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Explainer: the art of video game writing by Brooke Maggs
Imagine writing a story where the first thing the “reader” asks when they begin is: what do I do?

The answer might be one or all of these things: explore, survive, observe, solve, form a strategy, make decisions.

Game writing is a type of storytelling where the reader is a player. Everything about the game, like the environment, the characters, the rules and the gameplay, can be opportunities to tell the story. This makes game writing extremely collaborative, technical and iterative.




The Gardens Between is an adventure puzzle game where best friends, Arina and Frendt, fall into a world of beautiful gardens and must find one another in order to return home.
1. What do game writers do?

I haven’t met two game writers who do exactly the same thing: the types of game writers vary as widely as the types of games there are that tell a story.

Game writers might be given a particular story the development team wishes to tell, or they be asked to write the entire story from the beginning. Regardless, some core things a game writer will create are character biographies, narrative treatments and scripts for cutscenes. They may help map the narrative to the progression of the game.

I have written all of these things for the game I’m currently writing, The Gardens Between, an adventure puzzle game with no text or dialogue. This might seem strange, but it means the first step of communicating the story to the players is communicating it to the development team. For example, it’s tremendously helpful for an artist and an animator to know the personality of the character they are modelling and animating.

The Gardens Between is a smaller title, and I’m the only writer on the team responsible for the entire narrative. This is different to writers in larger studios working on open-world, story-heavy games, like Dragon Age, for which there may be a team of writers. In this case, the work can be more focused: a writer may write one quest-line (a group of quests or goals that result in a reward and contribute to the story), or the journals of a particular character in the game.




The Basement: this thematic concept came from written character biographies. 
It tests how we may convey Arina’s personality as bold and adventurous.
2. Skills for game writers

The game writer is a problem solver, improviser and collaborator. For every project, they may have a different set of tools to tell the story.

I learnt my lesson early on when I wrote an action packed script for a cutscene, which is a cinematic clip in a game that advances the story.

After presenting it to the team, I was told we only had the time and technical capability to do one simple cutscene. It could involve simple animations like the characters embracing, and during the gameplay we could maybe have the characters lift their arms. Woops!

Narrative in games can be both a chicken and an egg in the one project. It can be informed by art, gameplay design and technical capability that already exist. In this case, taking time to understand what has been built before putting a single word on the page as it is crucial to telling the story. The rest of the team will be extremely grateful for having their work and creativity considered – it saves time and, potentially, a lot of money.

On the flip side, the story can be a catalyst for art, music, design and tech. My perfunctory stick figures have never served me so well in writing for The Gardens Between. They have helped me communicate how the key moments in the story may be conveyed to the team. We discuss what is technically possible and what could be built to allow the narrative to nestle into the game as a whole.




The Treehouse: this concept was inspired by my short fiction. It uses character design and art direction to communicate Arina and Frendt’s friendship. 

3. Designing Narrative

Game writers may also be “narrative designers”, but the terms are not synonymous. Narrative designers have input in designing the key components of the game that help tell the story: the environment, the world, the gameplay. In larger development teams, they write briefs for the other writers and keep them informed of changes to the gameworld and overarching story.

They keep the vision of the narrative clear over the development cycle (which may be years depending on the project), amid updates, cuts in content, budget constraints and a multitude of story and script iterations.

If a game has levels set in a space station, but it’s now no longer possible to go up into space because the budget won’t allow it, those levels will be cut. The narrative must still make sense. This is where modular storytelling is key – at any point, a level can be cut and the chain must hold together.

They do this by ensuring the narrative is communicated across the development team such as other writers, the artists, level designers and game designers with story documents, flow charts and regular meetings.




The Storm: this concept was made in response to a piece of short fiction about Frendt. It tests how level design, character design and art treatment can convey darker emotions later in the game when Arina and Frendt become separated. 

4. Executing the Narrative

The story in a game is not always the answer to the player’s question: “what do I do?” but it is often the context: “why should I do it?”, and the reward: “why should I keep doing it?”

In The Gardens Between, I’m working with The Voxel Agents to pair the character’s growth with the player’s growth (their understanding of the story and solving of the puzzles). The core themes of this story are friendship and coming to terms with separation. To support the story, the gameplay sees the two main characters separated. The player will play each character individually and see them become more capable.

The story question: will the two characters unite at the end? acts as part of the player’s incentive to finish the game. The Gardens Between has delightful puzzles (free of any time-pressures) and beautiful environments, that encourage slow, meditative gameplay. All of which match the method of storytelling: subtle and unfolding.

For those looking for games with great stories, I recommend these titles:

Her Story: A police procedural game that asks the player to watch and reorder fictional police interviews in order to determine the events and outcome of the case. This makes the game a great example of storytelling because of the way the story unfolds in the player’s mind as they build an understanding of the case.

http://www.herstorygame.com/
Firewatch: The player is Henry, a man who takes a job as a fire lookout not long after his wife develops early-onset dementia. The game uses the idea of being secluded in a stunning national forest, vivid colours, music and interactions with another lookout, Delilah, as the primary way of telling a powerful story. Henry is an ordinary character with complex problems who works with Delilah over walkie-talkie to protect the park and uncover a mystery.

http://www.ign.com/articles/2016/02/08/firewatch-review



Journey tells a story without words. 
Journey: A beautiful story without words, Journey tells story with landscapes, colour, music, small cinematic sequences and gameplay. The player begins as a cloaked figure in the middle of a desert with a large mountain in the distance. The journey to this mountain is emotionally compelling and delightful.

http://thatgamecompany.com/#games/journey/
Gone Home: An adventure game where the player is Kaitlin Greenbriar, a twenty-one year old woman who returns from overseas to her family home only to find the house is empty. The story is wonderful in the way it subtly unfolds by exploring the Greenbriar house, looking at objects and listening to messages left by Kaitlin’s younger sister, Samantha, whose struggles at a new high school and her relationship with her friend Yolanda have caused tension in the family.
https://fullbright.company/gonehome/
http://www.stormthecastle.com/video-game-design/write_a_video_game_script.htm
How to write a video game script

 

Writing a video game script offers a challenge that goes well beyond the normal realm of writing. But it is also something that can be tremendously rewarding in the scope of its creativity. Here are some guidelines and tips for writing a video game script.

 

Today's video games are based in complex worlds and they tell stories. No longer does a player simply advance through repetitive screens slaying goblins and ghouls in a quest toward the goal. A player now expects to progress through a world where there is a rich history and a plethora of decisions to be made. This adds to the complexity of writing a video game script and it also adds to the richness of the creativity involved.

 

The first thing you need to think about is that writing a video game script is that it is not the same as writing a movie script. The two processes are similar and you do write a movie like script for your video game but that is only part of the process. There is a whole host of accompanying materials that you need to write for your game script. Here is an overview of what you need to write and why.

 

Write An Executive overview of the story in prose
This is the most important part of your game script and this is what will sink or float your script. This overview has to tell a compelling and unique story and it should tell the complete story from the opening scene of the game through the major steps all the way to the completion of the game. An overview like this can be almost any size and it would be very easy for this to be ten written pages or more. Remember that today's video games are very complex and the stories can be very complex. This overview is also the most important part of the script. You would shop this to game developers to see if they are interested in developing it into a game.

 

Write a History and Background of the world
Video games are complete worlds and game designers need to know what the world is like and what kind of history it has. This will help the designers to visualize what the world will look like.

 

Create a Flowchart for the entire game - Your game is going to be very complex and there will be many decisions that the player will have to make and each decision opens up a whole new path for the player to take. Creating a flowchart is the best way to keep track of all the possible paths through the game.

 

Create sub-quests and write a prose overview of each quest
Sub quests can be simple or complex but each one is a story in itself and you must tell these stories.

 

Create character descriptions and bios for all the major characters in the game. Game designers need a complete picture of the characters in the game. Many of the non player characters you create will pop up time and time again. And their story is woven deeply into the fabric of your world. You need to describe this relationship in detail to the game designers.

 

Write interactions with non-player characters
Your game will probably involve interaction with non-player characters (NPC's). You should write out the dialogue and flowchart the choices the game player can make. These interactions are often critical to the story and they can take the player on very different paths toward the conclusion of the game.

 

Write Cut scenes - Cut Scenes are short animations or movies that come before or after major plot points in your story. A cut scene should always be written to enhance or describe the story. A cut scene is also a reward given to the player for achieving a major milestone in game play.

 

Writing the actual storyboard script
This is the final step in the whole video game script writing process and it is the most detailed. You do this step last because you need all the supporting materials to understand and describe this correctly. This part is very similar to that of a movie script. You progress through each scene of your story and you detail all the necessary information. Here is an example:

 

Scene 1:
Location: A dark cathedral with stained glass windows. An NPC is kneeling before a stone casket in the center of the main room
Music: background music of an organ playing introduces the scene but subsides
Characters: Main player, NPC named Thomas
Player Goal: Discover the location of the underground lair
Action: Player must initiate discussion with Thomas, upon first contact we activate cut scene (1) where Thomas morphs into a were-creature and summons his were-minions. Main character must battle the were-minions then re-initiate discussion with Thomas.
Flowchart: No decisions made at this point: If battle is completed Thomas reveals the entrance to the underground lair and player advances to that level. If player is defeated in battle revert to death cut scene (11) and move to try again screen.
Notes: Player is locked in the cathedral and there is no exit. The only viable way out is to initiate contact with Thomas. Random were-creatures can be activated if player explores cathedral before talking with NPC.

 

When writing a video game script you have to remember that your primary audience is not the game player but the game developer and what the developer needs is a complete picture of what your game is about. This means that you are not just writing a story but you are creating a world complete with a tone, sounds, characters, story, plot, and subplots. To successfully communicate this to the developer you need to use a whole set of creative tools and this is where video game scripts depart from normal scripts and open up a whole realm of creative possibilities.

Writing a script for a video game

There are two components to writing a script for a video game. There is a Flowchart that lays out the decision making of the game and shows the various logical paths the user can take and there is the prose script that describes what happens.

Let me show you a small example of each. I have written the script for a video game called "The Book of the Dead".
	Writing the Flowchart

Here is an example of the flowchart that lays out the decision making for part of the first chapter:

The flowchart helps the designer understand what happens in the game and what decisions need to be made. See the box in the upper left? "Click on Books Nadia carries"

A Message is displayed "Uncatalogued Books"

The next action available is "Click on Card Catalogue" From here several more options are available.

There is a standard for making flow charts complete with rules for decision making and different kinds of boxes for the different kinds of information. You can just make up your own flow chart. But if you want to learn more there are some great books on the subject of flowcharting.
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Let's take a closer look at the flowchart:
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Writing the script: The script for a video game is very similar to that of a movie. You describe the scenes, plan the dialogue, describe the mood and set the background music. Here is an example of the script from the video game "The Book of the Dead." Go to sample page for script
There are three main points to the written script.

1. Describe the environment; what does everything look like -and what does it feel like?

"Opening Scene: Aerial long shot, dusk
Camera is looking across a river at an old New England city built on the hill along the bank of the river. One building is prominent in view. It is an old granite building with a bell tower on one end and an observatory on the other end. It is large as far as old New England buildings go: four stories high, and the size of a Newport mansion. Camera slowly moves in toward the building as if on a slow moving airplane. An open skylight can be seen in the top of the building. The camera heads directly toward this then enters…"

2. What is the accompanying material? Is there music? Sound effects?
"Soft background music starts at the moment we see Nadia. ("Chopin's Piano Concerto #2")" "Writers note: We will refer to Chopin's Piano Concerto #2 as Nadia's theme."

3. What are the things that are going to happen? What decisions will be made? What rooms or areas are the decisions tied to?

"This chapter allows the player to get familiar with the library and how the game operates. Goal to completing Chapter: Shelf the uncatalogued books in the Tower Room

Programmers notes: There are five important rooms in this chapter:
· The Main Hall

· The Card Catalog room

· The Tower Room

· The Observatory

· The Employee Lounge

Important Items in this chapter:
· Key rack in Main Hall

· Key to Observatory

· Key to Tower Room

· Sofa in Employee lounge

· Books that Nadia Carries

· Locked door to basement

· Desk in Observatory

· Card Catalog"

