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This Level

That we designhed

What's it about?




CONCEPT
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Track 1 - Everything Is story




Track 1 - Everything Is story

Every game is experienced

One second after another




Track 1 - Everything Is story

Playing a game is a narrative experience

Even without a set plot
















Track 1 - Everything Is story

It's not about what games do

It's about how we deal with time
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How does this Help us?




Track 1 - Everything Is story

eHOWw Does that help us?

e Interesting moments share the same anatomy
e Centers the player’s experience

e Benefits from and directs iteration
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All Interesting moments
share an anatomy




Kishotenketsu

sho ten

development

introduction conclusion

March 21-25, 2022 | San Francisco, CA #GDC22



b oV s -*‘P“r"l ol

oa . o)
BIRA WS o 000

P i e 8- L “h m

e? WP ot PR "o ey e V)

(o> it aNp 17t

\l'{! Clers |l v e rENT
S DR I Py
‘.'Wﬁfm::g oy
M.‘i\"“l AR o
ol T X ) ,_,-;l;'- %)
e T T T RSO

///lff ¢ f‘z,’ e
o

LS [',’)r&r f

nrt etk sefart

sl et R
\

)

Tripes oI N
on N (L iees b
wit N9 ||

i

A% vrid|
!

Fr i’ ert

QPN P TN ‘

P ijv"»;.:.'z:'.-'n:;,' Presdt ]

Aixingt n&. o YNANP D) AHUp

% i1 ¢ YA ' v

March 21-25, 2022 | San Francisco, CA #GDC22




March 21-25, 2022 | San Francisco, CA #GDC22 GDC



{=
&
'S

> Premium Search Q

o AL

» Pl € 1s6/500 «O @B & [« O []
Super Mario 3D World's 4 Step Level Design : R
0 Super Mario 3D World Mario Series >
918,155 views * Mar 16, 2015 5 18K  CJ DISLIKE ) SHARE L DOWNLOAD & CLIP =+ SAVE

~ . E "9 Ten Principles for Good Level

March 21-25, 2022 | San Francisco, CA #GDC22 GDC



» Premium

P Pl ) 146/508 ES c & (§ o I

Mario Series

Super Mario 3D World's 4 Step Level Design i
0 Super Mario 3D World
918,155 views * Mar 16, 2015 5 18K  CJ DISLIKE 4> SHARE J DOWNLOAD 3¢ CLIP =+ SAVE

GOC ny Ten Principles for Good Level
Tan y Nacinn

March 21-25, 2022 | San Francisco, CA #GDC22 GDC




Centers
The Player's Experience
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Track 2 - Goals & Acts

e Show the high point of Ellie and Joel's Relationship
e Reinforce the conflict between them

eCreate a compelling gameplay without combat

e Emotional Impact

eSWimming tutorial
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Track 2 - Goals & Acts

Moments that meet our goals




Track 2 - Goals & Acts

e Show the high point of Ellie and Joel's Relationship
e Reinforce the conflict between them

eCreate a compelling gameplay without combat

e Emotional Impact

eSWimming tutorial
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Track 2 - Goals & Acts

What's the Story?
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Hike to the Surprise
Exploring the Museum
Lost In the AnnexX




Act 1
Hike to the Surprise
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Act 3
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Track 2 - Goals & Acts

e Show the high point of Ellie and Joel's Relationship
e Reinforce the conflict between them

e Create a compelling gameplay without combat

e Emotional Impact

eSWimming tutorial
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How did we find and
develop these moments?
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Track 3 - Characters

Characters drive
the story's beats




Track 3 - Characters

What drives them?




Track 3 - Characters

Understanding the people
coming along with us
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Track 3 - Characters

Character History




Track 3 - Characters

Who are they
And
What have they been through?







Track 3 - Characters

Wants into actions




Track 3 - Characters

Joel
-To live the life he had before he lost Sarah with Ellie

(Sarah Loved Museums)

Ellie

-The world to progress again

(Love of space and science, always looking ahead)







Track 3 - Characters

BUT ALSO, SECRETLY

Joel
- Hide the truth of what he did at the hospital

Ellie
- Learn what really happened at to the fireflies







Track 3 - Characters

The secret wants come forward
and unravel both of their primary ones

-Joel starts loosing Ellie
-Ellie fears she missed her chance to matter
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Track 3 - Characters

Finding the actions
And bringing them to life




Track 3 - Characters

Acting and Improv







Track 3 - Characters

Naughty Dog has a lot of ex-TheaterKids




Track 3 - Characters

[FOOTAGE NOT FOUND]







Track 3 - Characters
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Track 4 - Gameplay

The Player is an Actor
Cast as Ellie




Track 4 - Gameplay

e Agency
o The player drives Ellie's actions
e Choices: Decisions, Timing, Tone

e What, when, why
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Track 4 - Gameplay

e Emotional Expression

e Opportunities for the players to express what

they might think Ellie is feeling

e ExXplore her reactions
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Track 4 - Gameplay

e Feedback

oYes anding the player's performance

o Give them more to react off of
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Track 4 - Gameplay

The Player is an Actor
Cast as Ellie




Track 4 - Gameplay

ROBERT McKEE
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Track 5 - Space

Space informs the player of
Direction and Mood




Track 5 - Space

It lets them perform
Without a script




Track 5 - Space

Clear Information

. Much more than paint the path
forward yellow

« 100 much information can be bad




Track 5 - Space
Variety

« Aesthetics

. Verticality

. Traversal and Interaction

. Bonus: Memorability of information




Track 5 - Space

Mood and Impact
. Impression

. IMmmersion
. Emotionally focused
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Track 5 - Space

It lets them perform
Without a script




Track 5 - Space
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6. Pacing & Process




Track 6 - Pacing & Process

How do you find the right
rnythm?




Track 1 - Where and Why

Player Tuned Experience
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Track 6 - Pacing & Process

I could do an entire talk on pacing design




Track 6 - Pacing & Process
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Track 1 - Where and Why

Not just about
. Optional Content
. Sidequests
. Collectables

el Interactive Pacing Design

Track 1 - Where and Why
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Track 1 - Where and Why
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Track 6 - Pacing & Process

Its was yesterday, sorry




Track 6 - Pacing & Process

Short Version

e Reward the people who want to linger
o Enable the people that want to rush

o Gave the Player clear Options
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Track 6 - Pacing & Process

Short Version

e Reward the people who want to linger
o Enable the people that want to rush

o Gave the Player clear Options

e Surprise them in the follow through
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Track 6 - Pacing & Process

Living Process




Track 6 - Pacing & Process

Expect to get it wrong
Reflect
Keep trying anyway
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Track 6 - Pacing & Process

How do you deal with the
struggle of re-doing things?




Track 6 - Pacing & Process

Look for Inspiration
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Secret Track - Naoko Yamada Appreciation corner

A Master Of Character
and
Body Language
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Secret Track - Naoko Yamada Appreciation corner
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Secret Track - Naoko Yamada Appreciation corner
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Secret Track - Naoko Yamada Appreciation corner
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Secret Track - Naoko Yamada Appreciation corner
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Secret Track - Naoko Yamada Appreciation corner

Makes the Mundane
Spectacular
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Secret Track - Naoko Yamada Appreciation corner
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Secret Track - Naoko Yamada Appreciation corner

March 21-25, 2022 | San Francisco, CA #GDC22



Secret Track - Naoko Yamada Appreciation corner

Will Emotionally
DESTORY YOU
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Secret Track - Naoko Yamada Appreciation corner
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Secret Track - Naoko Yamada Appreciation corner

Brings out the best
IN other Great Artists




Secret Track - Naoko Yamada Appreciation corner
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Secret Track - Naoko Yamada Appreciation corner

Her Favorite Director

IS my other Favorite
Director
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ALSO JODOROSKY
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Two Minutes are Up!
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Secret Track - Naoko Yamada Appreciation corner
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Side B - Production
op PRODUCTION .. TR

l 2.Playable Storyboard

3.Alpha & Playtesting
4.Full Production
| s.Lock & Polish




Side B - Production

[m[:"[lN . 1.Team & Timelines




My role

o Official Title: Level Designer
o First designer on the ground
o Created layouts and Prototypes
o Coordinated teams at each stage
« Owned levels




Teams

e Start - Just the LD and Lead
e Prototype - 4-6 person strike team

e Alpha and playtesting - slow ramp

o Full production - all hands on deck




Overview of timelines

e 3-5 levels pers Level designer woven over ~2
years




Side B - Production

2.Playable Storyboard




Breaking the story

o Read the pitch

e Sit down with the writers and 1 design lead
e Brainstorm

o Break of with design lead and plan first pass
e (1-2 days or less)




3d first design / storyboarding

o Jump straight into Maya
e Get blockmesh in engine

e The Fastest way to test an idea

e Assume they will be thrown away




im still losing my mind at the
storyboard for knives out
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First pitches and improvisation

o Walk through block mesh with leads

e Fill in gaps of animation and dialog with

personal performance

o (ex-Theater Kids)







First pitches and improvisation

[FOOTAGE NOT FOUND]







-
LS u.\\.\
2

~_
F WY

—



First pitches and improvisation

e« Walk through block mesh with leads

e Fill in gaps of animation and dialog with
personal performance

o (ex-TheaterKids)
e Talk about what sucked and what worked

o« Throw it out and do it again!




This Is a talk about Level Design

ITERATION




Rework until 1t clicks

e Spend several weeks iterating
e 4-12 depending on complexity
e TOtal not per
o Start of from scratch if needed
e Let it grow and breathe to get a feel for it
e Try radically different flows, beats, and
elements




Side B - Production

3.Alpha & Playtesting




Playable Prototype

o Designer Playtests

e Assign Team for Alpha Development

e Work towards first playable




——y
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Playtesting Cycle

o« Constant External Playtests
e 10 people, full playthroughs
e Recorded
o Each Level Rated 1-5
o« Every 2-3 Weeks




Playtesting Cycle

« YOU WILL SEE HOW BAD YOUR LAYOUT
REALLY IS

o Watch people get lost
e Not care

o« Complain

e And be right




Playtesting Cycle

o 2-3 week 1teration cycle
e All changes must be playable
o Lots of feedback to work with
e Studio wide tempo




Dialing In

e More formal reviews with studio leads

o Refine features and scripting

e Prove out with playtest feedback




This Is a talk about Level Design

ITERATION




Rework

e Cuts, revisions, and additions
e Use the whole team for input
e Starting from scratch often limited to specific sections

e "back to layout”
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But ....

what happens when

It WORKS?




Locking Layout

Level iIs moved from "prototype" to "Alpha

Now the rest of the team can be brought on
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4.Full Production




Ramping up

e Hand off to other departments

e Audio, VFX, Mocap, Dialogue, Character, Al, Foreground,
Tech Art, Art, Animation, Cinematics, QA, etc

e Collaborate
e Feedback and direction

e Shift time to other levels and Scripting
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Coordinating the team

e Scheduling Meetings

e Relaying Information

e Managing task load and deadlines




Reviews

e Director Note Videos

o Multi hour recorded meetings, where every
comment would be turned into a task

e Very rare to call for full reworks
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Tools

e Face to face communication
e Legal Pads

o Skype for Business

e Emalil

e Jira
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ITERATION
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Then the Hard Part
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N s.Lock & Polish




Locks

e Each department gets assigned level deadlines
e NO more major changes

e Push it from janky mess to Naughty Dog Quality

an Francisco, CA #GDC22



Polish

e Every detail matters

e Review and Playtest cycles continue
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Polish

e Every detail matters
e« Review and Playtest cycles continue

o Additional Scripting and Bug Fixing

e Responsible for making sure things gets done




THE TEAM DOES IT




#GDC22
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Side A

THE LEVEL DESIGN OF THE MUSEUM FLASHBACK
EVAN HILL

‘ ' - ‘ A

2x45min

LOMPOSITION

6 Tracks 5 Tracks
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Take Aways

Find useful frameworks

Use them to guide iteration

Start as rough and fast as you can
Fail

Look for Inspiration

Use it to iterate more

Try not to stop till its great

Rely on your team!
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Follow Me

Twitter:

Edit profile

@ehillgamedesign )

E‘!?'“N"“",_ ¥ Hats. On. Dinosaurs.

- Senior Area Designer

Website: Prev #TheL a1

Occasional Teacher at
ehilldesign.com )

1,438 Followil 2,469

Tweets Tweets & replies Media Likes
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Follow Me

"SELF-HUNTER-

-\




Follow Me

March 21-25, 2022 | San Francisco, CA #GDC22



Resources

® Book List:

Manga in Theory and Practice by Hiro Hiko Araki

Story by Robert Mckee

The Art of Dramatic Writing by Largos Engri

Writing Character Arcs by K. M. Weiland

Form Space and Order by Francis DK Ching

The Visual Story by Bruce Block

Framed Ink by Marcos Mateu-Mestre

Directing Actors by Judith Weston

An Architectural Approach to Level Design by Christopher W. Totten

Understanding Comics by Scott Mccloud
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TIME LEFT FOR QUESTIONS?




Resources

® Book List:

Manga in Theory and Practice by Hiro Hiko Araki TWltte r

Story by Robert Mckee . .
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Writing Character Arcs by K. M. Weiland

Form Space and Order by Francis DK Ching

The Visual Story by Bruce Block

Framed Ink by Marcos Mateu-Mestre

Directing Actors by Judith Weston

An Architectural Approach to Level Design by Christopher W. Totten

Understanding Comics by Scott Mccloud
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