expensive mistakes,
and we pour a lot of money down rat holes. Wetkith out of every three projects
that we start. That's not a good way to do thi#gsy architecture firm that had to
demolish two out of every three buildings that tisegrted would very quickly go out
of business. And you know what else? A lot of gampanieslo very quickly go

out of business. So there is a point to thinkingualhis kind of thing.

It has been my experience that the biggest gamgrdesstakes, the most expensive
disasters, do not result from minor mistakes dnriéxal problems, but from the
major mistake of failing to actually think about atlthey were trying to accomplish
in the first place. They get part way through theng and the company changes its
direction because they haven't committed themsedtvasparticular thing that the
were trying to do. So this philosophical noodlirged have a practical purpose.

The second reason that | need to think about tlnederpinnings is that | have a
university-level textbookFundamentals of Game Des]gm game design that |

have to keep revising. | need to keep it up to,dadéh technically and as things
change in the business of game design. There ansahds of college students all
over the world who are buying and reading my teagky@nd it's up to me to think
about the background. I brought out a new editim §his past year, and I've already
come to the realization that | need to bring outther new edition sometime in the
next three or four years because things are charsgimapidly.

Let me start with a couple of points that | begithwvhen | teach game design, two
more ideas that inform how | go about it. Thesagdare in my book and my
workshops and classes. Then | want to talk abowtthese ideas, which have
informed the way | do it for a long time, have adly gotten me into trouble. In
certain respects, they don’t work any more.
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Player-Centric Game Design

One of them is a concept callplhyer-centric game desighask the designer to
imagine a representative player of the game. Th&der accepts two duties to this
representative player. The first is tthaty to entertainThe designer asks of every
single game design decision made in the coursea#ldping the game, “How does
this entertain the player?” If a feature doesnlptentertain the player, then maybe it
doesn’t need to be there. (In some cases it deeaule there are some features that
we need for reasons other than entertainment—saengame and bookkeeping
functions and so on, that are not specificallyaed at entertainment.) | believe that
a game designer should regard any feature thahd@sgertain the player with deep
suspicion, as guilty of superfluity until provemotent.

The other is auty to empathizdo ask, for every design decision that you make,
how it's going to make the player feel. Will he bete frustrated, or bored, or will it
make them triumphant, or happy, or frightened, bat? Ask that question. Think
about it. Because the designer has a duty to emzpatlith the player in player-
centric game design.

| want to make a distinction here between the conotthe representative player
and “the market.” You might think that this busised thinking about a
representative player is the same as thinking alvbat the market wants. | don’t
really want designers thinking about the marked Esge, faceless statistical
aggregate. | want them thinking abole player: a real person who is sitting there on
the living room floor with the controller in his ber hands—not a statistic—who has
chosen to play this game, and has certain belrefeapectations and hopes about
the experience. | do this particularly becausentta emphasize that it's necessary
to make games for people who are other than owselvn very often dealing with
young students who have been playing games atllities, and the very first thing
they want to do is make exactly the sort of ganagttieyreally like. In students this
is not necessarily a problem, but as our markeamop more and more, we need to
be able to start reaching people who are diffefremh ourselves. And if these
students want to get jobs, they have to realizeythang people are now a
diminishing percentage of the overall market. Wtiery graduate, they need to able
to make games for girls and young children andaseriiizens and people with
disabilities, and all kinds of other people who maosv game consumers that we
always used to ignore. That is the reason for thjnkbout this representative
imaginary player. Who is my imaginary player, amavido they feel about the way
my design decisions work? What kind of emotionsl gjoing to create in them—
that’s the empathy part—and am | entertaining them?

The Tao of Game Design

The next idea, that | came up with a little whigga-I wrote it up inone of my
Gamasutracolumns—is called “The Tao of Game Design.”

To begin with, let's look at the way the Japanesgliage works. Japanese uses
suffixes on words that modify the meaning of thistfpart of the word. There are
two particular suffixes that | want to talk aboOne of them isjutsu. Jutsumeans
approximatelymethodsor techniquesThe other isdo, which is cognate with the
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Chinese wordao, which literally meansvay or path,but has come to mean a kind of
underlying philosophy: how should we think abous tining when we do itdo has
come to connote a more refined or sophisticatesimeiof whatever activity it is that
you're talking about.

A very good example igjutsu, which is a form of martial arts. The original fooh
jujutsuwas a particularly brutal violent form—fighting tiee death—for use in war;
a desperate, no-holds-barred means of hand-tofigiriothg without weapons. Later,
they invented a higher form, essentially a formvodéstling, calledqudo. This
illustrates the distinction between these two terrugitsuis the original methods
and techniques of hand-to-hand fightingjois the more advanced form, the form
that is informed by an underlying philosophy. Istaditional rules, and so forth.

| feel that in game design we have a whole Igutfu.We have a lot of methods and
techniques. When the player has consumed mosefrésources when trying to
accomplish a challenge, then you have to refilirttessources again, and there are
various techniques for balancing, and positive li@ef, and fairness, and that kind
of thing. We have a lot glitsuthat tell us how to design games, in a kind of
methodological and technical sense. But my quessiowhat is thelo? What is the
tao of game design?

| concluded that the Tao of Game
Design is this: Every designer contains
within himself a player, and every
player contains within herself a
designer. Every designer has to be
thinking about that representative
player all the time, and every player is
trying to figure out what the designer
had in mind. They’re trying to figure
out “What did the designer want me to
do? How do | beat this game? What
was the designer planning for me
here?” So these two work together in
the dance of creation. They're locked
in this mutual exchange, this closely-
coupled relationship.

DESIGNER

| concluded that the Tao of Game DesigKmow ThyselandKnow Thy Player.
Know what it is that you want to achieve, and ustierd what it is that the player
wants from the game. Neither one can exist withiogitother. A designer with no
player only creates an abstraction, a collectiopietes and rules. In my book | say
that a game is an activity, not a thing. A gamdlyemly comes into existence when
somebody starts to play it. If you paraphrase tbelaoist question, “If a game sits
in the forest and there’s nobody around to plagiags anybody have any fun?” the
answer is no.
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If there’s a player without a designer, then there game to play. So each requires
the other in order to make himself or herself wh8le that is the Tao of Game
Design: know thyself and know thy player.

Limits of These Approaches

So these are the precepts that inform the waychtgame design. However, they are
insufficient. They're not wrong, but they're incolafe. You might have noticed that
all this time | have been using the tettme playerand notthe playersThat is, | have
been thinking of the player in the singular. Ireeff what | was doing was the very
thing that | warned students against doing thenesewhich is designing for myself.

| was privileging single-player games, and thagsdwuse | prefer single-player
games. And that’s not right. It's inappropriatelid that unconsciously because
that’'s my preferred form of computer game.

When | was 16 or 17, | had a close friend hamedahee Druggan. Terrance and |
were really intorhe Lord of the Ringand we decided that we would buildard of
the Ringdoard game. There were some already on the médtetve didn’t have
any money, and we thought we would create our &onwe went out and bought a
blank hex sheet from Avalon Hill. | took that héhest and | opened up the front of
The Lord of the Ringsnd | got a whole lot of colored markers, and liedgine-
for-line J.R.R. Tolkien’s map frormhe Lord of the Ringsnto this hex sheet,
adjusting the features a little bit so that riviers along the boundaries of hexes.

Terrance and | got into defining some of the rubes,we kept kind of knocking
heads, because it was very clear to me that Texname trying to fix it so that the
good guys always won. Terrance identified withgbed guys. He wanted the good
guys to win. But | was talking about balance, akdpt saying, “No, no, no! We
have to make it so it's possible for the bad guywin too!” Terrance really didn’t
like that. So we abandoned it, and the hex sheetdraained in my parents’ house
from that day to this.

What | realized recently about this experience thas Terrance was failing to create
a good two-player game; he wanted to create aesjplglyer game. He wanted a
game that the player wins; that’'s what happenggiesplayer games. We just
didn’t have a term for that back when | was 16 wéeated to create a game that you
play by yourself, in which virtue prevails.

So | came to realize that the meaning of playetrisan varies significantly
depending on the social context of the game, aadktivhat this talk is really about.
| have come to the conclusion that the task ofjérae designer in these different
social contexts is almost entirely different. ivgt quite orthogonal—there’s
definitely some overlap—nbut it is profoundly diféert. So I'm going to talk about
how the job of the game designer varies from orentuther.

The Single-Player (PVE) Game

I'll start with the classic single-player gamehbsild explain that bgingle-player
game|| really mearplayer-versus-environmegame. | worked for six years for
Electronic Arts orMadden NFL Football. Madden Footbdlhas a single-player
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mode,because it has an artificially intelligent oppohédmut it's not a single-player
game. It's a multiplayer game with an Al opponent.

In a single-player, player-versus-environment gaime nature of the designer’s job
is interaction designwhere interaction has to do with the player'atiehship to the
environment. The designer sets up exploration,lgefauzzles, tells stories. Fairness,
in the context of a single-player, player-versugi@mment game, is very
complicated. If we take a look at fairness in staglayer games, players will feel
that a game is unfair if any of the following thengccur:

* The difficulty of the challenges suddenly spikes.

* The player suddenly loses the game in a way helawatl predict or avoid
(learn-by-dying). There was a time when this wasm@mnplace in the game
industry, but it's now considered bad form.

* The game gets into a stalemate or deadlock.

* The player has to make critical decisions withowdwgh information.

* The game requires factual knowledge from outside.

* The types of challenges change unexpectedly. Sawok like crazy killing
aliens to get all the way throudtalf-Life, and at the very end eéfalf-Life,
there’s a jumping puzzle.

So the definition ofairnessis really complicated, and the longer the game ntlore
these matter. You can get away with a few of thlesgs in a short game—except
for stalemates and deadlocks, which are always tad-H#-it's a longer game it's
really important to avoid these things.

@< >.

The designer-player relationship in PvE games.

| feel that the single-player, player-versus-enwnent game is as close as we get to
Art with a capital A. The relationship between filayer and the designer is intimate
and personal. If I'm playing a single-player game ¢he designer cheats me, I'm
offended by that individual. And if the designereda spectacular job, then | admire
that individual. This is the Tao of Game Desigis & very close relationship.

The Multiplayer (PvP) Game

Let’'s move on to the multiplayer, or player-verglayer game. These games are not
really about the player’s relationship with theidasr; they’re about the players’
relationships with each other. The designer’s wamksists largely ofompetition
design,and of managing interactions among others. Theydesis an enabler of
other people’s fun. Your work as a designer cossisty much of mechanics and
balancing. There’s a lot less of the storytellimgl puzzles and exploration and all
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that kind of deep immersion, because it’'s reallgulihe players’ interactions
among themselves.

The definition of fairness in player-versus-plagames is much simpler:

* The rules give all the players an equal chanceiofivwg at the start. Of
course, they don’t have an equal chance of winalhtipe way through,
because some players will be ahead and otherdevidehind, but at the
beginning—ignoring issues of talent and skill, dopexperience—all the
players have an equal chance of winning. (Intargkti amateur golf
includes handicapping, which enables bad playepsatypwith good players.
This is really quite unusual. If you play poker aymii're a really bad player,
they're not going to adjust the rules to make gieafor you.)

* Players must not be able to cheat each othere Ipldlyers do something that
is within the rules, it's not cheating, but if thég something that is
prohibited by the rules, or they're deliberatelyinig to hassle the other
players, that is cheating.

That's it. That’s all there is to fairness in playersus-player games.

{ vesigner ) < .

The designer-player relationship in PvP games.

In these kinds of games the relationships are sdraedifferent. Balance is a
guestion of competition. It's not about managing placing or the environment, but
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about managing the competition and the interactaoneng the players. They can’t
pause or reload; the game always goes forward. @bel{ necessarily expect to win
short games, and in fact there tend not to be amy PvP games. If they get really
long, they turn into persistent worlds.

Here | feel that the designer is more of an archifgan an artist. You construct the
building, but other people decide how to use itl emfact, you have no control over
how they use it. Players quite famously changeules of multiplayer games to
improve them. IMMonopoly,the practice of putting all the money from fineghe
center of the board, and then giving the moneyhoeaver lands on Free Parking, is
not in the official rules of the game. That's a keuule that a lot of people play by
because they think it makes the game more fun anesithe money around a bit
more. Another good example is forbidding the tamdhrinCommand & Conquer:
Red AlertCommand & Conquer: Red Alad badly balanced because it has the
problem of the tank rush, so people just makee no tank rushes.

As you see, I've drawn the designer and the desgnelationships here in light
grey, to indicate that the players’ relationshipgéch other are much more
important than the designer’s is to them.

The Massively-Multiplayer Online Game

Now | want to move onto massively-multiplayer oeligames and Raph Koster’'s
Laws. | am not an MMOG designer. There are othepfgewho are a lot better
gualified than | am to talk about these kinds arigls. Richard Bartle and Jessica
Mulligan and Raph Koster and Sheri Graner Raygkample. But I'll give you the
benefit of what experience | do have with largelescaline games.

The very first job | ever had in the game industgs coding the PC-side client for
an America On-Line game call&hbbitJack’s Casino. RabbitJack’'s Casimas a
pay-per-minute game. The players logged on, playdis casino, and they paid by
the minute to play. It cost 10 cents every minateg dollars an hour, to play this
game. In EGA graphics.

| feel as if pay-by-the-minute games are the moselt business model of all,
because as a designer, your butt is on the lingy evwegle second. You are keeping
people happy and entertained, and if they are aygpyrand entertained, if they get
tired or frustrated or bored or angry, they leawe you stop getting the money. It's a
very direct measure of your success. Am | entartgipeople? Yes or no. They're
paying or they’re not paying; they're logged intloey’re not.

Another interesting phenomenon in those days ispgbaple were nice to each other.
It was impossible to be a grieferRabbitJack’s Casinalhe worst thing a player
could do was wait the maximum amount of time alldwe place his bet, which
forced all the others to wait too. But it was o/ seconds. After that the timer
would run out, and they would automatically folddldase their stake. There was
also lots of staff around to help out. They kepege on the conversations and threw
out anyone who was being obnoxious.
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| was really fired up about online games at thaeti The thing that | found most
exciting—we're talking 1989 here—was that there wasieed for artificial
intelligence. On a 4.77 MHz 8086 machine, the rfeedl becomes a problem. If

we could make multiplayer games in which the hutmaings provide the
intelligence, then we don’t have to, and that way exciting. | gave a talk at this
conference, the very first talk | ever gave, cali€de Problems and Promise of
Online Games,” and | discussed all these opporasnénd the various issues that we
had to deal with. Most of them were technical aadehlong since been solved.

What | did not anticipate at the time was that malgames would become so totally
evil.

Let me talk about what happened when | statedond Life. Second Lignot a

game in the conventional sense, but it is a malysiaeltiplayer online environment.

| wanted to go in and see wita¢cond Lifevas all about. It got a whole lot of press a
little while ago and seemed to be a big deal.

In Second Lifgyou don’t start with any graphics already on yomachine, because
everything is mutable. You don’t go down and budist full of graphics at the shop,
as in other games, that stay with you for the séte gameSecond Liféas to
download all the graphics of the universe all theet Constantly. Now I live in
England, and th8econd Lifeservers appear to be in Botswana as far as letlasd
there’s a terrible lag. | stand there on an exttgdogqgy island, the island for
newbies, and then suddenly a brick wall appearebrabwhere right in front of me,
and then suddenly a tree pops in, and other tlpogdn a little at a time as the bits
crawl their way slowly from wherever the servetasvhere | am. So | didn’t know
what was going on. | was having trouble figuring baw to move around, and |
spotted this other guy, so | thought | would try the chat feature. | typed in “I seem
to be having technical problems.”

He turned around, and he said to me (in Spani¥fgy ‘seem to be having mental
problems.” Now, | did not know this guy from Adairhad never met this person in
my life, and he has just gratuitously insulted merfo apparent reason whatsoever. |
had not done anything to him. So what is this about

I’'m a grownup, so it’s not as if I'm heartbrokenoaib this. | don’t consider myself to
be a terribly thin-skinned individual. But what dddcur to me was, “This is not OK
for my mother.” | might be prepared to toleratesthratuitous rudeness, but she
won't be. And | want my mother to be able to playrges too. | want my mother to
get intoSecond Liféoo. (God forbid she enter certain areaSe€ond Lifg But if
people are going to be crappy to you the momentayaue, then what'’s the point?
So that informs my thinking about this.

When we think about these online ganwsnmunity-buildindbecomes a major goal.
That'’s really the point, and there have been tdrmoks and articles and
discussions and talks at GDC all about communitiding. In this context there’s

no such thing as a short game, and fairness beaorag/ complicated concept
again.Verycomplicated. Players don’t start symmetricallyMonopoly,everyone
starts with $1500, and they all start on Go, soatl symmetric. But in massively-
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multiplayer online games, everybody starts witliedént stuff, and some are clearly
going to be ahead of the others because they've theee longer.

This suggests that the game shouldn’t be about ebtigm at all. But of course it

still is. Sometimes players compete, sometimes toeperate. The players expect at
least to advance, if not to “win.” You definitelyowldn’t want people to win at

World of Warcraftbecause then the game would be over. You havepmosu
cooperation in various forms, and usually some fofroompetition, and generally
you also want to support solo play. As with otheP Bames the players cannot
pause or reload the game.

| was trying to find out more about massively-npldyer online role-playing in

order to write a chapter for my book about it. ©ficse you could write whole huge
books about nothing else, but | did need to sayetloimg about it. So | spent some
time looking into the topic and | came acr&aph Koster's LawsRaph Koster has
been designing online games, MUDs and so on, skaockwas a child. He assembled
his laws with a lot of other MUD and MMOG game dgxsrs that he had talked to
over the years.

The vast majority of Koster's Laws are about trytngsurvive, as a designer and a
game administrator, with a rude, unruly, whininigeating player base. Here is one
of them:

Violence Is Inevitable.You're going to have violence done to people no
matter what the facilities for it in the game dtenay be the combat system,
stealing, blocking entrances, trapping monsteeslisty kills to get
experience, pestering, harassment, verbal violergeast rudeness.

So | took that on board. Here's another one.

Baron's Theorem. Hate is_ goodThis is because conflict drives the formation
of social bonds and thus of communities. It is agime that brings players
closer together.

| might also call this George Orwell's Theorem atodph Hitler's Theorem, because
he had this insight a few years before Mr. Baraw, ia sure worked for him.

In-Game Admins. ...no matter how scrupulously honest [the in-game
admin] is, no matter how just he shows himselféorim matter how
committed to the welfare of the virtual space hg ma@ve himself, people

will hate his guts. They will mistrust him precigdlecause he has power, and
they can never know him. There will be false acttara galore, many
insinuations of nefarious motives, and former fdgmvill turn against him.

| don’t know about you, but | didn’t get into tHsisiness in order to lose my friends.
There is not a single one of Koster’s laws thaegia good reason for creating an
MMOG. Not one.

Koster points out, quite rightly:
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It's a SERVICE. Not a game.
It's a WORLD. Not a game.
It's a COMMUNITY. Not a game.

Now, John Perry Barlow—one of the founders of thectonic Frontier Foundation,
sometime lyricist for the Grateful Dead, and atiard cyber-pundit—turned up at
this conference 18 years ago with a six-gun oripsand gave a speech at the
banquet in which he asserted that he was goingateerthe Internet safe for women
and children. Leaving aside the gratuitous sexisthat remark, the only conclusion
| can reach is that nearly two decades later, flostevas an abject failure. Viruses,
worms, botnets, trojans, spam, phishing attacletity theft, Nigerian scammers...
as far as | can tell the Internet is not only radeor women and children, it's not
safe for anybody at all. And when you build an MMGQ@u are building an
entertainment enclave in a place that is alreadityphostile. So long as Koster’'s
Laws remain true, online games are going to suck fot of people. For people who
are not prepared to tolerate being gratuitouslylied.

In spite of what this may sound like, | am actualfyoptimist. | believe that Koster’s
Laws don’t have to be true in all cas€sub Penguirdoes not have these problems.
In Club Penguirthere really isn’t any way to abuse others, evebaly. And

maybe that's what | have to play. Maybe in ordegebbasic courtesy and decency
from the player base, | have to restrict myseth®kiddie wading pool of online
entertainment. But | do think it's possible to makeélub Penguirfor adults. Some
sort of online entertainment experience, or massinailtiplayer online game for
grownups who are prepared to behave like it.

4 1 /.r \

Designer __f" Indefinite Cloud

O’ Players

A

The designer-player relationship in MMOGs.

So here’s the diagram for MMOGs. When you're buigdan MMOG, you're a
social engineerYou have an absolutely vast number of playerss ¥an’'t actually
think of them as individuals at all. You have tedr them as a statistical aggregate.
Based on what Koster has said—and Koster has tergatore about online world
design than I'll ever know, so | have to take h@avfor it—game design in the
conventional sense is very much a secondary activiMMOGs. The game is the
hook to get people in and to keep them in, butgrainost not primarily what
they’re there for. So if it wasn’t “about you” inuttiplayer games, it iseally not
about you in MMOGs—until you screw up.
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The Massively-Multiplayer Free-to-Play Game

This last part of the lecture is not mentionechia title. Massively-multiplayer free-
to-play games are new to me, and they’re a relgtivew arrival to our industry,
when compared to the other business models weusedover the years. “Free to
play” actually means “sort of free.” It doesn’t mmedruly free.” The game doesn’t
cost anything if you have a whole lot of time, Bytou want to advance at anything
other than a glacial pace, you have to pay momelyuy virtual goods and things that
enable you to get ahead faster. And | know evendbsut free-to-play, or F2P, than
| do about MMOGsSs, but I've learned a lot in thet liesv days.

In particular, | want to talk, or rant, about atparar lecture that was given by a
man named Zhan Ye at the Virtual Goods Summit 20686.not know this
individual and I've never met him. These are hided, which he has published
online. You can find them &ittp://www.tinyurl.com/ZhanYe

vgSummit GAMEVISION
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Traditional Game Designers Are
From Mars, Free-to-Play Game

Designers Are From Venus

—What US Game Developers Need to Know about
Free-to-Play in China

Zhan Ye

Presigent, GameVision
zhanye@gamevisiongroup.com

In his lecture, Zhan Ye asserted that in F2P gaesegd, every feature must be
measured by two metrics: is it fun, and does itena@oney? The designer is no
longer free to make a fun game. The designer nmauathusinessperson. He asserts
this explicitly. He says that fun is kind of a debile goal, but it's about
monetization.

| had this idea confirmed when | had a conversatith Matha Sapeta, who's an old
friend and a designer at Playdom. She knows a gesdtabout free-to-play gaming
also, and is the lead game designe&orority Life.She told me that at Playdom,
every game feature must drive one of three thidgsy average useror DAUS,
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which simply means “number of logingg-engagementvhich is fancy biz-speak
for “the number of people who come back”; andnetizationwhich is a nice way of
saying, “how much people spend.” So every desigtufe must drive one of these,
and is measured against that. You'll notice thatels no sign of empathizing with
the player here.

Now, | come from the retail business. | worked Etectronic Arts. We made games,
we put them in boxes, we put them on the shelfreopekbd that they sold. The
designer of retail game also thinks about whetherféatures will be popular or not,
but he or she is free to take a more holistic agpgndo the whole thing. You don’t
have to measure moneymaking potential on a fedtynufeature basis. You don't
decide that this year you're going to put a newlpdek intoMadden,and for each
new play that you add, it will earn you 15 moretsdom each player. We don't
think that way.

So let’s take a look at Zhan Ye's lecture, becddsand it extremely enlightening.
It taught me a lot about free-to-play. For one ghime said we had to get over these
conventional notions of fairness.

vgSummit GAMEVISION
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Fairness

* In the F2P world
— Fairness is not the GOAL, just a means.

— The goal is to create a highly dynamic community,
in which a lot of conflicts, dramas, love, and hate
can happen. If it helps to create the tension, the
conflicts, the dramas, fairness can be sacrificed.

— If we believe that a game world is a reflection of
the real world, then the concept of fairness in the
game should not be taken granted.

My response to this is, God forbid the game wasld reflection of the real world.
Who the hell wants a game world with all the misang oppression of the real
world? Why don’t we just throw in cancer and Alaher’s while we're at it?

They're not fair. Maybe in the context of a game yan make money selling people
artificial cures for their artificial cancer. “Okipu’re a newbie and you didn’t pay, so
you've suddenly got cancer, but we’ll sell you thee.”
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Regarding fairness, he also says:
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Fairness

* |nthe F2P world

— The most successful F2P games (monetization-
wise) in China all give their paying customers
HUGE advantages.

— In the beginning, rich people kill poor people all
the time.

— Balancing is a big issue.

— Chinese game designers tried different innovative
methods over the course of last several years.

Then he goes on to mention a solution that didotikywhich I'll skip—this is a bit
out of context, I'm showing you whole slides, banh skipping some slides. Here is
his solution that he says does work:
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Fairness

*  Inthe F2P world

— A different approach - let rich people organize family clans, hire poor
peaple, lead them to fight with other clans, and reward them,

— Think about who those rich people are in the real world - business
owners and factory owners. They manage and lead hundreds of
people in the real world and are used to the leadership role. In the
F2P world, they still want that feeling. We just offer them that in the
game, naturally.

— Clans are closely intertwined smaller communities that function as
corporations.

— Clan leader lavishes his clan members with gifts and equipment, in
exchange for loyalty and service.

— Rich people lead poor people to fight with other rich people via clans.
It is much better than rich people killing poor people all the time.

— Creates a highly dynamic social system with better balancing.

Oh, great. This is gangsterism. This is warlordi$iis is tribalism. This fantasy
game world that they’ve constructed is essentitfghanistan or Uganda or
Somalia, where children and the poor are forceal nmtitias at gunpoint, abused,
and made to fight. “Fight in our army or we’ll kilbu.” It doesn’t seem to have
occurred to him to create a game in which nobotly &hybody at all.

Now, maybe this is popular in China. Clearly hesstnat a lot of people will pay a
lot of money for it. Maybe when they want to escépen their day-to-day lives in
an oppressive totalitarian centralized regime, viihey fantasize about is being
peasants forced to fight for a brutal overlordmnoppressive totalitarian
decentralized regime!

Zhan Ye defends all this in his lecture by likenintp Las Vegas. He points out that
gambling takes advantage of a human weakness aed gees out of fashion. These
free-to-play games take advantage of another humeakness, the desire to

dominate and oppress other people. Apparentlyninagr goes out of fashion either.

| think this is a dangerous sort of analogy. Gantbls very heavily regulated. Do
we really want free-to-play games to be regulaedway gambling is? He comes
from China whereverythings regulated, so maybe he’s not aware of the diffee,
but in a liberal democracy we have different exaans. Also, the analogy is very
inexact. Las Vegas is not free to play. It doebkaite to charge the paying players
enough to cover the expense of supporting the @gmg players. In fact, the whole
essence of the experience in Las Vegas is thatrymipay to play. Las Vegas is
actually much closer to the old pay-by-the-minudengs | used to work on, the
difference being that you can win real money.
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Most importantly of all—and this is a key pointthis question of fairness—Las
Vegas does not deal aces to rich players and déugeor ones. Rich players can
play for longer before they run out of money, begrgbody plays by the same rules
regardless of how much money they have.

Personally, | find this whole idea completely afipgl | first heard of this lecture
from a guy named Rich Carlson, who’s somebody ymukl know. He’s one of the
Digital Eelguys, and he’s an old-timer. He designed boardegaand card games
and video games a long time ago, and he believétgsitoncept of fairness, and he
believes in players treating one another with @er@nimum standards of decency.
He sent me the link to Zhan Ye’s lecture in an BEhma&ssage with no further
comment than the subject line, which simply redd bbscenity.” And | have to say
that I'm inclined to agree.

Here’s another example.
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Monetization — Conflicts

* Conflicts are good. Conflicts make the game world
more energetic and live.

* More importantly, conflicts trigger emotions.
* When people are emotionally unstable, they are
more likely to make purchases.
* Example:
— Virtual item called “little trumpet”
— Used to curse other gamers
— The curse will be broadcasted to all gamers (in the same
zone)
— A public humiliation tool

— Sold a lot......

Zhan Ye also thinks that conflict and hate are gddey have this mechanism:
“When people are emotionally unstable they're niledy to make purchases.”
Well, that's a really desirable state of affaissy’t it? And there’s this virtual item
called the Little Trumpet that you can use to cutser gamers. It will be broadcast
to all the other gamers, so it's a public humibattool. That's just really delightful.

Is this what game design has come to? Creatingstimsell players that enable
them to be crappy to each other? Looking arouna@pmortunities to make money
out of emotional instability? The only people tbaght to be making money out of
emotional instability are therapists, and at |¢fasy're trying to improve the
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situation. Even the handgun industiigs to make the claim that they're only selling
them for self-defense. They're don't say, “Go oudl dlow the hell out of people
because that'll make you feel better, and besidesam sell you virtual bullets.”

Now, I'm not against competition. Competition isifu like a hard-fought game. But
there’s a social convention callsgortsmanshiphat is designed to keep competition
on the right side of the line. | realize that I'maginning to sound like a crotchety old
man, and that some of you are sitting there thgpKi®h my God sportsmanship?
What century did he crawl out of?” But | have tth y@u something: When
competition turns into hatred, you have gone toolfgyou are building games that
foster tribalism and hatred, you are doing evilefehis no such thing as artificial
hatred. All hate is real.

Summary and Conclusion
So, the GDC insists on lectures including somedaley, and here it is:

If you're a single-player game designer, you ararist, and your relationship with
your player is as close as it will ever be in aayng. Everything that | have thought
and taught about Player-Centric Game Design anddbeof Game Design is still
correct for you. | believe these approaches areighé ones in single-player game
design: know thyself; know thy player; you haveutydo entertain; you have a duty
to empathize.

In multiplayer games you are thechitectof interactions among others. Your first
concern is not how the player perceives your gdmehow the players use your
game to enjoy themselves together, either throoghpetition or through
cooperation or team play. Fairness is criticaldaryexperience. Balance is key. It's
only partially about you.

In massively-multiplayer online games you am®aial engineerYou are attempting
to build a place where people will want to live pedong period of time. In your
case, you can't provide fairness in a competitemesge because some players have
been there longer than others. A lot of games headézed this, and they have
removed direct competition between players. Theglar@ayer-versus-player
interactions either impossible or consensual. Tdregte situations that tend to group
players together who are of like skill level. Thenoperate and go out raiding
together, and they’re roughly equal. The Tao of @&esign does not apply to you
because your relationship is with a very large camity of people and not with any
one person. | still encourage you to try to enieréad to empathize with your
players.

Massively-multiplayer free-to-play is an area tisatew to me, and as far as | can
tell it's chiefly about economics; about predictiaigd manipulating the spending
patterns of peoplen masself Zhan Ye is correct then as a game designerayelan
economistThe question of monetization infuses every dedggision that you
make. Your job is to create currencies and study ffow, and find ways of
encouraging more spending on virtual goods.
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So far as | can tell, neither the Tao of Game Desigr Player-Centric Game
Design, applies to you. You want to entertain tlagqr, certainly, but you empathize
with the player only to the extent that it is ptafile to do so.

| think the only way to make these games fair isstoove the element of
competition from them, so the rich players cardt jdefeat the poor ones by
spending money. It becomes about growth and adwagae not about death and
destruction. And that’s howarmville works. They should not be zero-sum games.

It's also possible to place caps on the playerditalbo compete using money. The
NFL salary cap is an excellent example. The NFharyatap was put in place
because rich teams could always hire the bestgsayers coming up, so naturally
they tended to win more games and got richer $tié NFL said, “You can’t spend
more than X amount of money on hiring players,” #nd tended to level the

playing field and create a better experience fergwdy. What that did was make
the entire NFL more interesting and balanced. Bytrest, the America’s Cup, and
F1 motorsports, have turned into technology radesrevit's more about money than
it is about talent or skill. | mean, the Americ&sp has just gone weird. It's hardly
about sailing the boat any more. It's about desigrnihe boat.

Ultimately, game design is fragmenting. The newiress models mean that the way
we go about it has changed dramatically, andnitsaasingly difficult to teach the
subject, or approach the subject, with a singl@adhphilosophy. There’s a lot to
think about. But there’s one thing, | think, thag wught to try to preserve. If | ever
make a game in which there’s a feature whose solgope is to humiliate other
players and make them feel bad, then take me alustaoot me on the spot. If | ever
make a game whose purpose is to enable playeessdmppy to each other, hang me
from the nearest tree. Because that’s not whaheme for. | think we should at least
try to keep one thing in the backs of our minds:
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Appendix U: Sandbox Storytelling

By Ernest Adams
Gamasutra
August 25, 2010

Back in 1995 | gave a lecture at thefaa

Computer Ggme IIDeve.Ioper.s_’ The Designer's Notebook:
Conference in which I identified Sandbox Storytelling
several problems with interactive
storytelling. | reprised those ideas LR I TENE
few years later in a Designer’'s '
Notebook column called “Three Problems for IntexecStorytellers.” At the end of
both the lecture and the column, | suggested tisa¢ad of trying teell stories, we
should build worlds in which stories can happen—&m which players live a
story of their own creation. The industry didn'wvieaa term for it at the time, but
what | was proposing was sandbox storytelling.

In sandbox storytelling, the idea is to give thaypl a big open world populated with
opportunities for interesting interactions. Theyplaisn’t constrained to a rail-like
linear plot, but can interact with the world in aorgler that he chooses. If the world
is constructed correctly, a story-like experienceutd emerge.

Not everybody thinks sandbox storytelling is a gaeh. The year after | gave my
lecture, Bob Bates gave his own lecture at the I98®C called “The

Responsibility of the Author.” One of the thingsssd was, “[Open-ended
environments] may be fun to explore, but they dofaldill the obligations of a

story. There is no beginning, middle, or end. Themo pathos, no human drama, no
greater truth to be gleaned from the hard-fouglttdsathat the characters wage.”

Bob recommended that we use a linear series of ep@nonments instead—what
we now call a multilinear or foldback story, in whithe player is compelled to go
through certain choke points in the plot line.

However, Bob was assuming that in an open-worldrenment the player would
have to go find the plot, and all she would get disconnected series of events. |
think Bob was expecting that the plot events wdaddied to specific locations, and
if the player could experience them in any ordegytwould have to be unrelated to
each other. I'm not surprised that he made thatragson, especially back then.
We're very used to mapping plots onto physical fimrss—so much so that it's our
default approach, and any other system is unubuain Zork to Half-Life to Fallout

3, movement through space equals movement throwgsteiny. But to do sandbox
storytelling, we have to get rid of this notion ahthk instead about how to create a
plot that advances—and maintains its continuity—ether means.

The Grand Theft Aut@games famously include sandbox play, but theytddm’
sandbox storytelling. Instead, you get the usu@dr chain of missions; complete
one and you get another one, and so on. It jusappens that the missions take
place in a large open world, and you can abandemiksion and just wander
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around wreaking mayhem (or driving a taxi) if yoanwto. In a way, this was what
Bob meant by a linear series of open environmexisept that instead of a series of
different environments, th@rand Theft Aut@games just give you new missions in
the same environment—although you do unlock neasafi®m time to time.

Grand Theft Auto IV

The Sim®ffers sandbox storytelling after a fashittrgives you a world with a lot of
stuff in it, and simulated people with varying pmralities. As the player, you can
make them interact and generate a (somewhat) Bkergxperience. Because the
Sims don’t speak English, most of the storytellgogs on in your head, but that’s all
right. You can make your own machinima, captiomemord voiceover for it, and
upload it to YouTube.

But The Simsises a multipresent interaction model in which gon’t have a
particular avatar within the game world. To getaysout of The Simsyou have to
manipulate more than one of the characters, r#tlaerrole-playing a single
character. This makes you more of a creator thaartecipant. That isn’t the way
most storytelling games work, and | don’t thinlsitvhat most people want from a
storytelling game.

Computer role-playing games give the player a Ipgnoworld, but rather than
providing a single story, the world is full of qu®s-essentially, disconnected
subplots. | love Western RPGs, but they don't lquige the same feeling as a story
with one plot. They're more like the legends of ¢ides, or any other ancient hero
who appears in several unrelated stories.

So how do we make an open-world game in which tagep can roam around, yet

still feels as if he’s taking part in a story? Eies | said, we have to abandon the idea
that the player will experience the plot entirdlyough exploration. At the same

time, traveling still has to be an integral partloé story; otherwise the travel will
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just be tiresome. Movies usually cut out traveleirsomebody comes out of their
house in the morning, gets in their car, and inniaet shot they're walking into their
place of work—tnlessthe movie is actually about travel, as in a chaegien

In the typical adventure or role-playing gametlad plot events are player-
dependent; they don’'t happen until the player fithesn and makes them happen. By
using constrained environments, we can make satdlia player finds them in the
right order. The problem with a plot consistingiesty of player-dependent events,
as | explained in the original lecture, is thde#ls mechanistic: the whole world just
sits around waiting for the player to do something.

If you make the plot entirely player-independentattis, it goes forward no matter
what the player does, even if he does nothingl-atthen the player tends to lose the
game a lot. He's not where he belongs, or he hdemé what he needs to do, when
the dramatic climax occurs.

The trick in sandbox storytelling is to build thietowvith a combination of player-
dependent and player-independent events. Keepstfimging no matter what the
player does so the world doesn’t seem static, bt anake it flow so fast that the
player gets behind and loses the game (unlesddhis @bout finding a time bomb).
Put a moderate degree of pressure on the playattbut reduce the pressure if the
player is on the right track. In a sandbox, exploraitself can’t advance the plot—
So instead, use a combination of the passage ef(timt’s the pressure) and player
activity: meeting people, solving puzzles, makiregidions, overcoming challenges.
Change up the pace from time to time. Sometimegsd&ond is exploring at his
own pace (he’s master of the situation) and atrdthmes he’s desperately running
away from bad guys (they’re masters of the situmtibhen he gets away from them
or shoots them and he becomes master of the situagiain. Of course, not every
game has to use a lot of pressure. You can lgildyer have a very relaxed
experience if you want to.

One question some designers ask is, “What if tagepljust goes wandering around
and never seems to get on with the story?” The eansyit depends on what kind of
experience you want him to have. It might be olapust let him wander around. I'd
love to explore the countryside in tRar Cry games without getting shot at all the
time. On the other hand, if you want to push tlay@t through the story, then you
have to askvhyhe’s just wandering around. If he’s wandering atbbacause he’s
lost or confused, that’s your fault. The designbri€Bateman wrote a chapter called
“Keeping the Player on Track” in the book that kdéexl, Game Writing: Narrative
Skills for Videogamesn the chapter he talks abdunneling:various tricks for
helping the player find the “spine” of the gameamopen world you can’t use the
landscape to forcibly funnel the player back topta, but you can leave various
signs and clues around. Get the book for more rimédion.
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Far Cry 2

On the other hand, if the player is just foolinguard and you want him to get on
with it, that’s when you have to increase the pressvith player-independent—and
location-independent—plot events. Tabletop RPG garasters are very familiar
with this. If the players won’t come to the ploting the plot to them. If they've
been hired to take down a crime boss and instegdréhjust sitting around the
tavern gambling, the crime boss might get wincheirtplans and send a gang of
thugs to the tavern to squelch the expedition leeitogets started. In the ensuing
fight the tavern just happens to catch fire. Eehe party survives, it won't be
doing any more drinking ithere

Another question people sometimes ask is, “In aanaporld, how do you prevent
the player from seeing something early that hetssnpposed to see until later?” The
guestion is rooted in the assumption that everyttinat the story needs will be
physically present in a static game world fromhleginning—as it usually is in
adventure games and Western CRPGs, where theistoigpped to locations. But
we’re not mapping the story to locations, we’re piag it to time and player
activity. The answer is simple: don’t put an objecthe world until it needs to be
there. In theGrand Theft Autgames you can’t destroy a car in Mission 1 thalt wil
be needed in Mission 3, because the car simplyiisthe game world at all in
Mission 1. You obviously don’t want cars suddenbpping into existence in front
of the player’s eyes, but you can bring a car dat @ormerly) locked garage. The
player can’t be in more than once place at oncgpaacan do all kinds of things
behind his back.
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So what kinds of stories can we put into big openlas that the player can explore
in any order, and in which travel is an integratt pd the experience? Well, here’s a
handful:

Find the buried treasure. This is a low urgency game good for kids because
the treasure’s not going anywhere. The player alisver town assembling
clues. The clues don’t necessarily have to be fonrdspecific order; they
might be scattered pieces of a treasure map.

Find the buried treasure before somebody else doe€Same story, but
there’s some pressure on the player. You can nie&e tsimple race, or you
can raise and lower the tension by having the erteamy try to sabotage the
player. If they succeed, then the player is undarenpressure; if the player
sabotages them instead, some of the pressure {8efsure this doesn’t
create too much positive feedback, though.)

Find the time bomb. Obviously the most pressure of all, and tricky tdi p
off in open worlds, but not impossible. One wayiwe the player a little
control over the pace is to endow the avatar witmaed amount of super-
speed, like Superman or the Flash or Neo from Thgikl The player can
use the power at his discretion to buy himselfteelmore time.

Find peoplerather than objects, and of course this is made mamplicated
by the fact that people move around. Players cdyobaty hunters looking
for fugitives, private detectives looking for misgifamily members, counter-
intelligence officers looking for spies, and so on.

Police procedural. This goes all the way back to the old Sierra OmeLi
Police Quesgiames. To build a watertight case, the police spemgetat deal
of time traveling around to visit witnesses, gquasthe known associates of
suspects, and look for physical evidence. Someeece can be found in any
order, while other evidence appears only aftepfwihg a chain of clues. You
might need to keep your town small, since althougbel is an intrinsic part
of the job it's not terribly interesting. You cougice it up a bit by letting
your cops deal with street crime or spot witnessesispects walking around.
To keep it low-pressure, have players search foleeece with a suspect
already in custody. To add pressure, let the stigseape.

Infiltrate a large open area from any direction. Too manyt&re put the
player on a rail. It's cheaper that way, but igsd interesting for the player.
In the current Afghan war, the NATO allies havesaipremacy and
helicopters, so they can put troops down anywhatside a combat zone and
let them walk into it from any direction they pref#lission planning

involves examining aerial photographs and chooamgpproach that looks
good.

Escapethrough hostile territory from somewhere in theldi¢ to the edge. In
my game design workshops | often challenge one teamake a game about
the Underground Railroad, the network of abolitsdsithat helped escaping
slaves to freedom before the American civil wam®8af the real
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Underground Railroad routes were hundreds of nidleg, and thus not
convenient for a video game, but you get the idea.

Smugglingis about not just infiltrating or escaping, butrdpboth—and
often with an awkward cargo. During the long, lamagrs between Britain and
France in the 18th and 19th centuries, trade betweztwo nations was
technically cut off—yet there was still plenty afindy in Britain. The
coastlines of both nations have numerous inletsalearship can’t get into,
and the smugglers knew them all.

Like police,reporters do a lot of traveling, usually under deadline pues,
to gather information. So cspies.

Hunters naturally move around searching for game. Huntiogsn't

ordinarily generate much of a story unless somgthimusual happens, but
occasionally it does. As a kid | read two differstaries in which wealthy
(and therefore evil, apparently) big game huntedsiliged a secret passion for
hunting human beings—specifically, the guides thag hired.

Root out the criminal gang.Professor Moriarty’s tentacles are everywhere.
No matter where Sherlock Holmes goes in Londorertemunters evidence of
Moriarty's dastardly deeds. But where are Moriagtgénior lieutenants,
where is his headquarters, and where is the masetitn

Resistance Another game idea | give out in the workshops nexguihe team
to design a game about a resistance movementancupied country.
They're not allowed to make it a shooter; the géyagto be about sabotage
and making the occupier’s lives miserable withaettigg caught. This, too,
can be spread over a wide space, with soldierseobtcupying army
constantly searching for the resistance fightetskaeping the player under
pressure.

There are plenty of other kinds of jobs or hoblbied routinely involve travel: fire
fighters, electricity linemen, tornado hunterstaesant critics... not all of these are
necessarily suitable for video games, but it oakest a little imagination. I'm sure
you can think of more.

To make an experience story-like, you have to atmadmany repetitive or random
(unrelated) events. (See my column “Dramatic NgvieltGames and Stories” for
more about that.) If you read a thriller set in VW@d/ar Il, it doesn’t consist of
shooting an endless parade of identical Nazis;yestémation is unique. This means
that your sandbox has to be full of all differemtds of things, not just a lot of the
same thing. This is probably the strongest arguragainst sandbox storytelling: it's
expensive and a lot of work. But unlike rail gamiégpu construct the world
carefully enough, the game will be highly replayalifferent paths through the
world will offer different experiences. Nor do theged to have the same objective
or ending.

For several hundred years the people of Rome deredllegiance to one of four
factions that supported chariot racing. The driveose colored clothing so people
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could tell them apart, and the factions were nathedReds, Whites, Blues, and
Greens. Suppose the player has just moved into Ridmean join any group of
supporters, just as we can support any sports teday—but with a difference: the
factions often rioted, and there were bloody fightthe streets. What this means in
practice is that an NPC who belongs to the fadtian the player chooses is an ally,
but if the player replays the game and choosefexeht faction, the same person is
an enemy. No need to write two stories or desigrctiaracter twice; drama naturally
emerges from the situation itself.

In short | think sandbox storytelling is both pddsiand fun. You'll need to fill the
sandbox pretty full so as to offer plenty of draimapportunities (many sandboxes
feel rather empty and sterile), and you'll haveléeide how much pressure you want
to put on the player and how you’ll apply it. Thisy include using some time-
dependent, player-independent plot events to keagd moving forward. The
environment itself is also critical—it has to bplace that the player really enjoys
being, because he’s going to spend a lot of tiraeeth

There was a famous film noir call@the Naked Cityhat was later adapted into a TV
show. At the end of the film, and every episodéhef TV show, the narrator said,
“There are 8 million stories in the Naked City. $hias been one of them.” Try
building your own Naked City, and see how manyistyou can get in.
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