Project 2

Create Your Game Concept - a small Piece of Interactive Fiction (IF)

Due: February 23, 11:59 p.m.

For this assignment you will create a small visual world and interactive story where the user must overcome certain conflicts to achieve goals that lead to a winning state in the game. Using the form of traditional IF, this game play takes place using verbal descriptions of the environment and natural language interactions from the user. The goal of this project is to become familiar with the development tool(s) and to gain some exposure creating IF.

Step 1: install software

You are free to use one of the two packages below or another that is available on the course web page. If you would like to use something other than these, check with Doug Dankel or Jon Ohlrich first.

1. Go to http://www.adrift.org.uk and purchase a copy of Adrift (~$20). The Adrift compiler is available for a wide range of operating systems. Do this soon, so you will not have problems when you start building your system.

2. Alternatively, you can use Inform (http://www.inform-fiction.org), which is a free product and is more flexible. But, it is a programming language so it will require more effort to perform tasks that are trivial in Adrift.

The others:

1. Panda 3D: http://www.panda3D.org
2. DXFramework: http://dxframework.org/
3. Sage: http://larc.csci.unt.edu/sage/
4. XNA: http://msdn.microsoft.com/directx/XNA/default.aspx
5. Torque X: http://www.garagegames.com/products/torque/x/
Step 2: Play some IF

IF is more than Myst with words, so play some sample systems to get an idea of what they are like. See the Adrift site and http://www.csd.uwo.ca/Infocom/  (and sites listed below) for examples.

Step 3: Learn the software

Learn the software that you have selected to use for your project. If you are using Adrift, go through the tutorial and manual to obtain a good introduction to building systems. A manual is also available for Inform on their site.

Step 4: Read about IF

Read about the art of creating IF. You will find that creating an immersive and interactive story is both a technical and artistic process:

“Designing an adventure game is both an art and a craft. Whereas art cannot be taught, only commented upon, craft at least can be handed down: but the tricks of the trade do not make an elegant narrative, only a catalogue. This small collection of essays is just such a string of grits of wisdom and half-baked critical opinions, which may well leave the reader feeling unsatisfied. One can only say to such a reader that any book claiming to reveal the secret of how to paint, or to write novels, should be recycled at once into something more genuinely artistic, say a papier-mâché sculpture. 

“If there is any theme here, it is that standards count: not just of competent coding, but of writing. True, most designers have been either programmers ‘in real life’ or at the ‘Hardy Boys Mysteries’ end of the literary scale, but that's no reason to look down on their better works, or to begrudge them a look at all. Though this book is mainly about the larger scale, one reason I think highly of ‘Spellbreaker’ is for memorable phrases like ‘a voice of honey and ashes’. Or ‘You insult me, you insult even my dog!’” – The Craft of Adventure, Essays on the Design of Adventure Games

See links on IF below.

Step 5: Design your world and story

Create a design for your IF. Ask various questions:

· What mood are you trying to create?

· What is the general plot?

· What conflicts must the play overcome?

· What puzzles must the player solve?

· What are the dependencies between the puzzles?

· What objects are in your world?

· What characters are in your world?

· What interactions will your player have with these characters?

· What is the topology of your world?

· Where are objects and characters located?

Some suggestions for creating an idea for your story are:

· Take a real short story you have read or written and try to capture the essence of that work in your IF.

· Instead of a short story, use some movie, some portion of a movie, or a TV show (Lost, CSI, Star Trek are good examples). Avoid situations like “you wake up in a jail cell not knowing who you are.”

· Pick a historical period of time and brainstorm an IF within that setting.

· Pick an interesting news story.

· Think about a current social issue and how to solve and inform people of that problem

· Have the participant take a trip or undertake a journey that could be literal or metaphoric.

· Pick a seemingly ordinary activity and dissect to a degree that the obvious reveals something deeper about a situation, place, or personality.
· Investigate a complex thought process of known person and how that process impacts upon a history or series of events
· Do NOT create a story about a day in the life of a student – be more creative!

What are we looking for (this is a partial list of grading criteria)?

· Competence in using the software to develop your IF. Can your game intelligently handle the standard behaviors in IF.

· Do you handle all default actions with meaningful responses?

· Do you handle all the reasonable actions that a player may think of doing with the objects and scenery available?

· Do you have multiple (at least 3) non-player characters that are used in a variety of ways?

· Do you have at least three events in the game that influence behavior?

· Learn and research the capabilities of the software. What have others done with the software

· Have you investigated the graphic and aural possibilities of the chosen software?

· Are your suggestions reasonable or do-able in terms of the software?
· Are there bugs, annoying features, or meaningless output?

· Immersiveness. How well does your work create a sense of virtuality for the player? Does it make the user feel like he/she is truly immersed in your fictional world.

· Completeness of your world. Though there is no hard requirement on the number of rooms, objects or even words that make up your game, the user should feel like it’s a complete, playable world. It should not feel like a toy demonstration game. This is a sufficiency criterion. It does not mean that more is better. A smaller (but not less than ~10 rooms) but richer world is preferred over a spacious, vacuous world. There should probably be at least 10 objects in the world, and at least 4 puzzles. Is the complexity of the environment sufficient to both engage the user and provide a multi-sensory experience? Can you create a world that does not merely imitate the real world, but uses the medium of IF to create yet unimagined worlds and situation only possible with the use of this medium? Why are you using this medium as opposed to another (other than it is required)? These are not hard limits, so you can go under if other parts of your game are very rich, but the game should not just be small.

· Design of your world. Your world should be laid out nicely. Since it is interactive, the story should not be linear except where it has to be. Have a variety of puzzles and places to explore at any one time. Think about the ideas of simultaneity and networks. Can you create worlds that function on a variety of levels? Avoid having the player always being stuck on one puzzle before he/she can move on.

· Quality of Prose. Draw the human into your game by making it interesting. Words are your medium. The way you use words can shape the emotional and conceptual experience of the participant. Think about books that you have read and the different ways authors convey settings, emotions and temporal/geographic movement.  You do not need two-page descriptions for each room, but expect to provide detail where it is needed.

· Interactivity and believability.
· Environment. Have good descriptions and some sense of coherence across locations.

· Objects. Strive for the ideal that the player can do every possible reasonable action with objects and get a meaningful, unique response. Objects should interact with other objects, the environment, and non-player characters in a reasonable manner. Though this is an unattainable ideal, you should attempt to achieve it insofar as other IF games do.

· Non-Player Characters. Theses should be interesting and interactive. This is one of the most challenging areas in IF design, but also one with a great payoff.

· Fun. Have puzzles that are thought-provoking and fun but not clichés. Have the story’s cadence move at an entertaining clip.
Note: this is a very tall order to fill in ~3 weeks. Certain stories will have an easier time achieving these conditions than others. Humor in IF is important, but do not get carried away – you will lose some of the immersiveness if you do.

Step 6. Code it up.

Save your work often. Adrift might crash in the middle of adding an object or room! Do lots of testing. One challenge that you have is the exponential number of possible interactions that can occur. You will be amazed at how much you will need to add for each object, verb, etc. that you want to add to your world.

Have your room mates and friends play/test the game for you. Having someone play it who does not know what is legal in the game is extremely helpful. Have them write down all of the bugs they find, all of the actions they expected to perform but could not, etc.

Step 7. Submit the following.

Art Students

Every week submit two narratives of at least 500 words to the blog. These narratives should include the following: detailed description of the process and activities of your group both in terms of conceptual and technical content (Where is the art in all of this? How is the art manifested in the concept? What is more important the concept or the technology?  Is the technology serving the content or is it determining the content?) and reflection on the collaboration itself (What did you contribute to the mix? How effective were you in “sharing” your perspectives with the rest of the group? What did you learn from the other students? How are you and your group initiating and co-constructing this collaboration? Pretend that you are a fly on the wall observing interaction and commenting upon this system in a constructive way).
Design Document: February 21 on-line. Submit a 1 to 2 page description of the basic story/plot of your game. Include a list of characters and the most important puzzles. Include a screen shot of the Adrift generator and map that shows at least 5 rooms, one character, and 5 objects.

Presentation: February 23 in class. Prepare a short 5 minute presentation on your project, which you will give on this day.

Final submission: February 23 on-line. Submit a zipped file labeled with the last names of your group members (i.e., anderson-jones) that contains the following:

1. Your system.

2. A “printout” listing of all puzzles.

3. A complete walk-through of the game. Show one step by step path through the game.

4. A description any cool features that you are really proud of creating.

Evaluations

You will be graded equally on your process narratives (50%) as well as the final presentation (50%). In addition to the grade that you receive as a group from Dr. Dankel (35% of 50%), you will get another grade from me evaluation the project in terms of its viability as a piece of art (15% of 50%). 
Useful Links

Here’s some links to get you started. Check you favorite search engines and directories, for countless others:

Please refer to the links on our class website.

· Interactive Fiction Archive: http://www.ifarchive.org/ 
This is a US mirror of the main IF depository. 

· Topics in rec.arts.int-fiction: http://www.duke.edu/~srg3/IFdesign/raif/index.html
Lots of useful stuff from usenet. 

· Interactive Fiction Design: http://www.duke.edu/~srg3/IFdesign/desrecs.html 

· 10 Steps to Great Interactive Fiction: http://www.xyzzynews.com/xyzzy.1e.html 

· Game Design and Analysis: http://www.xyzzynews.com/ 

Groups:

1. Grant Beaty, Kyle Giunta, Brandon Mitchell, Lyuba Budnik

2. Stephen Cano, Joshua Horton, Jonathan Requesens, Marie Sarkisian

3. Amos Eshel, Anna Vittone, …+2 art students

4. Brandon Cook, Harold Rodriguez, …+2 art students

5. Carlos Casanova, Tristan Lohman , Nathaniel Fouts, Cecilia Lajon

6. Michael Maron, Keith Wilson, Julian Ramlal

7. Curtis McMillen, Yannick Perotti, Kyle Savoy

8. Daniel Stitely, Joshua Wood, Matthew Oliver

