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Introduction - The Journal(ey) Begins!

GameDevvers, concept artists, developers, lend me your ears! I'm going to talk (and talk and talk... o.O ) about design.  But why should you listen to what I have to say?  Who am I?  If you are a member of GameDev, you probably know me as Sunandshadow, the moderator of the writing forum.  Since 04/00 I have been independently studying game design and participating in discussion of it on the GameDev forums, while pursuing my BA in English, with focuses on structuralist literary theory (narratology), creative writing, and editing.  In 10/00 I was made the moderator of GameDev's writing forum and assumed the duties of community leader and mentor to other students of writing.  In this role I have written several essays/lectures on various subject in game design and writing, and have provided constructive criticism and editorial guidance on many game designs, stories, and pieces of concept art.  The purpose of this journal is to be an introduction to the principles of design as they apply to gameplay design, story design, and concept art design.

If you wish to see samples of my stories and concept art, please visit My Samples Page.

Also, I am the lead designer of the indie romance RPG Xenallure: A Tapestry of Hearts, and you may view its (under construction!) design document.

Other Credits:

In 08/04 I received my B.A. in English from Penn State University

I ghostwrote the text of the RPG/trading sim Spells of Gold after it was translated from the original Russian.

I designed a mix-and-match clothing system and 40 outfits of clothing for the MMORPG Epic Frontiers. (used as an example in chapter 9)

I was the lead nontechnical designer of the RPG Gimmie Those Wings! until that project folded, and still retain the rights to the partial design – in future it may be used as the basis for designing a sequel to Xenallure.

I review indie games for GameTunnel.com.  (My most recently reviewed game, Steer Madness.)
And finally, I am currently working on a fantasy romance novel, tentatively titled Learning To Kiss Dragons.

Part I – Designing the Game

Chapter 1 - Designing and Plex Levels

A computer game is one of the most complex things it is possible to design.  A professional-quality story-based game such as an RPG contains all the dimensions of a movie (story, visuals, music) plus the interactive dimension of gameplay.  And each of those dimensions, particularly story, is itself a complicated tapestry of other elements (character, character dynamic, plot, atmosphere, and worldbuilding).  Since you're reading this, you probably intend to design one or participate in the design of one.  To prepare you for this monumental undertaking, I will try to explain the different levels of complexity of design (plex levels), and how they are woven together into the intricate tapestry or a professional-quality game.

Plex Level 1

The simplest type of design is arranging elements into a linear structure.  For example: Sentences. Every day you and I design original, creative sentences without even thinking about it. Even if we have completely forgotten our secondary school grammar lessons, we all know subconsciously that there are certain acceptable (grammatical) patterns sentences can have, and we all know roughly a quarter of a million details (words) and which slots (parts of speech) each can go into, and which transformation is required to make it fit in a different slot (e.g. friend, friendship, friendly, frendlier, frendliest, make friends, befriend, friendless, etc.) Designing sentences is simple because the patterns we are dealing with are one-dimensional, they are only plex level 1. Specifically they exist in the dimension of time, which when I type them for you is represented visually by the X, or horizontal, spatial dimension.

Plex Level 2

Clothing, or monsters (appearance only), or monster AI, or characters (appearance only), or character personalities (at one point in time only), and many of the other elements of game design usually labeled "Content" are all of plex level 2, because you have to be able to hold in your head 2 dimensions of design at once. These are not always the same two dimensions: in the case of clothing one is shape and one is color/texture, while in the case of AI one is time and one is situation.

Plex Level 3

Some kinds of design are more complicated still. Music, for example, must be designed in the dimensions of time, pitch/timbre, and interval/harmony. There is usually a term for the intersection of any two of these dimensions. For example, time x pitch = progressions, which add up to melody. Each instrument (assuming that these are single-note instruments like flutes, not chord instruments like pianos) then plays its own melody/part, adding the dimension of interval to give the music depth/orchestration. The finished piece of music is thus a journey through time where at any given instant several instruments are having a discussion, speaking different 'words' in different 'voices'.

A story too is a journey through time. The voices are characters, naturally. A chord would be a trope, a progression would be a sub-unit of plot, interval would be character dynamic, timbre would be atmosphere, a melody would be a single character's plot line, and the finished, orchestrated piece of music would be the story.

Animation, too, is of this class - we take our previously described 2-dimensional visual elements and add the element of time (and relative motion of course, since that's what they're doing over the span of time).

I believe gameplay is also plex level 3; its dimensions would be time and situation, like in monster AI, plus the player's strategic/aesthetic choice among the options available at any given time.

Plex Level 4 (dun dun dun...)

And finally we have come to the 4th and most difficult plex level - putting the music, story and animation together to get a movie or a game (games are basically movies plus the additional element of gameplay). Being a game designer is a huge ambition because you have to balance all these elements against each other to create a product that satisfies your audience.

Definition of 'satisfies your audience':  Entertainment is all about manipulating people's mind and emotions in various ways, and when a story pushes all the right buttons with the right timing and intensity, the audience is satisfied and will clamor for more.

So what does it take to satisfy an audience? What are they searching for in our stories? It's not just about showing them something new and surprising to alleviate their boredom, although that's important. You gotta catharsize their emotions - make them laugh and worry, be fearful and amazed, go 'awww' with pity and coo at cuteness, be angry at injustice and righteously satisfied when it get fixed, you gotta stroke their egos, make them feel better about themselves and their lives, and so on.

And as if that isn't hard enough, they also want to feel like they learned something, so you have to put in some interesting exposition and probably also some insightful philosophizing about people, life, emotions, morals, and that sort of thing. But of course you can't be preachy, audiences hate that.

On top of all that you have people looking to you for wish fulfillment and escapism, to "fulfill desires no more than partly satisfied by life" and "experience an imaginary world more lifelike than life itself, more directly and honestly concerned with essential problems, more supple in its expression of every aspect of man's nature, less burdened by distracting irrelevancies". They aren't just looking for a better place to go and more interesting situation to be in, they're looking for someone to be - material that they can use to build their personal mythologies and identities.

And finally many people are lonely and are searching for soulbrothers and fantasy romantic objects among your characters, so if you want to satisfy that segment of your audience you need to provide vivid, deep, and appealing characters for your audience to identify with and lust over.

And that's just what's satisfying for story; a game designer has to worry about what's satisfying for music, animation, and gameplay too, not to mention the balance between these.

So... are you sure you want to try to design a game?  If you're really sure, keep reading!

 Chapter 2 - Plunge Into Game Design

Goodness, are you still here? Guess I must not be the only foolhardy, overconfident designer around here. ;) Well then, onward!


The Philosophy of Being a Game Designer

First, go here and read this article, "What Kind of Designer Are You?"
.
..
...
Okay, have you figured out which kind(s) of designer you are? Good. Only problem is, these are ALL the wrong way to design a game.

You are the god, but you exist to entertain your worshipers. Only a gamer can design a game, but only if you can think outside the gamer box can you design an original game, and only an engineer can build it so that it is actually playable and balanced. You compete against the player by setting up challenges for him/her, and messing with your players' minds and emotions is why you enjoy creating interactive entertainment in the first place, but it's like playing against a child: the game's subject and tropes must appeal to them, you can't just slaughter them or they won't want to play any more, and they only keep coming back if you let them win sometimes. You are the DM who shepherds your flock, but you have no content to tell them about unless you're also an artist and an evangelist with a story to tell, a world to bring to life, and a moral to expound upon. You can make the best game ever but if you are 'above' being a used car salesman no one will give your game a chance, and you won't make enough money to fund the creation of the next game.

So what kind of game designer should we all be striving to be? Hope I don't shock anybody by saying this, but the ideal game designer is like a high-class whore: creative and skilled, passion harnessed by patient strategy, adapting to the individual needs and desires of each client, focused on presenting beauty and giving pleasure, knowledge, and even spiritual therapy, yet practical enough to set a fair price and not leave hickies or rope burns where they will be annoying the next day.

So go ahead, think of yourself as a courtesan, a geisha, a gigolo. Put beauty, balance, and passion in everything you design. Create a memorable and satisfying experience for your player, and they will love your game and come back for more.

The Designer's Responsibilities and Division of Labor


The game development team leader has two main responsibilities: the game development team, and the design document. So hopefully you like to type, because in between emails and turning your ideas into documentation you are going to have tired fingers. ;)

Let's talk about the development team first, because it's a shorter topic. The first member of the team is obviously you, the game designer. Probably you also know a bit about most of the types of content that go into a game, and plan to contribute some content in one or two areas yourself. Obviously, you don't know everything, and you can't do design in an area you know nothing about - this is what partners are for. So you can approach creating your game design in one of two ways: 1) Write all of the design document that you can and then look for a partner, or 2) Look for a partner and write the design document together. Both methods have virtues, but the first is better if you prefer working alone and have a firm idea you are committed to, and the second is better if you prefer working cooperatively and have lots of ideas you need help choosing among.

The Content Areas
(Note1: Not all games will or should have all types of content.)
(Note2: I am not an expert on every area, especially programming. Some of this will undoubtedly be wrong. Please submit corrections if you have some!)

Art
-Concept Art
- - - Characters
- - - Clothing
- - - Monsters
- - - Architecture
- - - Vehicles
- - - Weapons
- - - Landscapes
- - - Plants
- - - Other Objects
- - - GUI
-Finished Art
- - 2D Art
- - - Line Art
- - - Coloring
- - - Animation
- - 3D Art
- - - Models
- - - Skinning and Texturing
- - - Animation
Sound
- Music
- - - Sound Effects
- - - Songs
- Voice Acting
- - Vocal Sound Effects (e.g. screams)
- - - Dialogue
- - - Lyrics
Story
- Characters
- - - Archetype/Personality/Motivation/Backstory
- - - Character Dynamic/Roles
- - - Dialogue
- Plot
- - Beginning
- - - Initial Incident
- - Rising Action
- - - Resolve to Action
- - - Failed Attempt(s)
- - - Complication
- - - Further Attempt(s)
- - Climax
- - - Crisis
- - - Resolution
- - Ending
- - - Denouement (Closure)
- Worldbuilding
- - Physics
- - Geography
- - Ecology
- - Culture
Programming
- - Graphics Engine
- - Game Engine
- - - Collision Detection
- - - Maps and Rooms
- - - Pathfinding
- - - AI
- - - Battle System
- - - Inventory and Equippage
- - - Puzzles
- - Permanent Game Content Data
- - Temporary Individual Game Data
Gameplay
- - Puzzle Design
- - Quests/Plot Points
- - Battle System Design
- - Item System Design
- - - Shops
- - - Economy
- - - Inventory
- - - Equippage
- - Level Design
Web
- Website
- Ftp Server
- Messageboard
- Email Listserv
- Chatroom
- Archives
- Game server (for online games)
- - Security

Are you in shock yet? Somebody is going to have to do almost all of those things before you will have a game, plus lots that I have left out. Most artists will not be able to do everything you need in the way of art, most writers will have some areas of writing they need help with, you average programmer is going to have some programming areas they don't have a clue about, etc. So for a single player or MMO FPS or RPG, you are looking at a team of at minimum 6 people, and with beginners and turnover, maybe more like 15 people to get all these areas taken care of.

Fortunately you do not need to tackle everything all at once. To start development you need a gameplay designer, a concept artist, a writer, and a lead programmer. If you can do two of those and your partner can do two of those, you're all set. If you happen to be able to do them all yourself you're more talented than I am, since I personally know very little about programming.

Chapter 3 – Concept, Genre, Gimmick: Creating a Game Design

The Game Concept

As I mentioned last time, the only four elements of game design you really have to be concerned with when beginning to create your design are Story, Gameplay, Concept Art, and Programming. Since I sadly know almost nothing about programming, I will be mostly skipping that part. (Unless someone wants to guest write a few paragraphs? *waves a cookie temptingly*) Concept art can also wait a bit, because we should get our ideas organized before we try to embody them. So that leaves story and gameplay. Which comes first, the chicken or the egg?

If you are not a writer, the choice is obvious - do the gameplay first, or you better get a writer for a partner darn quick. If you are a writer I would still recommend doing the gameplay first, unless you already have a solid inspiration for a story. Me, I know I want to do something with romance, which means of course that my game will have to belong to one of the story game genres, but theoretically that could be anything from a sidescroller to a MMOFPSAG, so my story idea doesn't really limit me in terms of gameplay design. If you're absolutely certain your story has to be about, say, Jane Adventurer's personal journey from pacifist to vigilante ninja, then you'd better outline your story first and then worry about what genre of gameplay would best support the story. But otherwise, let's work on the gameplay first so you can at least tell a prospective partner what kind of game you'd like to make.



A Note On Genre In Games

The word genre does double-duty in talking about games. On the one hand you have things like horror, fantasy, science fiction, romance, historical, noir, cyberpunk, etc. - these are genres of fiction, or literary genres, and are part of the Story area of game design. On the other hand you have things like RPG, RTS, FPS, MMO, adventure, sidescroller, strategy, sim, etc. - these are gameplay genres, which naturally are part of the Gameplay area of game design.

So, the first question to ask yourself in designing your game is, "What gameplay genre of game do I want to design?" If you already know, good. If you're not sure, here are some decision making strategies:

Again, again! - This is the simplest strategy. Just think of your favorite game, the most perfect game you've ever played, and make one of those.

If Only - If you aren't happy imitating an existing game, why not try improving one instead? Pick a game that looked amazing when you read the back of the box, but turned out to be fatally flawed. What could you have done differently to make this game live up to its potential? Unless your answer to this question changes the game's genre, you want to make the same type of game. If it _does_ change the genre, of course you want to figure out what the new genre would be and then make _that_ kind of game.

Make What You Play - If you can't think of a good example game or you're just not a happy camper unless you're doing something truly original, here's a more complicated exercise. Figure out what genres of game you like to play. Cross off any you just wouldn't want to design. Assuming that there is more than one genre of game remaining, figure out what the difference is between them. Turn-based vs. realtime? Puzzles vs. no puzzles? Combat vs. no combat? For each of these differences decide which you prefer, then combine all your choices - congratulations, you have made your own genre. Good luck - I'd like to see some new genres show up on my game store shelves. But for purposes of selling your idea to others I suggest you call it whatever existing genre it is most similar to, then specify the difference, for example, "I want to make an Adventure game with combat".

Daydreaming - And finally, the least efficient but possibly most fun method. Lay somewhere comfy, close your eyes, and imagine you are playing the best game ever. What kind of game is it? What are you doing at the moment? What else can you do in the game? What makes it cool? Can you design a game like that?

Previously, I mentioned the idea of mixing and matching genre characteristics to make your own genre. Well, to do that you have to know what the genre's characteristics are. In this developer journal I will be focusing on how to design a single player RPG, so let's look at that genre first.

RPG, as you probably already knew, stands for role-playing game. That, however, doesn't have much to do with what the genre actually is. Some RPGs have real role-playing and some don't, while some excellent examples of role-playing are found in adventure or FPS games. So what makes an RPG an RPG?

Typical characteristics of a single-player RPG
- One player. (duh)
- Controlled with a gamepad.
- The Player controls an 'adventuring party' of characters.
- Combat is turn or meter-based and generally does not require much speed or accuracy. Similarly, navigating withing the game usually does not require jumping, avoiding holes, or other feats of manual dexterity.
- RPGs are loooong, some taking more than 70 hours of gameplay to complete on the first play-through.
- There are NPCs you can talk to.
- There is generally an inventory containing 3 types of items:
- - - equippable status-effecting items
- - - single use status-effecting items
- - - plot items
- Generally the players earn experience points for winning battles, which raise the characters' levels, which increase the characters' base stats.
- Generally the players earn money for winning battles, which they must spend to buy new, better equipment.
- RPGs often contain optional mini-games and side quests.
- The story and gameplay portions of the story alternate, with an approximate proportion of 5 minutes of exposition, followed by 25 minutes of dungeon, followed by a 2 minute boss fight, rinse and repeat.
- Puzzles are usually restricted to strategies of equippage and within combat, giving plot items to npcs, navigating mazes, flipping switches in the right order, and sometimes dialogue puzzles.
- The story usually is epic and often culminates in destroying a villain and/or saving the world.

That, at least in my mind, is what constitutes a single-player RPG. Now me, I play this kind of game, but I also play adventure games and side-scroller/platformers. So, since I'm an impractical idealist more interested in making art than making money, I decided that my game design is going to combine the best aspects of these three genres. ;D

When trying to figure out exactly what I want to do, I often find it helpful to make lists. In this case, I can make a list of the characteristics of my favorite RPG, my favorite adventure game, and my favorite platformer. Then I can tweak each list by substituting elements that were better in some other game of that genre. Then I can compare my three lists, note the differences between them and which option I prefer in each case, and then draft a new combined list of what I want my game to be and do. This is called a 'features wishlist', and is the first step toward making a design document. Even if you don't want to combine genres you should still go through the process of making a features list for your genre and tweaking it to match your personal preferences and take into account particularly cool elements you have encountered in various games of that genre.

Naturally everyone's features wishlist will be different, but here is the features wishlist I came up with for the romance game I want to make:


Romance Game Design/Features Wishlist

Genre: This game is an RPG of the Japanese epic type, modified in the following ways:

- In addition to a standard bildungsroman plot, the plot focuses on romance between the player's avatar and one or more NPCs. This is developed through ren'ai (dating sim) style dialogue puzzles, and also by NPCs reacting emotionally to the avatar's achievement of plot goals and the path by which each was achieved.

- The game has a lower percentage of combat than a typical RPG.

- The game has more physical puzzles than a typical RPG, and these are of the more elaborate adventure game variety.

- The game has assorted subgames of different genres, e.g.: boardgames, a racing game, a goldfish breeding sim, and others to be determined later.

- The POV is 3rd person side-on.

- The art will be 3-D shoujo anime style, including scripted cut-scenes. (Dialogue subtitles will be displayed separately so that the same cut-scene can be shown with variant dialogue for different plot branches.) Any still art or animations the player earns by progressing through the game will become available in a gallery accessible from the start menu.

- The game is controlled with a gamepad.

- Combat is realtime sidescrolling with button and timing combos.

- The game can be paused or saved at any time.

- There is only one playable character; this character is a customizable avatar.

- The game has a game+ feature, where a player who completes the game is given the option to replay the game retaining some of the items and bonuses they have earned throughout the game. In the game+ some new areas and plot options will also be unlocked.

- The game will have a linear plot containing modular branchings and reunitings, and finished with multiple endings; the idea is to encourage the player to play the game+ and earn a better or different ending. What is a modular plot branch? This means at the end of the scene the plot reunites, thus creating variant stories in the player's mind but not creating an unduly complex plot tree.

- The game will have an item inventory, allowing the player to carry around items, papers, and tools.

- Target number of gameplay hours will be approximately 40 including combat and all game+ material.

- The overall design goal is to create a romance story allowing the player to deeply identify with their avatar through the avatar's customizability. The player will interact, via his avatar, with 4(?) deeply characterized NPCs. The story will focus on the romance, psychodrama and psychological manipulation, scientific exploration, and social humor. All of this will take place within a deeply envisioned alien world, and the player will have to learn about the world's culture and sociology in order to act effectively within it. Keyword here? 'Deep' - we want to make a game as deep as a good science fiction or fantasy novel.

Customizable Avatar:

- To put the player initially in synch with their avatar, we will utilize the dynamic of the human from a culture similar to our own dropped suddenly into an alien world. As the player masters various aspects of this alien world, options to equip/customize the avatar to be more like the aliens, a more powerful fighter, or a more attractive and therefore persuasive person, will become available. By the end of the game the avatars of different players should look completely dissimilar.

- The avatar's body functions as a modular/stackable weapon(?); customizing the avatar will therefore naturally customize the avatar's fighting style and options.

- Haven't decided whether it would be worth the effort to implement customizable clothing for a single-player game.
While the customization of the avatar's personality is not visible, it is an essential part of encouraging the player to identify strongly with the avatar. Dialogue choices will allow the player to shape the avatar's personality, and this personality and the player's specific choices will in turn determine which branchings the plot takes.

- The avatar will also be awarded ranks, titles, and descriptive phrases in reward for the accomplishment of various in-game objectives.

Combat:

- Combat, is realtime sidescrolling. The character can jump, duck, and perform a variety of attacks using button combos, and can chain attacks using timing combos.

- It is essential to the combat system that the player's current equipage be graphically represented by their avatar.

Puzzles:

- Puzzles must be a logical and at least semi-realistic extension of the game world.

- Most puzzles will be of the repairing/building/manipulating a physical system type. For example: gears, plumbing, puzzle boxes, sliding and balancing objects, winding springs and turning keys, and performing steps in the right order would all be suitable subjects for puzzles. The game Jewels of the Oracle is an excellent example of these types of puzzles, as are the Myst games and Lighthouse.

- Some puzzles will involve symbol manipulation and translation, perhaps involving an alien glyph language or number system.

- Some puzzles will involve applying an object to the environment, an NPC, or the player's avatar. The games Sanitarium and Woodruff and the Schnibble contain good examples of this type of puzzle. These will generally involve lateral thinking.

- Some puzzles will simply be the successful completion of a subgame.

Major NPCs:

- One tall, broad-shouldered, muscular, handsome male.

- One slender, angular-featured, long-haired, pretty male.

- One curvaceous mature-looking female.

- One cute young-looking female.

- More characters? Maybe a punk?

Gimmick– Make yourself a wishlist, then take a look at it.  Is anything there a brilliant original feature that you invented? If so, you may already have a gimmick.

What is a gimmick (aka a hook)? This is the selling point of your game, what you can write about on the back of the box to get people excited enough to buy it. 'Customizable appearance', 'digital DNA', 'fly your own space shuttle', 'a billion unique combinations', 'emotional response AI', 'a vivid, unique fantasy universe', blah blah blah... if you think back, you can probably recall seeing thousands of these little soundbites for one game or the other. If you have a few of these for your game you can use them to help keep your design process focused towards these goals, and you can also use them to pitch your idea to potential team members. Many people think of advertising as evil, but it's really just trying to communicate enthusiasm - you love your great idea, you have to show other people what's so great about it and hopefully they'll fall in love with it too. (If you don't love your idea you have no business trying to get a team to produce it - go back to the drawing board.)

So, some gimmicks are part of the gameplay, but others are part of the story. And, conveniently enough, we have arrived at the point in the game design process where I recommend starting to work on the story.

If you are not a writer and do not have a writer partner yet, try asking yourself the following questions before you place a helpwanted ad. If you are a writer and you don't have an idea yet, use these questions to help you narrow your focus. If you are a writer and you already have a brilliant idea, it should be easy for you to answer these questions about it.

1) What literary genres are your story? I say 'genres', plural, because most games will have a trope genre (science fiction, fantasy, gothic, punk, western, realism, historical, war, sports, political) and a plot genre (romance, comedy, tragedy, action, mythic, mystery, suspense, horror, psychodrama, drama, melodrama). Many games will have more than two genres. You could perfectly well have a story whose genres are 'western-science fiction-punk (aka steampunk) romance-comedy-action'. So, what kind of story genres would you like your game to have? Please don't limit yourself to my lists here, they are not complete. Think of the kinds of movies you like to watch and books you like to read - what genres are they?

Note: Some of the story's genres are more important than others; if the romance is only a subplot, you wouldn't refer to it as 'a romance-X', but rather as 'an X with romance elements', or something like that. Remember that clarity, while always important in communication, is absolutely vital in trying to get two people to share a vision and work together to create it, which is what you're trying to do as a game designer with a partner or other team members.

2) What is your setting? If you picked 'historical' as one of your genres, when and where in history? If you picked 'fantasy', describe what makes this fantasy world different than Earth, and where it is in relation to Earth if it is possible to travel between the two. Choose a limit for your game world - one planet, one country, one city, even one building. Big settings are for epic and mythic stories involving travelling, quests, wars; small settings are for personal stories with more intensity and an emphasis on psychology and emotion. If you have two worlds in your story make sure that you answer this question separately for each of them and develop them seperately when you do your worldbuilding and concept art, otherwise they won't each look and feel unique. If your story has locations that have ethnic appearances or atmospheres, what what cultures are these from? If you are making up one or more original cultures, what are their characteristics that make them perfect for setting your story in?

2b) While we're at it, what's your time scale? Action and suspense stories often take place in as little as 6 hours of story time, while romances or sports tournaments may take weeks, and a heroic quest or a war may take a year. Sim games often take many years, but it's difficult to write any story that can maintain a reader's interest when stretched out that long - a better approach if you wanted a sim game with story might be to write lots of little stories or missions and have years pass in between them. Do you know anything else about the time period? Is the length of time until a bomb explodes or some other critical event happens? What time of day is it when the story starts? When the climax happens? When the story ends?

3) Who is your main character? You don't have to know his/her name - what you have to know is the unique ability that makes them perfect to be the main character of this story. This might be a physical ability (in which case it's probably also a gimmick), it might be a physical trait such as being the heir to something or other, bearing the royal birthmark, or resembling another character enough that you can have an identity mix up, or it might be a personality trait such as courage, cowardice, persistence, ambition, open-mindedness, risk-taking-ness, etc. Abilities go with action stories, physical traits often go with comedies or gothics, and personality traits go with psychological stories.


The All-Important Design Doc

Just in case you forgot, we're supposed to be compiling all these design decisions into a game design document. Take a look here for some sample design documents. (Or you might want to look at the design-doc-in-progress of my romance RPG Xenallure: A Tapestry of Hearts.)  Pick out the one closest to the game you want to make, load it up in your word-processor, and fill in the parts you already know: A document title, version number, and date last updated, a table of contents, a description of the games' genres, the features wishlist, a brief outline of the story, a description of each major character, a description of each setting, and whatever else you've thought of, and finally names, roles, and contact info for all current staff members. 

Now go to the very beginning of the doc and write a Statement of Purpose. What's that? This is what you are going to give people when introducing them to your project. It is a brief (2-3 paragraphs) description of what you want your game to be and why you think making this kind of game is a good idea. You will be refining this paragraph continually as your design becomes more firm, and it may very likely end up in all your help wanted ads and on the back of the box when you finally sell the game, so try to be as clear and eloquent as possible. This is like a FAQ in paragraph form, trying to anticipate the questions of anyone who has just found out that your project exists and wants to know more.

Try to answer the following questions:
- What is your game's working title?
- What genres is your game?
- What few existing games is yours most like?
- What is your game's setting?
- What is it like to play your game?
- Who is the PC?
- Why will people like your game?
- Outline the plot in about 3 sentences.
- What is your gimmick/hook?
- Who should someone contact for more info?
- Where is your webpage?

Congratulations, you now have a rudimentary design doc! If you are not a writer, that's probably enough for you to advertise for a writer who can do what you want. If you are a writer, oh we have barely scratched the surface. ;)

Part II – Story Design

Chapter 4 – Writing For Games

At this point in your game design process you, if you are a writer, or your writer partner should begin designing the story to fit with your features wishlist. (The lead programmer should also be planning out how to program these features at this point.) Why am I putting the story at the very beginning of the design process like this? Is it just because, since writing is my first love of all the fields of design, I am biased in evaluating its relative importance? Does a game design team really need a writer? Anybody can write a story can't they? Would a real writer even be interested in writing game stories? It's not like game stories are literature...

There have been several threads over the years arguing these points. My considered opinion is that story design belongs here as the second step of the game design process because:

1) In any entertainment, whether it is a game, a movie, stand-up comedy, or what, story is the backbone of that entertainment, organizing all the other elements. The art illustrates the story, the music creates the mood called for by the story, the gameplay tasks gain significance within the context of the story, and the GUI and programming allow the player to interact with the story.

2) Artists and musicians need some instruction for what you want them to create - giving them the story as inspiration is a good starting point.

3) Everyone likes stories. Not particular stories, but stories in general, you could even call storytelling one of the fundamental behaviors that makes us humans rather than animals. As such, an appealing story is an excellent means by which to persuade your team members to commit to and contribute to your project.

So hopefully you can see why it's essential that every game design project have a good writer or two involved at the earliest stages of the process. And IMO game stories can be meaningful, philosophical, and literary if you write them that way, just like any other form of entertainment. They can also be funny, endearing, heart-rending, horrifying, educational, and anything else you have the skill to make them; there's almost nothing you can do in a novel that you can't do in an RPG.

That, however, is an important 'almost'. There are a few types of stories that games as a medium are not suited to, just as there are a few types of stories that don't work as movie scripts. The unique challenge of game story writing is making room for the player. In a novel you decide every thought, feeling, action, and bit of dialogue your main character has. In a game you can't do this, because your main character is being played by a real live human being with his/her own thoughts and feelings. And you know very little about the player - gender, sexuality, age, moral philosophy, IQ, interests... you don't know any of that. Plus, each copy of the game is gong to be played by someone different.

However, this actually makes things easier instead of harder. We can start making statistical assumptions about our audience, such as there will be some players of each gender, but probably more male than female, some of every sexuality but more attracted to women than men, etc. Continuing in this vein, there are some things we can assume about our audience:

1) They are interested enough in the concept of your game that they start playing it. Maybe they even bought it, instead of borrowing it from a friend. But the point is, whatever story you decide to write, the people playing your game have decided it looks cool, so at least you don't have to worry about trying to win over a hostile audience.

2) The player will get annoyed if you put opinions that they disagree with in the mouth of a character they are supposed to be controlling and identifying with. Ditto with making the player's character take an action the player thinks is stupid or morally reprehensible or just plain yucky, like being in a romance with a romantic object character the player doesn't like. The way to work around this is to have opinions stated by NPCs and then let the player choose how to react to them, let the player choose whether to carry out any action that isn't completely essential to the plot, in general envision yourself, the writer, as the god of the game world and NPCs, but not the player; present things to the player, and let him/her choose how to react. Like your game is a big psychology experiment, and the player is the rat, you amuse yourself by poking them and seeing what you can get them to do. ;)

3) The result of having many players and letting them make choices is that you have to anticipate every possible choice and how (if at all) the story should change in response to these choices. This can result in plot branches and multiple endings, which may a bit difficult to write for a writer who is used to creating stories that have only one ending, which is shown to be the 'right' ending by the fact that a problem which harried the main character throughout the story has finally been resolved, usually accompanied by some narratorial moral pronouncement about the right way to be a person and go about living one's life. But it's really tough to write a game story to show the main character learning a lesson of some sort, because you don't know whether the player 'needs' to learn this lesson, or has already learned it and is now bored by it, or thinks your moral is wrong, or thinks your issue is irrelevant to his/her life.

As such, stories of personal growth don't work so well for a game; external problems (like evil villains and ticking bombs) work better, particularly since these lend themselves more to giving the player missions and gameplay tasks, and doing these is, after all, why the player is playing a game rather than reading a book. But personal growth stories are generally considered deeper or more literary, so you may really want to write one. There are two ways to do it: either you can devote the whole plot tree to testing how the player actually feels about this issue, then challenging their beliefs, or you can displace the issue onto a major NPC and have the player watch as this other character 'learns their lesson'.



So, alright, we still haven't started designing our story. Well, let's revisit the story portion of my outline of game design areas:

Story
- Characters
- - - Archetype/Personality/Motivation/Backstory
- - - Character Dynamic/Roles
- - - Dialogue
- Plot
- - Beginning
- - - Initial Incident
- - Rising Action
- - - Resolve to Action
- - - Failed Attempt(s)
- - - Complication
- - - Further Attempt(s)
- - Climax
- - - Crisis
- - - Resolution
- - Ending
- - - Denouement (Closure)
- Worldbuilding
- - Physics
- - Geography
- - Ecology
- - Culture

You can really start anywhere: by creating a character, a scene, a culture, a location, whatever you have some inspiration for after answering (or looking at the game designer's answers to) the questions in my previous journal entry. If you are a writer working with a designer's answers, you should first go back over the questions and add your own details and ideas to them, and make sure the designer is happy with your additions/changes.

VERY IMPORTANT: Keep records! Write everything down! Preferably on the computer rather than paper, so you will later be able to copy and paste things into the design doc or email them to other team members to get their opinions/approval. If you discuss story ideas in chat, save your chat scripts. Trust me, I know from first hand experience that you will really regret it if you don't do this, good ideas can be accidently lost forever, time can be wasted in retyping, you can get confused about what you discussed with who, and many other headaches if you don't make the effort to keep your work organized.

So in conclusion, I recommend that you start designing your game story by looking over that features list and the answers to yesterday's questions, then taking the outline above, pasting it into a new document in your word-processing programming program, and then going through the outline and jotting down all the inspirations you have for each area.

Chapter 5 – Designing Characters

As I said before, there's no best order in which to create the various elements of a story; if anything, they all have to be created together because they all affect each other. Also, it depends on what kind of writer you are.

There is a theory of writing called the Circle of Story Elements. It states that there is a circle of 5 story elements that a writer must work through before you have created a complete story. You may start at any point on the circle, but you have to get to all of them before you're done. The circle goes like this:

characters - character dynamic - plot - atmosphere - wordbuilding - then back to characters again.

Me personally, I am a character dynamic writer. That means that the most important element of my stories is the relationships between my characters and how these change over time, and the theme or moral of my story is explored primarily through these character dynamics. Therefore I often start with an inspiration for a relationship, and work outward from there. I fill in the details of the individual characters, the worldbuilding that made them who they are and that now provides obstacles to their progress, the emotional and social atmosphere that provides context for the relationship, and finally the plot that challenges the characters' relationships and pushes them to change.

You, however, may be much more interested in one of the other elements and have more inspirations in that area, so you should probably start there. (Note - for an MMORPG or adventure game, which are strongly atmospheric, you probably want to start with worldbuilding and atmosphere.)

Characters


For the purposes of this tutorial, however, I am going to start with characters. First, it's useful to know how many major characters you want to have in your cast. A 'major character' would be any playable character, plus all NPCs who get a lot of screen time. For a single-player RPG I personally would recommend having about 8 deeply developed major characters, but many commercial games such as Final Fantasy 7and CronoCross go for variety over depth and have 10-30 major characters. Aristotle's Poetics, which could be considered the first how-to-write book, teaches that one of the major goals of writing fiction should be unity, which in the case of characters means that 1) characters should not just appear and disappear again, they should be present throughout the work of fiction, and 2) you should use as few characters as possible to tell the story, because then the audience can get to know each character in more depth. Spending more time with each character permits the audience to identify more with each character's motivations and goals, and this makes the whole story feel more personal and intense. 

Right then - how do we make major characters? Well, each character must be designed individually in the following areas: name, dialect and speech habits, archetype, role, and motivation. However, the cast must also be designed as a group, so that each character is unique, and they contrast and complement each other in interesting ways that create your character dynamic and are useful to exploring your themes and worldbuilding. Of course we don't know what your themes and worldbuilding are yet... >.<

In what ways, exactly, are these characters complementing and contrasting one another? Well, there are many axes along which people may be divided and classified. You may, for example, have heard of the Myers-Briggs personality index, which is the basis of the Kiersey Temperament Test. Or you may be more familiar with the astrological system (western or Chinese) which ascribes a personality type to each astrological sign. The Hogwarts Houses in the Harry Potter books are another example of this sort of system (and I'm creating one in my novel). Anime fans may be famliar with and the Japanese belief that ascribes a personality to each blood type. And then there are enneagrams, tarot systems, the four humors, the four elements, Jungian archetypes, the Dramatica system... the list goes on and on.

To develop my own, less haphazard, system, I took the systems listed above, plus a few psychology books, and tried to extract some of the major ways in which human personality types vary. Here's what I came up with: (These are only the extremes, you may want to add a 'middle' category for each; but then again you may not, because 'in the middle' characters are usually boring.)

Personality Axes

Social Position (Leader, Follower, Switch, Loner)
Social Orientation (Introverted, Extroverted)
Serotonin Level (Optimist, Pessimist)
Testosterone Level (Excessive, High, Low, Insufficient)
- Male: Brute, Alpha, Mama's Boy, Poof
- Female: Butch, Alpha, Mothering, Fainting Lady
Energy Level (Intense, Laid-back)
Anticipation (Paranoid, Cautious, Easy-going, Reckless)
Acting Ability (can't lie worth a darn, lies passably, professional actor/spy)
Self-Esteem (High, Low)
Self-Discipline (Hedonist, Ascetic)
Attention (Attention-seeking, Attention-avoiding)
Morality (Immoral, Amoral, Relativistic Morality, Absolute Morality)
Base Emotion (Bored, Annoyed, Happy, Anxious, Content, Sad, Angry, Mischievious, Self-righteous, Stoic)

So, if you select an element from each of those axes, that should give you a fairly good start on your character's personality. Each major character should also have about 2 motivations:

Motivations
- fear/protection/defensiveness
- anger/dislike/revenge
- rivalry/competition/urge to dominance
- desire to be helpful/useful/submissive/loyal
- ambition/need to live up to personal mythology/vow
- loneliness or other desire/lust
- desire to be part of a group/good citizen
- curiosity/boredom/love of mayhem
- whimsy/playfulness

That should give you a character with a 3-d personality but still generic enough to fit into any worldbuilding. You can fill in the details like names, professions, skills, and backstory when we design the worldbuilding.

Now we're moving on a bit into character dynamic, which is composed of the role(s) a character play(s) and the relationship(s) they have with (an)other character(s).

Roles - A role describes how a character thinks he should act in relation to others (leader, sidekick, advisor, skeptic, persuer, avoider, loner, etc.), and is expressed in the way in which that character affects the plot (by driving it forward, obstructing it's progress, helping, hindering, etc.). There is no general consensus on how many roles there are or what they are, so here are a few systems for your perusal. Remember that some roles may be played by inanimate objects/situations/principles/groups of people. More than one character may play a single role, and one character may play more than one role.

Pirandello said there are 6 roles:
Leo - protagonist
Mars - antagonist
Sun - object of protagonist's desire
Earth - recipient of sun, rival
Moon - helper (most npcs are this)
Balance - arbiter who decides victory between leo and mars

Propp said there are 7 roles:
Hero
Villain
Object of Desire (usually a princess)
Helper
Donor - gives foozles. Is really pretty similar to a helper.
Dispatcher - hero's superior, usually a king
False Hero - a rival

Vogler lists 7:
Hero
Mentor (guardian, see below)
Threshold Guardian (usually donor)
Herald
Shapeshifter
Shadow (usually antagonist)
Trickster (usually contagonist, see below)

The Dramatica system lists 10 roles characters may play in a story:
Main Character (empathetic viewpoint character)
Impact Character (interacts the most with the MC)
Protagonist (drives toward a goal)
Antagonist (blocks the drive toward a goal)
Guardian (provides an example for the protagonist to emulate)
Contagonist (delays or sidetracks the protagonist)
Sidekick (has faith in the protagonist)
Skeptic (doubts the protagonist)
Reason
Emotion

At any rate, one of your characters has to have a goal and be pushing to achieve it, or your plot won't go anywhere. In game stories it is often the major villain who is the antagonist trying to carry out some evil plan, leaving the PC to be the hero/protagonist who tries to stop him. Sometimes there are two factions each persuing their own conflicting goals who take the roles of protagonist and antagonist, and the PC is more of a mentor/guardian/helper arbitrating between them. In a game with an adventuring party the party usually contains all of the roles except antagonist, which belongs to the villain(s). Sometimes the role of antagonist is taken by society or nature. But the PC is always the main (viewpoint) character.


Character Dynamic - Character dynamic is the relationship between any two or more characters. I have never found a good list of character dynamics, so all I can give you is my own attempt. My list is almost certainly incomplete, but I hope I've caught all the most common ones:

ruler-champion, leader-sidekick, friends, brothers, arch enemies, prankster-victim, mentor-student, protector-protectee, lover-beloved, rivals, victor-defeated, and master-slave. If you consider these, you may notice that each is a relationship where either the two participants are equal or the one has more power; and the type of power can be knowledge, a dominant personality, rank/political power, intelligence, sexuality, physical strength, or competative ability.

There are also more complex triangles or hierarchies like:

lover-beloved-rival, leader-gang, gang-low man on totem pole, rival-rival-rival, sidekick torn between two leaders, lover torn between two beloveds, etc.

And of course a character can participate in more than one character dynamic, even with the same other character. For example, a clever mage and her bodyguard might be leader/protectee-sidekick/protector, which would make their relationship interesting because in some ways one has more power but in other ways the other does.

For the main characters of your story, these should change over the course of the story; beginning, growing deeper through being tested, or being destroyed. When it finally settles into an equilibrium state this subconsciously signals the player that the story may now acceptably end. In other words, no one will complain, "Hey! Where's the rest of the story?! This doesn't feel like the end!"


Working With Source Characters

And finally, here's an exercise in taking an existing character, breaking him down into his essential traits and recreating him as an original character: 

I was initially interested in the character Tomo from the anime _Fushigi Yuugi_. He is a minor villain who is slavishly loyal to the major villain for reasons of unrequited love. Perhaps the most interesting thing about his character is that he had very poor self esteem with regards to his leader/love object and was quietly begging for affection, but acted very egotistial and angry/defensive to everyone else. He was also intelligent, creative, and somewhat immoral in thinking of assorted villainous plans. His profession was acting, but I didn't think that was essential. He had a weird appearance that made people shy away from him and no friends, and was powerful because he was a 'celestial warrior' with a magical fighting ability.

Next I encountered the character Severus Snape in the Harry Potter books. He isn't described that much in canon, but he is definitely a sort of 'tame villain' - his students are all scared of him because he is a powerful and weird-looking wizard who appears to be a bad guy, but really he's a spy for the good guys (sneaky and good at acting). And like Tomo he is intelligent, has no friends, and is generally angry/defensive. Fanwriters have developed his character in several ways, often speculating that he is slightly sadistic and amoral, and often adding a element of unrequited love to his story.

Then I saw Grima Wormtongue in _Lord of the Rings_. Again, a minor villain with a weird appearance and no friends, motivated by unrequited love, intelligent and sneaky (advisor to a king), and angry/defensive/egotistical except toward his leader and his love object, towards whom he was pleading instead.

So combining these three characters and removing unnecessary details I had an archetype (I dubbed it the 'self-defensive sociopath). Then I added my own details to create my own character, Lieann Lord Aravian:

As a beta male, he has generally been maltreated by his society, to which he has reacted by becoming sharp-tongued and sarcastic, and sneaky, creative, and immoral in trying to force the world to give him what he needs. His bitter and bitchy defensive anger combined with his attitude of superiority because of his intelligence scare off anyone who might have been willing to befriend him despite his appearance/gender. Desperate for affection and feeling that everyone hates him already and he has nothing to lose, he is thus the perfect candidate to abuse his power as a nobleman to take an extreme action such as kidnapping the object of his affection, blackmailing someone into sleeping with him, or even acquiring a slave to use as a lover (which is what I wanted to happen in the plot).

Chapter 6 – More Than You Ever Wanted To Know About Worldbuilding

Back to our circle of story elements:
characters - character dynamic - plot - atmosphere - wordbuilding - then back to characters again.

Having covered the basics of character and character dynamic yesterday, we can now slide around the ring to either plot or worldbuilding. Again, this is a matter of your orientation as a writer - I have a lot more worldbuilding inspirations than plot ones, so I'm going to talk about worldbuilding now. ;)

- Worldbuilding
- - Physics
- - Geography
- - Ecology
- - Culture

The physics type of worldbuilding includes gravity, electricity, weather, magic, gods, and any of the background forces that make your world behave the way it does.

Say you want to have people living on the moon - okay, what are they breathing? What are the consequences to animals and people if the gravity is much lighter than on earth? What about radiation and other hazards of a thin atmosphere? How does all this affect the weather?

If you want to have magic, where does it come from? How does it work? How can people use it, and what are the side effects of doing so?

If you want to have gods, how do they think? (Hint, probably NOT like people.) What powers do they have? What do they want from people? Why?

I'm not going to go on about this at great length because there's already a good book on the subject: World-Building, by Stephen L. Gillett

Anyone who has a high school education should know enough about the names of geographical features and food webs and ecological niches, etc., to put together a passable imaginary world. Just keep in mind that your geography should look like it could be a logical product of your physics, and that your plants and animals have to be functionally adapted to both of these (i.e. no giant bugs on normal gravity planets).

Now we get to the really interesting and complicated part: people! No man is an island, alone unto himself. Everyone is born into a society that teaches its members a system of ethics and a model of how the world works, which information these members use to decide how to live their lives. And each society is a product of the actions of previous generations, who were in turn products of earlier versions of society, and so on, back to the dawn of intelligent life. When you create a single character and their assumptions, beliefs, and personal philosophy, you to some extent also need to create the whole of this history.

The exception is if you are doing a near-present Earth setting, because your player will already be fairly familiar with these. But games in the story-dependant genres (RPG, action RPG, adventure, FPS, and interactive fiction) are usually set in cultures other than that of modern reality. So it follows that you will need to sketch this new culture out for your players as part of your story.

If you are not interested in sociology and don't want to tackle culture building, whch requires an understanding of about three different university-level fields of study, let me offer you a few easy ways out: 1) Research an existing historical culture and base your game culture on it. 2) Research an existing fictional culture and base yours on it, but don't forget to change the names of everything so you're not violating copyright law. 3) Invent just a magic system/different planet and work out how this change would affect an existing culture. 4) Invent just a race with a variation on human biology and workout how this would affect an existing culture.

If, however, you want to tackle this difficult but fascinating field of design, let's go with: 5) Invent your own culture from scratch.

Building Culture and Sociobiology

To design a culture you need to decide the stage of cultural evolution your society is at, the kin group patterns your society is organized around, the type of economy your society uses, the society's average moral philosophy, and the stage of technological evolution your society is at, for starters.

According to Elman R. Service's book _Origins of the State and Civilization_, all civilizations that arise spontaneously and free from the influences of previous civilizations go through the following phases: hunting and gathering, incipient agriculture, formative, regional florescent, initial empire, dark ages, cyclical conquests. Now admittedly this is not a very strong generalization because he had a sample size of only 6 spontaneously occurring civilizations throughout the Earth's history. (These being Mesopotamia, Egypt, N. China, N. Peru, and Meso-America.) But we might as well assume that this generalization is solid so we have something to work with.

So what do those phase names mean?

Pre-culture

Supposedly the first hominids were similar to modern-day bonobos (a type of chimpanzee). They lived in nomadic bands on the plains of Africa and fed themselves by scavenging and browsing. The exogamous gender was the female one, with female children generally switching to a neighboring tribe at puberty, while males stayed in the tribes of their mothers. They communicated simple concepts via a few grunts and motions. The only ties they acknowledged were mother-child and friend-friend relationships, and the only ways they controlled each others' behavior were by physical force, intimidation, and favor exchange.

There was a balance of power between the dominant male (who usually had one or two sidekicks and was often supported by his mother), his rival (and his sidekick(s)), and a network of the dominant females of the tribe, organized into little cliques of tree or four friends. There probably weren't monogamous marriages or any understanding of how fatherhood worked at this time, but there were certainly 'couples' of men and women who preferred each other and shared food, and just generally were friends. Oh, and they already had war - bands of a few males and possibly some females with no children would occasionally go purposely into a neighbor's territory and, if they caught one of the other tribe's members alone, would beat and/or rape him/her, sometimes to death. All in all, much like high school. o.O

Hunting and Gathering (Stone Age)

Then something changed in our brains and we began developing language, and through language we cooperated to develop tool-use, food-storing technology, clothing, and cooperative hunting. Persuasion, rules, and taboos were invented, and we tamed fire and learned to cook. These tribes were still nomadic within a territory, moving around so as not to exhaust the plants and game in any one area, and to take advantage of seasonal changes (like living in a cave in winter, hunting big game on the plains in summer, and harvesting the forest's bounty in autumn).

Along with language we gained the ability to tell stories, and mythology aka religion was consequently also been invented. Technology at this point included wooden, bone, and stone tools, and baskets and clothing made from animal skins and woven animal or plant fibers, which were wrapped, knotted, or tied with cord through holes pierces by awls, but were not sewn. Anthropological evidence suggests that probably a group of women and their children lived together permanently, and the men went on hunting trips in hierarchial groups for anywhere from a day to two weeks, then brought the game back to the women to trade for sex. A primitive form of marriage was invented (basically a mythological confirmation of the gift-preference-jealousy sexual economy that already existed). Similarly primitive adoption, naming, initiation, chief-making, and blood brotherhod rituals developed to mark various changes in relationships and social status within the tribe.

Art was invented, mostly tattooing, scarification, body piercing, body and object painting, carving, and patterned weaving/knotting/braiding of hair or baskets, often accompanied by hand-drilled beads. Some cultures of this type still existed until recently (nomadic Native Americans, Indians of the Amazon, Australian Aborigines). The best fictional example I have seen of a culture of this type is Jean M. Auel's _The Clan of the Cave Bear_

Incipient Agriculture

Some tribes, following their religious beliefs, buried dead tribe members them with food (and other objects) for various reasons. Some of this food was grain and tubers, and these were observed to sprout from the grave next spring. Thus agriculture was invented, spontaneously in each of the six civilizations. Generally the first gardens and fields were tended by women, while men continued to hunt and then domesticate and herd animals; this created, for the only time in history, a matriarchal system. Women owned the land they farmed, and the Chief of the tribe was generally the brother or son of the richest woman.

The problem with agriculture was that you couldn't take the plants with you; the solution was to live in a cave or build huts near where the plants grew best, usually a river valley or delta. Animals were domesticated somewhere in here too, and the ability to fire clay into pottery was discovered, needles were invented and soft metal jewelry (gold, silver, and copper) along with beading and cloth dyeing began to be worn as visible signs of wealth. Wells were dug and cisterns and troughs built to facilitate watering crops and flocks.

But giving up nomadism meant reducing your chances to mix your genes with another tribe. The solution to this was recognition of a more complicated kin system (usually splitting of the population into two phratries and totemic sub-groups) and a primitive type of arranged marriage, often involving a bride-price paid in herd animals. Settlement in one area also meant that there were some resources a group just didn't have access to and some that the group could get very easily (specialization), and an organized barter system evolved to even out the distribution of goods.

Examples of this type of society were dark-ages england, African herdsmen, Hawaiian Islanders, Polynesian Islanders, Easter Islanders, and New-Guineans. You see a lot of islanders on this list because this is often the highest level of civilization a small island can support.

To read more about phratries and totemic groups you should read: Emile Durkheim's _Elementary Forms of the Religious Life_

Regional Florescent Period (Bronze Age)

Now comes more organized farming (now converted to a male profession), construction of complicated wood, brick, and adobe buildings, the working of soft metals, the birth of bureaucracy and simple writing for record-keeping, and the first monetary systems. The construction of towns fed by the surplus of outlying farms enabled some people to leave the production of food to others while they specialized in being artisans, producing technological objects. And the artisans built workshops and machines to help them in their work: Pottery wheels, spinning wheels, looms, improved furnaces and forges, grain mills, pulley systems, aqueducts and irrigation systems and other plumbing, ploughs, wagons, chariots... the list goes on and on.

New machines and new techniques of production like glass blowing and casting from molds combined to result in the production of enamel and other glass products, more advanced waterproof pottery with glass glazes, bronze tools and weapons, stamped coins, woven fabrics and sewn clothing, tooled leather, furniture such as chairs, tables, beds, and wardrobes, small mirrors and windows, cut gems and complex jewelry... oh, writing evolved, resulting in the first books, handwritten and copied by scribes, or sometimes carved into the wall of a temple or tomb.

Acient Greek civilization is the archetypal example of this type of culture, and also Feudal England, the Pueblo Indians, Celtic civilization before the Roman conquest, and Hebrew civilization as described in the Bible. Or you can think of Rohan, Rivendell, and the Shire in The Lord of the Rings. Many computer games take place in a setting of this sort, or at least have villages of this sort on the frontier or in backwaters of a kingdom/empire where the castle or capital city is at the next level up.

Initial Empire (Iron Age)

As the exponential growth of human civilization continued, things continued to get more complicated. The printing press (block printing, not movable type yet) fostered the creation of private and royal libraries, organized schools which grew into academies and the first universities, and organized religion. Advances in engineering, transportation of building materials, and drafting of peasants for public works projects enabled the construction of walled cities and stone castles. Metal forging advanced further to allow the working of brass and iron. Artisans organized into guilds and instituted formal ranks and hierarchies among their members, and the first factories were built to supply the government and its army. Art and philosophy blossomed. Gunpowder was invented and guns evolved quickly from primitive flintlocks to rifles. Water-clocks were invented, and advances were made in optics and astronomy. Various types of government including a police force and a national standing army evolved to deal with distribution of goods and resources, and to mediate between the increasingly larger numbers of people living in a small area: Feudalism, Monarchy, Oligarchy, Theocracy...

Since these cultures are more varied and have ample historical documentation I won't try to describe them thoroughly, just mention some ones you are already familiar with and can go research further if you like: Athens and Sparta, Carthage, the Egyptian Empire, the Roman Empire, the Incan and Aztec Empires, the Chinese Empire, the Japanese Empire and basically every country in early Renaissance Europe.

Dark Ages and Cyclical Conquests

I'm going to skip these because they are optional in a civilization's history and don't include any new technology or social customs. So now we've gotten beyond Service, who wasn't interested in modern civilization, but there are still a few more ages to go.

The Modern Age (Steel Age, Machine Age)

You probably learned about this one in middle or high school - this is the invention of movable type, steam engines, hot-air balloons, coal-fired blast furnaces, construction of railroads and factories, the beginning of automation, and the displacement of people from the country to the city. More innovations followed quickly: concrete, wrought iron, steel, sheet glass, sky-scrapers, airplanes, automobiles, assembly lines, standardization and interchangeable parts, dynamite, automatic guns, electricity, telegraphs, telephones, radar, etc.

The Postmodern Age (Computer Age, Information Age)
This is where we are currently. Hopefully you know about it, since you're living in it and I'm tired of writing. Major innovations: equal rights, global airline network, space travel, lasers, biotechnology and medical technology, credit cards, computers and other computerized appliances, and the internet.

The Future...?
Theorists speculate that the next age after this one will be an age of customization and virtuality; computers will be able to generate one-of-a-kind objects and entertainments, and the concept of marketing will have to change to cope with this. Technological advances may make money obsolete, which would completely alter our economy. Anticipated major innovations: nanomachines, genetic engineering, terraforming, regular space travel, virtual reality, cryogenics, true AI...


Some links to help you with your worldbuilding:
Patricia Wrede's Worldbuilding Checklist
Worldbuilding Tools
Contact Alien Creation
World-Create Yahoogroup


Finally, a bit about how to convey all this info to the player during the game:

You have neither the time nor any real necessity to tell the player the whole history of your civilization, of course. The most important things to describe are those which affect the plot events, characters' motivations, and characters' patterns of reaction. It will generally be necessary to describe or imply the culture's prevailing moral beliefs at the time your game occurs. (E.g. do they think theft is a social pastime or a soul-destroying sin? Or is the concept of theft impossible because they don't have the concept of property?). Players frequently enjoy a direct statement of a culture's beliefs, especially if in the form of a 'traditional' chant or poem that you have invented.

An example from Ursula K. LeGuin's _The Left Hand of Darkness_:

Light is the left hand of darkness
And darkness the right hand of light.
Two are one, life and death, lying
Together like lovers in kemmer,
Like hands joined together,
Like the end and the way. 


This works best when the chant is foreshadowed by an 'ignored assumption' in your characters' comments. Thus instead of relating a boring piece of exposition, you have satisfied the reader's curiosity. An ignored assumption: Character1 says, "The flurbing should be better than ever this year!" Assuming that the reader doesn't already know what flurbing is, he/she will think the following: "Flurbing happens on a yearly basis; the character thinks flurbing is a good thing; that flurbing is getting better may be an effect of the way(s) the culture has been stated to be changing." The one of these that's an ignored assumption is that flurbing is good. It's an ignored assumption because the reader will assume this solely because the character thinks so. When the reader finds out what flurbing actually is, he/she may think it's a terrible idea.

To create ignored assumptions and flesh out your culture in other ways, it may be necessary to invent some vocabulary. Perhaps even a whole language. While it's a neat idea to write a book in 'alien', and the finished object would make an interesting coffee table piece, you'll make more money if you write it in English and put a note in the introduction saying, "Translated from the original 'alien'." However, there are situations where having an alien language characters can speak and write in can really add richness to your world. Certainly 'alien' inscriptions can make a nice addition to your game's art. You may want to create just a few 'alien' or 'futuristic' or 'elvish' or whatever words to help create a rich atmosphere.



Constructed Languages (ConLangs) – If you want to try to create a language (this is a huge project and I don't recommend it for a computer game), read this_Model Languages_ by sunandshadow.
Naming – I suppose I had better cover naming techniques before I move on from worldbuilding to plot. Fortunately naming is one of the easiest, most mechanical and formulaic tasks in worldbuilding.

There are 5 kinds of names:
'Real' Names - Look in your phone book or a baby name book.
Meaningful English Names - Usually these are a noun, such as: pearl, joy, garnet, rowan, jay; or an adjective and a noun combined, such as: runningdog, moonflower, sixspears.
Foreign Language Names - Look in a foreign language dictionary. If you care whether they are properly conjugated then you need to learn how to do that of find a friend who knows how.
Connotative Names - These names suggest an english word or two without actually being real words. Start with one or more words you like the meaning of, e.g.: wrath, anger, jealousy, and either modify one, e.g.: rath, jealo, or mix two, e.g.: angrath, wreathalousy, jealger
Euphonic Names - These are meaningless names that sound nice. Make up some syllables, e.g.: phe, lo, sil, ken, ra, and then mix and match to get names like: ra, phesil, sillora, kenlophera.

Advice for naming your cast: try not to repeat first letters, final syllables, or number of syllables too much among your cast because these markers are what players use to remember the characters names, and you don't want players to mix your characters up, right? On the other hand, characters from the same culture should all have the same type of name - especially don't mix meaningful names with other types.

Chapter 7 – Plot

- Plot
- - Beginning
- - - Initial Incident
- - Rising Action
- - - Resolve to Action
- - - Failed Attempt(s)
- - - Complication/Reversal
- - - Further Attempt(s)
- - Climax
- - - Crisis
- - - Resolution
- - Ending
- - - Denouement (Closure)

While characters and worldbuilding are the flesh of a story, the plot is its skeleton. And like a skeleton, it's difficult to look at in a living story, because a good story will capture your attention and draw you in until you forget you're supposed to be analyzing it. At least, that's what always happens to me. :P The exercise of analyzing a plot is further complicated because you have to look at so MUCH material - a whole novel or RPG - to see a fully developed plot.

Another good metaphor for plot is that it is the grammar of story. A transformational generative grammar to be precise. What is that? Well... if you REALLY want to know you'll have to go read Noam Chomsky's book about it. But the short version is this: human beings, as a species, have pattern recognition built into our brains. Not just visual pattern recognition, but also grammatical pattern recognition, for both sentences and stories. This built-in ability is called the 'Human Language Instinct'. So basically whenever we hear, read, or play a story we are subconsciously looking for it to fulfill this pattern we have of 'the satisfying story', and it is the continuous application of this pattern by authors and audiences since prehistory that has driven the evolution of the fictional form from verbal anecdote to myth/epic myth to short story/novel.

So what are you and all your audience testing your story for? Causality and Teleology, and the way the conflict between them creates first Suspense and then Resolution.

Causality - Hopefully you know what causality is: it is the logical progression from cause to effect in a series of events. The standard example is: "A story is, 'The king died, then the queen died.' A plot is, 'The king died, then the queen died of grief.'" See? Cause and effect.

Teleology - This one, on the other hand, you may not have heard of before. While causality is observable in nature, teleology exists only in the human mind. (Unless you are a theist or animist and believe in directed evolution, miracles, manifest destiny, and that sort of thing.) Teleology is kind of like causality operating in the reverse direction - the idea that the ending needs to happen (generally to expound some sort of a moral point, the Premise of your story), and foreshadowing events are pulled into existence because the ending requires them. For example, a standard romance novel ending requires that the hero and the heroine be very in love with each other and no one else, and be ready to begin a life together. So during the course of the story struggle must occur to deepen their relationship, rivals must be shown to be inferior choices and discarded, and any social or economic barriers to the two characters being together must be surmounted.

Premise - A story has one or more premise/moral/message(s). These are memes. (What's a meme?) Anthropologists theorize that the earliest, most primitive form of story telling, where cavemen acted out a hunt, developed because people needed to teach their children memes about how to hunt. So narrative evolved as a format for communicating memes. As writers of fiction we are not usually interested in teaching our readers how to do something (although there are still many stories written about how to become an adult or how to fall in love); instead we are interested in teaching our readers what to think about something or how to think about something - in other words, we want to affect our readers' purpose or methodology, which is exactly why we want to show a contrast between the main character and impact character in this area, and why we want to show one of them changing over the course of the story.

So how do we affect our readers' purpose or methodology? The premise of our story is the meme we want to teach; if we want our readers to learn that "honesty is the best policy" we can show a truth-teller getting rewarded and a liar getting punished. We want to take the reader, send them vicariously on the educational adventure with the main character, and return them back to the original setting so they can compare before and after versions and see how the new meme would be more to their advantage in that situation.

'Teaching' this premise to the audience is one of the author's motivations for creating the story. This is a philosophical idea that the story rhetorically supports by its plot progression. e.g. if a premise is "love conquers all", then the story has to show love conquering all, or a least a variety of obstacles. If the premise is something like, "greed leads to ruin", then you have to portray a greedy character failing to avoid ruin despite his cleverness and power, and a generous character prospering despite his gullibility and/or poverty. Or of course you could combine these and show the greedy character getting closer and closer to ruin until he realizes the error of his ways, becomes generous, and thereafter prospers. (_A Christmas Carol_, anyone?) So, what moral lessons do you want your story to present to your audience?

The Conflict Between Causality And Teleology - Maybe you've heard the saying, "The night is darkest just before the dawn?" Stories operate according to this principle. The initial incident causes or reveals a problem and the protagonist acts to try to fix it, but it would be boring if he could just fix it; instead, to get a good dramatic story, the first fix attempt should backfire or should create a new and thornier problem as a side effect, like Hercules cutting off one hydra-head only to have two more spring forth. This is the conflict between causality and teleology - teleology is the desire to have a hydra with no heads (and hopefully dead), while causality is the action of cutting of the hydra's head resulting in two new heads. Like all of human existence, it is the story of man's struggle to wrest what he needs and wants from an inertial and uncooperative universe.  Somebody wants something... BUT there's a problem.

There are two main kinds of problems - inanimate obstacles, and animate opponents. Generally the first kind are unsuitable for the major problem of a story because they don't fight back (although it is possible to use a particularly humorous or creative-solution-requiring inanimate obstacle as the main problem of a short story). Generally for a story long enough to be a game/play/novella length script you need to have at least one animate opponent, and preferably several. Many RPGs have a major villain, his staff of minor villains and boss monsters, in addition to a conflict within the main character's mind and conflicts between the main character and his other team members. Then these opponents create inanimate obstacles for the main character to deal with directly. These inanimate obstacles include things like the price for buying an object, a wall or locked door keeping the main character from progressing, a status ailment hindering the main character's progress, a law preventing the main character from doing something, etc.

All readers are naturally biased in favor of sympathizing with the protagonist rather than the antagonist or some other character - in a sense the audience (and the author) 'fights through' the plot alongside the protagonist, vicariously sharing the struggle, setbacks, and eventual victory (or defeat, but victory is a much more common ending for stories because few people have the urge to vicariously experience defeat.

Suspense and Resolution- A good plot is like sex. ;) The tension between what seems likely to happen and what the protagonist and/or the audience wants to happen increases until the climax, where in a moment all that built up energy is released. The situation collapses into a contemplative afterglow, and the story has achieved its purpose of catharsis of tension. This is why 'dramatic tension' is considered important enough to be represented as the y-axis on the most popular diagrammatic representation of plot, Freytag's Pyramid. (The x-axis is of course time, specifically the order in which the story is presented to the audience, as opposed to the story's internal chronology, which may be different.)

Note that every plot is in some sense a circle, ending at the same balance with which it began; only the characters' (and audience's) perspective on the story's premise has changed. For example, many stories begin with the main character as a student of another character, and end with the main character taking the role of teacher to a new student. And many other stories begin with the main character facing a seemingly insoluble problem, whisk the character away to go through an adventure that will change their purpose or methodology, then return the character to the original problem, where the changed goal or methodology now makes it easy to solve. So in a sense, every story could be titled There and Back Again. ;)

If you want a different perspective, second opinion, or more detailed definition of what plot is, here's a thread where I and other writing forum members attempted to define plot.

So, summing up...

Somebody Wants Something, but There's a Problem...

You have no plot - nada, zip, zilch - unless and until you have one character who wants something: that's Motivation. They set out to get it and run into Obstacles: that's Conflict. The problems get more thorny, the goal tantalizingly close to being realized or lost forever (Rising Action) until... The Climax! The problem is nullified, perhaps by being solved, perhaps by the realization that the problem can't be solved, or was misunderstood all along and the proposed 'solution' wouldn't actually solve anything. At the same time, the main character(s) have grown in some way - either by changing themselves to suit the world, or reaffirming their resolve to stay the same and change the world to suit them. Let the reader down gently by expressing your moral and wrapping up loose ends in the Resolution and NOW you've got yourself a real story with a complete plot. Maybe it's not a great story, because greatness is a gestalt phenomenon resulting from all the artistic choices you make in creating your story; but it's definitely a story. And since you can't have a great story unless you first have a solid plot to hang it on, I'd say that's a good start.

Resources and Researching

I have mentioned the difficulty of studying plot in the 'wild, living story'. So let's try capturing one and vivisecting it. Here's the method recommended by the Romance Writers of America: Think of the book you've already read that had the most similar plot structure to what you want to write. Buy a cheap copy and a pack of highlighters or colored pens, and some of those post-it bookmarks. Read the book again, to make sure you're thoroughly tired of it. Now, whatever you're having trouble with in creating your own plot, go through the book and highlight it wherever it appears.

It may also be helpful to keep a list of page numbers on which each color of highlighter is used - this can then be graphed to show the pattern of occurrences in the story. (Since you're writing a game you may prefer to do this with a game script, but you would need to first 1) find a game that actually has a good plot, a difficult task in and of itself, then 2) find or make a complete transcription of the game including descriptions of all cut-scenes. Similarly, you could do this to a movie script if you had one complete with stage directions.)

But what am I supposed to be highlighting? o.O

1) Well for starters you should take your post-it bookmarks and mark the initial incident, the climax, the resolution, and any major complications or reversals. Now you can see how many pages this story allots to each section of Freytag's pyramid.

2) Now, taking more of a plot snake or grammatical tree approach, you can go through and mark every time a character comes to a resolve, or a character's attempt comes to success, failure, or complication, or an outside event occurs which affects the plot.

3) You could, if you wanted, go through and color each place where one of the book's themes is developed.

4) You can mark which sections are from each character's point of view, or how the book switches between two types of material (such as main story and flashback or myth or comic interludes).

Etc.) Or anything else that you are having trouble with writing.

Other Methods

Because a lot of authors have trouble with plotting, they have devised many methods to help themselves tackle this problem.

The Dramatica program and associated theory books are probably the most complete and automated plotting aid - and also the most confusing and time-consuming to learn.

The book 20 Master Plots is less flexible and automatic, but simpler.

If the book you want to imitate the plot of happens to be a classic you may find that Cliffs Notes may have a plot outline of it, or its outline may be contained in one of several books that are collections of plot outlines of classic novels.

Then there's the Gary Provost paragraph, which is a mad-libs style approach to describing your whole plot in one paragraph (and only works for certain types of plots). Just take the following paragraph and replace all the generalizations with details:

Once upon a time, there was someone who had a need which had been created by something in his past. Then something happened to him, and he decided that he would pursue a goal. So he devised a plan of action. and even though there were forces trying to stop him, he moved forward because he was very motivated and there was a lot at stake. Just as things seemed as bad as they could get, he learned an important lesson, and when offered the prize he had fought for, he had to decide whether or not to take it, and in making this decision he satisfied his need and laid his past to rest.

There's also the notecards method, the cover-a-wall-with-blank-paper and draw your plot on it method, the 3-, 5-, and 9-act play structure methods, and the just-start-writing-and-tighten-up-the-plot-in-the-second-draft method. Experiment and see what works best for you. :)

Part III – Concept Art Design

Chapter 8 – Designer, Artist, Concepting

For the Game Designer

Assuming you (the game designer) have located a concept artist, you need to provide them with some instructions. Fortunately most of the necessary info is already contained in the design doc, particularly the type/style of art that is going to be used in the game should be described in the features wishlist, but you will also need to find some source images to show them what you want. 

Now you need to make a task schedule. This is a list of the first several concept drawings you need, in order from most important to least important. If your game is 3rd-pov the PC(s) are probably the most important thing to draw. Then the major NPCs. If a particular object, location, vehicle, weapon, monster, special effect, or animation sequence has a lot of screen time it goes here too. The gui, main game mode screens (map, combat, puzzle, dialogue, minigame), submenu screens, cursors, etc. will all need to be sketched by whoever is designing the GUI (might not be the concept artist). You will need to specify a standard image format and resolution for all concept art, and tile sizes if the game is isometric. Now give a copy of the design doc and task schedule to your concept artist, answer their questions, and don't forget to give detailed constructive criticism on each piece of concept art as you receive it from them.


For the Concept Artist

Starting from only a bunch of words and establishing the visual foundations for a whole game can be a daunting task, but it can also be a fascinating and exhilarating challenge.

What Is Concept Art?

Concept art is not about drawing style. It's usually some sort of pencil or tablet sketch with color applied by pencils, markers, or CGing. Any standard method of producing art will work, and theoretically you should match your technique to the project's requirements or only take on projects that match your style - for example, since I draw only anime style I don't do projects where the designer wants realistic looking characters to be designed.

So if concept art isn't about technique or media, what is it about? It's about 1) Psychology/communication and 2) Gathering, dissecting and remixing ideas.

1) Psychology/communication - as a concept artist you often end up working with a designer who 'knows what he wants when he sees it', has half a clue how being an artist really works, and will not give you all the info you need to do a sketch that will make him happy. A good third of the work involved in being a concept artist is getting the designer to answer simple questions and indicate his preferences until you can figure out what will make him happy. One approach to this is preparing a portfolio with samples of specific things - I have one with about 40 clothing designs, another with about 40 faces, and 10 or so monsters, so I can just ask whoever I'm working for to look at the appropriate collection and indicate his favorites. A second approach is asking the designer to provide concept art from an existing game/anime/whatever and describe to you what is great about that example and what should be different. The third approach is simple 'list of options' questions, like, "Do you want the X to look tattered, sad, mean, fluffy, sleek, cute, disdainful, etc.?"

2) Gathering, dissecting, and remixing ideas - this is the true artistic part of making concept art. As a concept artist I find it very helpful to think of things in parts and categories. For example, say I am hired to design a monster. There are only so many kinds of monster body shapes: snake, sphere, flat geometric shape (like a fish), peanut shape (like a horse), big front-small back (bison), and small front-big back (kangaroo). You pick a number of feet to stick on this body, and a type of foot(hoof, cloven hoof, paw, webbed foot, fish fin, shark fin, etc.) Then you do the same with the tail, horns/antennae, nose, ears, etc. until you have an animal. Try to make it look harmonious, not like a failed attempt at a Frankenstein's monster.

So as a concept artist, what you should be doing is collecting a lot of reference images (I have two illustrated books of animals, a stack of Vogue and Elle magazines, and several folders on my hard drive with images of poses, men, women, faces, clothing, hands, different kinds of animals, architecture, etc. I love Google image search!) You need to be able to look at these images and mentally dissect them to identify their different elements, then choose elements that you like to make a new combination of your own. You need to figure out which elements are particularly good for making your drawing have a particular attitude, because concept art is all about attitude - If you design a character I should be able to make a good guess at what that character's personality is from their pose, facial expression, color scheme, and clothing/hair/accessories.

Some further advice:

1) Communicate with your designer! No matter how good your designer is, there will always be some detail you need to know that he/she didn't think to tell you. And you will have great ideas (Ooh, let's make all the animals lizard-like rather than mammals!), but don't forget to ask your designer to approve them before you waste your time making a complicated concept drawing or set of drawings that may be rejected out of hand. Check your email/the game project forums often and don't be lazy about writing emails and posts!

2) Stay Organized! Keep all emails/posts about your assignment and any documentation or other resources your designer sends you, and any source images you find for yourself. Pick a file naming convention and stick with it - I recommend an objectname_threedigitnumber_adjective.filetype system, where the adjective is a memory aid so that when you look at a whole directory full of files a month later you have some clue which file is which drawing. Similarly, keep all your sketches in a folder, and don't risk your originals, print out a copy of your lineart if you want to try adding details or colors to it. Keep copies of all your images both on your personal computer and uploaded to the internet somewhere for easy access by other project members and in case your computer dies.

3) Work in steps and revise each before proceeding. It doesn't do much good to draw cool clothes on a character whose anatomy is all wrong. Get the shapes and the attitude right first, then come back and add details or colors later. Don't be afraid to sketch several versions of something, then pick the features you like from each and combine them in a new drawing. The more important a concept is, the more times you should expect to re-draw it before you get it just right. Don't be afraid to research something you are having trouble with. Don't forget to ask others for constructive criticism, because often we are too close to our own work to to see subtle flaws in it.

4) Standardize your method to get standardized-looking results. Always use the same types of paper, pencils, ink if any, the same scanner settings, the same markers or color palette, the same file type, the same resolution for each type of concept art (you may want to use a higher resolution for color or detailed images), and so on.

I know all this sounds rather stodgy and pedantic and not at all artistic, but it really is worth it in the amount of effort and confusion it saves later.

5) Finally, be self-motivated! Even when you are working to a designer's specifications, a lot of the artistic choices and your task and time management are going to be left up to you - challenge yourself and have fun! Make sure you work on this project regularly, because it's a lot easier to put in a hour every day than to come back after a week and try to remember what you were doing last time. Remember that even if you are getting paid for your efforts, making art should be play, you should look forward to doing it. ^_^ Get yourself enthused about your tasks, and pat yourself on the back when you finish them. If you get sick of working on one thing switch to working on something else for a while until you feel refreshed. (Taking a nap often helps too. ;) ) Don't forget to stop and reevaluate regularly so you always have a clear idea of what you're doing, why you're doing it, and where you're going next. Remember that not only the other team members but everyone who plays the game is going to enjoy your art. You are turning whispy ideas into a vibrant, living, visual reality.

Chapter 9 – A Step-By-Step Example of Concept Design – MMORPG Clothing

At one point I was asked to create roughly 200 outfit designs for a MMORPG. These designs were to be in batches of 30 per culture, split into 15 for each gender. And, here's the hard part, the pieces were to be able to be mixed and matched. The first batch of 15 took me maybe 40 hours to do; the next was a bit faster because I was reusing a lot of the elements from the first batch to keep a consistent 'deserty' look between the male and female clothings of the same culture.

Step One


The game project already had a male and female model, so the first thing I did was ask for screenshots of this model from the front, side, and back. (I only ended up using the front view extensively, but I know I'm going to need the others when the modeler starts working on my designs and needs clarification on how some of the designs should look from the other views. So really I'm not completely done with the first batch of 15 because I'll still need to do those additional drawings to aid the modeling process.

Anyway I took the front view of the male model, printed him out, and used my light box to trace his outlines and make a simple lineart blank to draw my clothing designs onto. I love my lightbox! IMNSHO every pencil and paper artist should have one. Mine is a LightTracer and it was inexpensive and is sturdy, and because it has a fluorescent light bulb it doesn't run unpleasantly hot. Oh, and in case you care, I draw with Bic mechanical pencil on standard printer paper.

Right. So I drew myself a blank, scanned him, cleaned up the image in Adobe Photoshop (Gimp is a free alternative), and printed out lots of copies to sketch clothes onto. The Male Blank The Female Blank IMPORTANT! Make sure you take time to contemplate the anatomy and proportions of your blank to make sure you're happy with them before printing them out! I couldn't change much because the model was provided to me, but I ended up making adjustments to the pecs, crotch, and knees on the male and the chest and shoulders on the female before the clothing looked good on them.

Step Two

No matter what you're creating concept art for, doing research to find source images is an essential beginning step. As I mentioned in the quote in my previous post, Google Image Search r0x0rs j00r s0x0rs! And then there's always the library, although it sometimes requires lateral thinking to figure out how to search for books that would have pictures of the type of object that your interested in. For example, while there are books about clothing in the fashion section, if you want ethnic clothing you may be better off looking for a National Geographic photobook about the appropriate country. If you want uniforms, you either have to look in the military history section or go to a hobby and game shop (or a museum gift shop) which carries coloring books about the different time periods and armies. If you want modern dressy clothing Elle and Vogue magazines are the places to look ( elle.com has an awesome collection of runway videos). For any kind of specialty clothing currently being mass marketed, internet stores generally have great image collections.

Anyway, I'll assume that if you have the right combination of logic and creativity necessary to be a concept designer, you can also use those skillz to find yourself a pile of source images.

Step Three

Now comes the part that is at the heart of concept design - analyzing your source images to break them down into patterns and details, and then remixing these to create your own unique new designs. As far as I know there is no word for this process. I suppose we could just call it analysis, or even concepting.

So, what do I mean by patterns and details? Well, continuing to use clothing as my example, outfits of clothing have lots of properties: fabric type (weight, thickness, stretchiness, texture, cultural associations and symbolism e.g. for leather, denim, satin, gauze, lame (accent on that e), etc.), color and pattern including colorscheme, which is the relationship between the colors in the outfit, for which there's a whole field of study called Color Theory (and again, cultural meanings imputed to these colors, patterns, and color schemes, like snakeskin print, or red, white, and blue). And finally, shape which includes everything from different types of collars, fastenings, and edges, to how the article of clothing fits the model. For this last category there is an interesting thing called a Fashion Encyclopedia, but the examples of these that I have seen have disappointingly few illustrations, so I made some for myself, and now I'll share them with you:

generic blank for sketching clothing onto
simple (tube) garment bases at various lengths
terms for garment base hem lengths
simple neckline types
folded neckline types
tied neckline types
basic sleeve/leg types

Clearly this is not a complete listing of all the elements that can go into an article of clothing, but IMHO they're a useful place to start. And don't forget that, even more strongly than fabric and color, clothing shapes have very strong cultural associations. Just seeing the silhouette of a cowboy boot or hat, or a stiletto heel, or a Victorian s-bend corset, or a turban, triggers a very powerful response in the viewer's mind and when combining shapes to make an outfit you must chose your combinations carefully - shapes with contradictory associations can cause your outfit to look mismatched or ridiculous.

Step Four

Having done some research and analysis, the concept designer (this whole process works for creators of other kinds of game content like writing and music as well as artists) now has the knowledge base he or she needs to actually design some stuff. So now we need some guidelines for what kind of objects we want to design and what kind of artstic choices we should make in our design process. In a case like mine, where I am working for someone else, this means I am responsible for finding out what my employer wants and what will fit well with the rest of the game design.

Some designers/art leads are very helpful and will provide you with some design documentation and a list of desired features. Epic Frontiers, the project I am working on, provided me with descriptions of each of the cultures I would be designing clothing for, instructions on which culture to do first (desert nomads), the number of outfits desired, and concept art of a male and a female from this culture. I asked some further questions by email, and they responded by providing me with the screenshots of their models I needed to make my blanks, the general color scheme for the desert nomad culture (earth tones plus sky colors), some specific articles they wanted (veils, robes, cloaks/capes), and some information about how the clothing system in the game should work (including how a player acquires clothing within the game, mixing-and-matching articles of clothing to make outfits, and applying colors/textures to articles/outfits).

Note that I didn't do all these steps in chronological order - I got the first batch of info from the art lead when he hired me, and I did some additional searching for sources images after I started drawing designs... creating anything usually reveals new options and problems during the design process, so the process is not linear but has a lot of skipping ahead, backing up, patching holes, and smoothing everything out at the end.

Anyway, my first design decision I had to think hard about was "How revealing of clothes should I design?" Normally I like to design revealing clothes, especially using such elements as corsets, cutouts, fishnet, and criscross lacings. But from my research I had learned that desert clothing in the real world generally covers as much skin as possible to protect the wearers from the sun, and is usually made out of yards and yards of light, flowing cloth. So I promised myself I would use the corsets and things for a different culture, but for this one I would try to be true to what people living in a desert would really want/need to wear. I thought about gauze because it's the lightest fabric that actually blocks the sun somewhat, but gauze made me think of belly dancers and harems, which was too showy and feminine for what I wanted. I decided on light suede because being herdsmen this culture would have plenty available, a light, stiff cotton/linen such as Arabian robes are generally made out of, and one of my favorite neglected fabrics from the 70's and 80's, crepe cotton. Like crepe paper, crepe cotton has permanent rumples in it, giving it an interesting flowy texture that was a nice contrast to the other two fabrics which are very flat and smooth.

I had previously give some thought of my own as to how to design mix-and-matchable clothes (animal body parts too, but that was a different project). Because I wanted to use waistlines of various heights it was impractical to separate shirts and pants, so I decided on the following system:

Hat (optional)
Veil (optional)
Base Clothing (i.e. shirt and pants or skirt) (mandatory)
Belt and matching ties for hat and cuffs (mandatory)
Overgarment (robe, cloak, mantle, etc.) (optional)
Footgear (mandatory)

I drew some shoes with upward curving toes on my first sketch and really liked them - they had a unique cultural flavor and would be practical for walking in sand. So I decided that all desert footwear would have upward curving toes, and more specifically that each type would come in low- and high-point varieties, with the low being more practical and the high being more expensive and fancy. (Part of my job was also to suggest which articles of clothing would be for which sorts of people, e.g. soldiers, officers, nobility, merchants, and penniless n00bs.)

I also decided that to harmonize with the angular folds and edges of fabric that kept showing up in my designs, the decorative theme for this culture should be diamond shapes in a celtic knotwork-like pattern, usually done in embroidery and accompanied by scattered beads. For fancier pieces of leather clothing I drew the edges of the leather cut into matching shapes. When a common visual theme can bee seen between different articles of clothing they look more like they belong together in an outfit, and also more like the outfit was deliberately designed by a tailor and intended to make a good social impression. So naturally I used this theme most elaborately in the expensive pieces of leather overclothing intended for officers, noblemen, and rich merchants, and I didn't use the theme at all in the clothes intended for poor people. I also came up with a specific, 'uniformish' version of the diamond knotwork theme for the army, and a colorscheme for all of the military objects to be colored.


Planning Ahead To Make Art Mesh With Programming


Whenever 3-d models are being used to make a game, the most efficient way to generate a large variety of content with out requiring too much modeling work is to design mix-and-matchable elements, as I was saying before. There are two important principles of such a system: a structure of slots into which elements are placed, and interchangeable variants of each element.

The slot structure I decided on for the MMORPG is a simplified one. It has only 6 slots: Footwear, Undergarment, Overgarmant, Hat, and Veil. The base undergarment is a shirt and pant set in crepe cotton with a turtleneck and bell sleeves and legs. Then there's a variant on this base: the sleeve and legs are all tied closed at wrist and ankle. And another variant: The legs are closed at the knee so they can be tucked into boots. Note that these are all the same garment, just worn in different modes. Now there's a different base garment: of the same general shape so it is interchangable with the first, but this one is made of a flat fabric, not wrinkled, and has the sleeves and legs wrapped like a dhoti (Indian pants). Obviously this one will also need a version with knee-length pants so it can be worn with boots. And a third base garment: a skintight shirt and pants set made from the model's skin, with only cuffs and a collar added. Oh, and there are also male and female versions of all these base clothing sets, so any character can wear them.

So all of those variants go in the base clothing slot. These can be worn without an overgarment, or there are several kinds of overclothing, each of which can be worn with any base: 2 kinds of robe, an x mantle, a soldier's uniform, an officer's uniform, and some capes and cloaks. I may add an apron later. For overclothing, it comes in a full range of colors like the underclothing, but each piece of over clothing also has one or more textures available for it (a texture consisting of an embroidered or embossed design, or a color pattern like a gradient fill or stripes.) Fortunately making those is the texture artist's job, not mine. ;)

Anyway, the goal is that the game's engine can look at any character's 6 clothing slots, see which items they have equipped and what color/texture each has, and generate a stylish-looking character on the spot. Again, fortunately making this work is not my job, but hopefully my careful design has laid the groundwork that will save the 3-d modeler and clothing display programmer a lot of work and headaches.

Chapter 10 – Additional Examples: Monster and Race Design

Monsters – Since I know a lot of you are not so interested in clothes, here's some stuff about how I design monsters.

Most of my monster designs come from combining the traits of two or three animals. I have a couple illustrated encyclopedias of animals on my bookshelf, and when I want to do monster design I just look through one. I have a blank piece of paper next to me and I sketch whichever bits of animal anatomy look interesting, then I assemble them into animals at the end. Or another technique I use is to take an animal and try to re-implement it as a different kind of animal; in other words, if I start with a mammal I try to make it lizardy or birdlike, and vice versa. Some day if I ever get hired to do monster concept art for an RPG I'm going to have an area with all bird animals: feathered bison, foxes, tigers, deer, etc., because these are some of the most beautiful monsters I've ever designed.

Yet another technique is to substitute a body part for something else of similar shape - this results in things like cloud sheep, tortoises with soap bubble shells, deer with tree antlers, porcupines with harpoon-tip quills, foxes with little tails at the tip of their ears, dragons with mini wings as ears, etc.

And then of course there's looking at monsters other people have designed in their games. Final Fantasy 8 IMO has very beautiful animals, nd if you've ever heard of an adventure game called Schism, it's got some fascinatingly bizarre flying inflatable zebrafish - I wish I'd taken some screenshots while I was at that point in the game.

Players Prefer Pretty

Let's talk about the visual aspects of character and race design. Now, there are two kinds of characters/races in any game, playable and non-playable. MMORPGs usually have several playable races, while RPGs and platformers can have anywhere from one to several dozen playable characters. There are a few sorts of games that do not graphically represent the PC: first person adventure games and some FPS games. If you are a game designer trying to decide whether to make a 1st person point of view game or a 3rd pov game I would personally recommend the latter, because of the psychological impact on the player. With 1st pov you miss out on several opportunities for eye candy such as the PC graphic itself and battle animations and scripted sequences or FMVs showing the player's actions at major plot points, but also the player isn't encouraged to roleplay - in the absence of a visual representation of the PC the players will just imagine that they are playing as themselves, and this makes it harder to maintain their suspension of disbelief if the game is set in a sff world or if the PC's dialogue and actions express different beliefs from those of the player.

So anyway, let's assume that we are designing/doing concept art for a 3rd pov game. So, we have to design at least one playable character or race. The game concept or story may have already described to some extent what the player/race should look like. And often these descriptions, which have not been written by an artist, are more puzzling than helpful. ;)

For example, this week I was trying out for the position of concept designer for an RPG. I was asked to design, as my sample, a race of fish people. Now, this was a playable race. When designing a playable race it is important to make it attractive in some way so that players will want to have an avatar of that race. But there are different ways in which something can be attractive: it can be cute, graceful, intimidating, powerful, pitiable, curvaceous, enigmatic, threatening, placid, etc. And different types of visual attractiveness appeal to different players. Violent players like deadly looking avatars, pacifist players like cute avatars, and flirtatious players like curvaceous avatars.

The colorscheme also effects the type of player your race/character will appeal to. You can have neon colorschemes, pastel/pearly colorschemes, bold/classic colorschemes, naturalistic colorschemes (browns mostly), gothic/shadowy colorschemes, and jeweltone/rainbow colorschemes. You should chose your colorscheme to match the particular type of attractiveness you are trying for - for example enigmatic characters or races are usually pastel, sometimes gothic or neon, because these colorschemes are rarely encountered in real life and are generally associated with complex things, but never bold because what's mysterious about colors found in every child's box of crayons, advertisements, maps and signs, and other mundane, simplistic things?

So back to the fish people. The personality of this race was supposed to be somewhat isolationist and mysterious because, after all, they lived underwater away from the other races. (Note: this is not good from a design perspective, you can get the most interesting combinations and contrasts if you design your world so that your races can get at each other, or better yet are stuck together in an uncomfortably small area.) So, mysterious fish people, which had to be attractive so that players would want to play them, particularly players who already liked the idea of acting isolationist and mysterious. So (after looking at some source images of tropical fish and goldfish) I decided to try to appeal to these players by making the fish people a bit less human looking (fish eyes, no nose, slightly elongated and flexible neck and torso to go with the fishy crest and webbed and clawed hands and feet that had already been specified by the writer.)

Also, there were supposed to be two varieties of this race, a freshwater and a saltwater one, so I planned to give each a unique sort of appeal by giving one flowy goldfish fins and the other spiky lionfish fins, so that the first was more gentle-looking while the second was more dangerous looking, but both, hopefully, were beautiful despite looking a bit alien. I finished up by choosing a pastel base colorscheme with neon highlights, and, low and behold, it did indeed look attractively enigmatic! :) Do you think I succeeded in making it look graceful, beautiful, and enigmatic? Look at the Fish Person. Would you like to play an avatar or flirt with other players/NPCs that looked like this?


Another little anecdote about types of visual appeal and second opinions: the MMORPG I'm doing the clothing design for has some non-human races as well, and recently I was assigned one of them to design clothing for. I took a look at the concept art, and found a long-furred animalistic creature with a lion's mane and a horse's tail, much like Beast from _Beauty and the Beast_ or the Norns from the game series _Creatures_. My first reaction? "Cute! Can I put collars on them and ribbons in their manes and tails? Let's make their coats come in patches and leopard spots and zebra stripes!" The designer's response: "Ack, they're not supposed to be cute! They're supposed to be fierce! They're the bad guys! Like orcs or something." Me: "But orcs are cute, when I played _Warcraft_ I always played the orc side..." 

So the moral is, race/character visual design is all about player psychology, and you have to be careful to make sure that a race/character's appearance, culture/personality description, and role in gameplay reinforce each other and are targeted at the type of player you want to be interested in them.

