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Innovations report

Introduction


This project originally started off as a spin off of my major project which consisted of a way of scripting a system of converting particles into textures as the particles collided with a surface.  This was changed at the last minute into a project on game design, as the original idea of scripting did not appeal to me.  The project started on research about games, the players, and ended with a level design.  A lot of my time was spent reading books, articles and websites to try and find the already scarce information about this topic.  The objective of this project was to create a  level based on my research and provide a visualisation through a player's perspective using an existing game engine.  This report shows my understanding on the theory of games and why people play them, to a specific genre of games: first-person shooters, research into games that I thought were innovative, and finally a creation of my own game type with a level designed for it.

Why people play computer games


I must say when I'm playing a game hours on end, I do often think to myself: “Why? Why am I playing this game that I've played for over 3 hours?” Just what is it about these games that are so addictive?  There is something about being sucked into a game that is quite mysterious.  I must admit, different games give me different pleasures and sensations, so I don't think I can come up with a reason that would summarise the experience of all genres of computer games.  


The most obvious explanation would be because of the entertainment you get from playing. Unlike with a television, film, and books, a game involves the player. It's interactive. Even if the story was linear you, as a player, are still directly involved in the progression of the storyline (depending on the game genre).  Admittedly a book requires you to use imagination to visualise a situation, as well as the act of reading itself is an active process, but you do not have the freedom to alter a situation.  In some games the passage from A to B will be dealt differently every time the sequence is played, which may alter the way you deal with events in the upcoming levels.  For example, in the “Resident Evil” series (linear 3rd person shooter with problem solving and puzzles), the gameplay required the player to pay close attention to ammunition, as it was very limited for somewhere like a  mansion full of Zombies.  Every bullet you shot in the game altered the way you played the game later. On the other hand, “Morrowind” is a non-linear Role-playing game that had a main storyline accompanied by a massive environment with no restrictions. Along side that, there were hundreds of side stories and quests that every time you played the game, you would be essentially playing a different story.


An interesting opinion I came across while I was researching for this project was the one of Chris Crawford's (The Art of Computer Game Design, 1997).  In the second chapter, he explains that the reason we, as a mammal, play games, is for educational purposes.  He goes on to showing how the games that the young mammals in the wild play, will teach it the basic skills of survival. For example, a cub pouncing on a butterfly, or a passing piece of fluff, would demonstrate hunting techniques. 


In the case of computer games, it does seem quite far fetched, though I can see how some games would be quite educational. Apart from the obvious “maths game” or “vocabulary game” you would get in an elementary school classroom, even games like “Rome: Total War” (realistic real time strategy war game) could have “educational” aspects. As a player, you would have to make judgements, strategy to defeat the enemy.  You would have to observe the enemies movements and read ahead.  This could increase the player's situational awareness, quick thinking, and be able to handle a real-life problem better by formulating a valid plan. Ofcourse the games these days are not made to be educational, and rather purely to be entertaining unlike “Learning multiplication with Franky the Frog”.  It would be like what Hollywood has done with the film industry.

“I claim that the fundamental motivation for all game-playing is to learn. This is the original motivation for game-playing, and surely retains much of its importance. This claim does not conflict with my other primary assertion that computer games constitute a new art form. Consider, for example, humans and food. The fundamental motivation to eat food is the base desire for nourishment, yet this has not prevented us from embellishing this fundamental activity with all manner of elaborate and non-nourishing customs, rituals, seasonings, and garnishes...there are many other motivations to play games that have little to do with learning, and in some cases these secondary motivations may assume greater local importance than the ancestral motivation to learn. ”  (Chris Crawford, The Art of  Computer Game Design, 1997, ch2, paragraph 8)


In James Paul Gee's book, “What video games have to teach us about learning and literacy”, he talks about how the learning process is more about semiotics.  He claims that computer games are an exercise in reading and interpreting signs, symbols and implications. He calls this “Visual Literacy”.  

Escapism and Role-play:


Another reason why people would play games is because of escapism.  This would go hand in hand with entertainment.  Like in films and books, a game creates a world of its own where the player enters.  In film, it's more of a voyeuristic (by voyeuristic, I do want to stress that in this sense, I mean it with no negative connotation) approach because the involvement of the viewer is passive.  Genres like Role-Playing Games (RPG), are a perfect example of this reason. As the name of it says, this is the type of game where you assume another character's role, become someone else.  These RPG games tend to be implemented in a fantasy or Science-fiction environment which further distances the player from reality. This is particularly popular among people who are dissatisfied about their current life, or situation, and is an opportunity to escape and forget those negative thoughts and to be someone completely different. It is also a world where you yourself (the player who acknowledges that it is only a game) do not suffer a consequence for any action taken in the game.  This is extremely releaving as it leaves the back of the mind free from worries.  Even though it may not be as involving as an RPG game, computer games, like any entertainment activity momentarily diverts your attention away from the rest of your life.  Crawford, in his text, compares this to Disneyland.  Unlike the usual amusement park, Disneyland is based on one fantasy theme, where every detail there becomes an object to enhance the mysticism of this fantasy land.

Hyper-reality:


On the same note as playing a different character to yourself in the game environment, you are able to perform actions that would normally not be acceptable in society, for example, slaughtering innocent bystanders.  That would be an extreme that is still frowned upon by society regarding computer games that allow this sort of un-reasoned violence. A fairly new game called “Manhunt” allows you to be a serial killer, and murder countless people with any implement in a horrifying way.  The storyline is that you were a serial killer sentenced to death, but your execution is staged and are brought into an area where he is to be hunted down.  This gives a reason which is borderline acceptable since in this case, his murders are for survival.  In many cases such as this game, violence is commonly found, and tends to be a selling point of many games, but not without a reason which takes the element of guilt out of gameplay.  A common theme, is one of a man fighting to save the world (ie, against Nazi's or terrorists), quite reminiscent of Hollywood action films.  On the more fantasy based games, the character might be able to conjure magic or have super natural powers like being able to fly.  In this way, the player can experience otherwise impossible sensations.

Realism/Simulation:


Some people may play games where they can replicate an action, or an event from reality.  Flight simulations, racing and sports games.  Even war simulations in the form of first-person shooters would classify into this category for example being able to experience a realistic feeling of a war time situation except in a safe environment. These types of games generally sell on the quality of how real this virtual world is portrayed.  Grand Tourismo series (racing game) allows for players to race with almost any kind of car,  in an environment that replicates the physics of the real world along with very highly detailed graphics.  This effectively enables the player with the thrill they would normally get in a realistic situation, only in the safety of a computer game.

“Simulation games subjectively reproduce and represent a segment of reality. Simulations are complete and self-contained in design. The model world created by the game is internally complete. Some badly designed simulations fail to build a world that involves the players efficiently. A properly simulation precludes this possibility and makes sure the boundaries cover all contingencies encountered in the game.” (John Scott Lewinski, Developer's Guide to Computer Game Design, 2000)


In his text, Chris Crawford (The Art of Computer Game Design 1997)gives a few more reasons such as “proving oneself”, “social lubrication”, “exercise” and “need for acknowledgment”.  He believes that some players have a need to prove themselves in a certain game.  This has been apparent with chess players throughout history, and now with the internet and online multiplayer games, this can be seem among computer games as well. Many games have their own tournaments where players compete in the same way they would in a chess tournament.  “Social lubrication” is simply to have something to do at a social occasion. In this case, the game becomes less important and the social experience between the players takes over.  It becomes more of a tool that brings people together under the event of playing a game together. As the title may suggest, “exercise” is when players simply play to exercise their mental or physical skills. John Scott Lewinski calls this “Intellectual development”.  This applies to puzzle and problem solving type games more than others for obvious reasons.  These types of games are intellectually challenging, and do not really apply to players that seek pure escapism.  The need for acknowledgment applies to multiplayer games, especially for ones which require a more personal involvement with the opponent.

“This is one reason why interaction is so important to a game; it allows the two players to acknowledge each other. A truly excellent game allows us to imprint a greater portion of our personalities into our game-playing. Such a game allows me to play in a way that only I could have played it. My opponent must look beyond the playing pieces and acknowledge my cleverness, my rashness, my deviousness, my entire personality.“ (Chris Crawford, The Art of  Computer Game Design, 1997, ch2, paragraph 26)

First-Person Shooters

First Person Shooters vs Third Person Shooters:


First-person Shooters (FPS) is the game genre I chose to focus on, because the game that has most appealed to me is of this genre and thus I have a particular interest in exploring it.  The concept of a FPS is extremely simple: you are in an environment, you look through the eyes of a character, and you shoot “polygons” or rather, the enemy.  This brings the player into a closer relationship with the character as you actually control all the movements, and especially sight, and therefore facilitates the projection of your consciousness onto this virtual entity.  You interact with the environment and other characters as if you were actually there.  This is a completely different experience to a third-person shooter (TPS) where obviously the camera is positioned outside the character. This tends to make the player detached from the controlled character, and you become a 'spectator' who gives the character orders.  Third-person shooters also allows for a more “film” type approach, for example, in the “Resident Evil” series that I mentioned before, the camera in the game is static, often in a very cinematic angle.  This also adds to the suspense of the game since you are not able to peek around corners.  In the case of “Manhunt”, the 3rd person view lets you see a lot more of the environment, and the actions that the character performs (especially relevant in “Manhunt” since the dominating aspect of the game is the many different ways the character will 'execute' someone).  In “Max Payne”, the selling feature is where the character is able to activate a 'bullet time mode' where it gives a very 'Matrix' style to the game, and therefore crucial that the game is played in 3rd person.

Characteristics of FPS:


As I mentioned before, the purpose of a FPS is primarily to shoot enemies or objects from a personal point of view.  So why do FPS games dominate the games market and are the most played games today?  What makes the endless shooting of enemies, one after the other, that makes it so appealing to so many people?  It is what game developers call a 'twitch' type game where, this game is purely based on hand eye reaction.  This genre consists of very fast paced action where a lot of the stories and plots for these games are an just an excuse for the shooting.  The reason why players are glued to their seats while playing is because FPSs are always action packed.  The player has hitpoints and a life, which adds to the suspense and tension through the natural fear of death.  There is a definitive adrenaline rush that you get when you know there is a risk of 'loosing' a life, and the rush you get by shooting someone else (the power over another player).  This also makes the player more alert, concentrated and aware.  In fact, it is exactly the same sensation that you get playing paintball, but perhaps not as intense although a lot more affordable and available.  I think I can fairly safely suggest that first person shooters make us very aware of our basic animal instincts.

Innovative FPS games:


A first person shooter is pretty much a cliché in itself in that every such game does what an FPS is supposed to do.  Shoot things in first person.  So what makes one FPS different from another?

Serious Sam:


This game is one of the purest and most simple forms of first person shooters you can get.  You could not get more cliché than this game.  You play a character called “Sam” (the typical macho hero type character) and play through Egyptian looking levels (very thin plot), with big guns, against many many monsters.  The amount of monsters you get in one level far exceeds the amount of monsters you would get in your average FPS.  In fact, the game engine was designed to support a monumental amount of enemies (as well as enemies with colossal size), in a massive environment, making it possible for, and adding new meaning to, the phrase “one man army”.  This is a game that was designed to be over the top with the clichés of the FPS genre, and it works.  What I was most impressed with, was the different kinds of levels that were made as a vessel for the gameplay.  As the game itself was not trying to pretend to be a certain way, it allowed for some ridiculous, yet extremely entertaining levels.

Deus Ex:


The Deus Ex series is a hybrid genre, which mixed in elements of a role playing game into a first person shooter.  The character could develop certain skills and abilities that most fit his game style (or modify them to create a different style of game play).  It also boasted a very intricate and complex non-linear narrative which allowed the player to change the course of the story paralleled with non-linear levels where the player had several choices of where to go to complete the same mission.  All in all, it was a successful mix between two genres which is something many games have attempted but failed.

Alien Versus Predator:


This game is rather a tribute to the cult films and was played among players who were fans of the series.  You had the choice of playing as a human, a predator, or an alien.  This made for a completely different gameplay as each type of character was controlled differently.  The alien in particular had the possibility of walking on walls and ceilings which the humans and predators could not do.  A whole new perspective was introduced in this way and the level itself would play a fundamental part in the gameplay. This would be the same case as playing as the other two characters, where with this added dimension, it separated itself from most FPSs.  This is especially true in the multiplayer version of this game.


Aliens (as well as zombies) are characters and enemies that we encounter time and time again, and are definitely considered cliché.  The effect the aliens have in the films, and what zombie films do are quite similar, because they are humanoid (but not human) life forms that have an affinity towards raw human flesh, which strikes one of our very basic fears of being eaten alive.  Though as there are some films which fail in stimulating the viewer, there are its game counterparts.  This game replicates the suspense and thrill that you would experience in the films, as well as create a good balance between the character types for excellent playability.

Savage:


Another hybrid type game where it mixes FPS with real time strategy (RTS). There is one general, which is acts as an RTS player and makes judgments on the grand scale of the game.  The rest of the team, are units who act on their own accord.  The general decides the strategy and creations of certain buildings which enable certain 'upgrades' and unlock different types of weapons. The other team members must then build the buildings which in turn will benefit them.  The game is won by capturing strategic points on the map and annihilating the enemy.  


I very much appreciated the innovative idea of this game, yet I felt that the game focused too much on trying to get the mix of the two genres right, that it neglected the gameplay of the FPS aspect.  As a result, the game did not feel complete or polished.

Call of Duty:


Call of Duty had come out after several other World War 2 simulation type FPSs but still managed to elevate itself among them.  The game itself went for the completely cinematic approach.  Most of the levels were either, straight out of WW2 films (Saving Private Ryan, Band of Brothers, Enemy at the Gates, A Bridge Too Far), or very reminiscent of them.  The the graphics, the atmospherics and sound accompanied the gameplay to recreate the feeling that you were part of a film. Above all, you played 3 different characters from the USA, Britain and the Soviet Union with a squad of people rather than one single American soldier.  Unlike many FPS games, Call of Duty promoted teamwork in the single player mode.  This meant that if you did not work with the team, the members of the squad would be easily killed, and thus making it harder for you to complete in the long run.  One feature that was was very unique about this game was that you could “aim down the sight” with your gun, meaning that you were actually using the sights of the barrel to aim, had increased accuracy and decreased mobility. This was a minor touch that enhanced the gameplay to make the player feel more involved in the situation.

Day of Defeat (Half-Life Modification):


Day of Defeat is a modification of a World War 2 simulation game that came out seven years ago along with a few other successful modifications (such as Counter-Strike, the most played multiplayer game).  It is only available on multiplayer and has an immense community playing still today.  The maps are either 'area capture' maps, where there are two teams (allies and axis) who try to take and hold strategic areas of the map, or objective maps, where one of the teams has to destroy or retrieve an objective object, while the other defends.  Players begin by choosing their 'class', meaning they can only have one main weapon, a side arm and a knife. It only takes one or two bullets, depending on the strength of the weapon, for a player to be killed or get taken 'out of action'.  This means that a player's life is considerably more valuable.  The player then is able to respawn as 'another life', with anyone else who has died within the same time frame, to simulate waves of reinforcements.  There are also other ways of going around the map and therefore teamwork is crucial for victory.


This game separated itself from types of chaotic games like Unreal Tournament, or the Quake series that consisted of players jumping all over the place shooting rockets in every direction with every player fighting for himself. This does not mean that it cannot provide entertainment, but it makes the game very monotonous and stale.

FPS multiplayer level


For my project, I wanted to create a level where it incorporated aspects of FPS games that I thought had the necessary effect on the player.  Before I can make a level though, I had to create an idea for the game itself, in order that I have something to base the level on.  A creation of a 'game type' was necessary.


Game types are very important in multiplayer games because it gives the game a goal.  It would be the equivalent of having a narrative in single player modes in FPSs.  There are many kinds of game types that have been created through the creation of new FPS games.  It all started with the deathmatch, where all players fought each other (free for all).  Then more game types appeared as it was clear that with the internet was on the rise, and the future of games would be online.  One very important aspect of a FPS is the A.I. of the enemy, and what better 'A.I.' than actual human players.  An A.I. computer player becomes extremely predictable, even if they're fairly complex.  Playing with other players also becomes quite a social event.  Automatically there is something that you share and enjoy with your fellow players.

Deathmatch:  Free for all, all out mayhem, shoot everything that moves (frag fest)

Team Deathmatch:  Two teams fighting each other.

King of the Hill:  Take over an area, and defend it from everyone else

Capture the flag:  retrieve the enemy flag, and return it you your own

Area Capture:  Take and hold strategic ground.  Capture all the points to win.

Freeze Tag:  Team Deathmatch, but instead of dying, the players froze, and were only allowed to 
respawn after being released by a teammate.

Survivor:  Start with two teams. If a player on team A dies, he becomes part of team B. If a player of 
team B dies, they simply respawn. The goal is to survive as long as possible.

My game type:


In my game type, I wanted to keep the aspects of FPS that make it what it is: exciting and adrenaline pumping, but something more than just mindless point and click shooting.  There would have to be teamwork, communication and basic strategy involved in winning.  I would also want to keep the sensation as realistic as possible. A realistic damage system would enforce team play (it would increase the chances of a players survival), and give more of a value for the life of the character.  This would also determine the way I designed the level.


The game is a combination of 'capture and hold' and an 'objective' map, where there are two teams (teams A and B) that have to try and obtain an objective item and return it to their evacuation point where they will have to defend it for a short period of time.  A third team (team C) is there to defend the objective from both teams that are on the offensive.  Teams A and B spawn some distance away from the objective and can shorten that distance by capturing areas on the way to the objective.  Team A can neutralise the team B's  strategic areas making team B have to respawn a flag behind.  Team C only needs to defend the objective and gains points per certain amount of time, when the objective is in their possession. They can also neutralize enemy capture points to increase the time between waves of reinforcements.  Once the objective item is stolen, team C need only to touch it for the item to return to its original position.  Teams A and B gain points by capturing the objective and bringing it to their base.  The round ends when either team A or B safely retrieves the objective, or the time limit expires.  Each player in the team would have a different role, which effected their mobility (speed, stamina and armour) and their damage capabilities (rate of fire, power).  There would also be class limitations so that the weapons do not unbalance the teams.

Multiplayer Level Design:


Now that the game type was established, it was easier to mold a level around it.  I decided to use a game editor so that I could actually play the level with a game engine.  The editor was the Serious Sam editor.  I chose this editor above others because of the simplicity compared with other editors as well as the different dynamics that the game offered which made some of SeriousSam's levels a unique quality.  This meant that I had to learn the program and because of being in the mindset of using Maya, it was fairly difficult to come to grips with the editor and proved to be a fairly time consuming and tedious task.
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Fig1: SeriousSam's editor's interface


After going through many tutorials, I had enough knowledge about the editor to start creating the level.  I also was able to import .obj files from Maya for the more complex shaped polygons.  This saved me quite a lot of time as the modeling in the editor itself was extremely confusing.  
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Fig2: Top view of the multiplayer level.  The level consists of two routes that teams A and B take to the area with the objective item in the middle.  The spawn points for the two teams are located on the outer two extremities.
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Fig3: Side view of the multiplayer level.  The team C spawns right on top of the castle giving them time to set up defenses against the attacking teams.  There is also a teleporter in the middle where they can teleport straight into the room below.
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Fig4:
These are screenshots of the outside of the level when rendered with the game engine.  The textures used are textures provided with the editor itself.  The level was created in order to provide visualisation using a game editor as well as being able to play it with the game engine itself.
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Fig5:  Screenshots from inside the castle.  The gravity forces have been created so that the stairs can be climbed.  The six faces of the room is a floor that can be walked on by the player.  Very Escher-esque but in 3d with appropriate gravity forces applied. These gravity fields do not apply outside of the castle and creates a very confusing juxtaposition.

Conclusion


Several times during this project, I had lost direction of which way the project was headed, as I feel is apparent in the outcome.  I must admit at this point that I  failed to balance out the time spent on the projects and had not dedicate enough time into this one.  I also never intended for this project to have spent taken so much time on the research side, as I spent more time reading than actually making the level than I would have liked.  I also feel that a considerable amount of time was wasted on learning the level editor, where it could have been spent on perfecting/polishing the level I currently have (although polishing the level would only be possible after some play testing).  Perhaps even scripting the gametype into the level, especially as I am quite pleased with the gametype I created from all the research.  Overall I do not feel as though the project went smoothly which is projected in the result, though a meaningful experience nevertheless.
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