
Integrating Narrative and Design: 
A Portal Post-Mortem

KIM SWIFT and ERIK WOLPAW, VALVE

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Speech Information:
Length: 40 minute lecture, 20 minutes for questions
Target Audience: Various GDC people
Kim Swift: Hi, my name is Kim Swift and I was the project lead and a level designer on Portal.
Erik Wolpaw:I’m Erik Wolpaw, I was the lead writer on Portal.
Kim: We’re going to talk a little bit about our experience making Portal, and hopefully give you some insight into methods we found useful for integrating story and gameplay.



SPOILER ALERT!!

Leave the room now if you hate spoilers

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim Swift: Since this is a postmortem we're going to be talking about particular sections of Portal. So, spoilers ahead.



Topics

Why Should You Care?
Our Narrative Philosophy
Our Development Process

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik: Here’s what we plan to cover today:

1) Why should you care about the words coming out of our mouths?
2) Our narrative philosophy and our theory on the interaction between narrative and gameplay. 
3) Examples of how we implemented our theories in Portal.



Why Should You Care?

Why should you care about Portal?
• We had a small team.
• Portal has been both a critical and commercial success for 

Valve.
• After all is said and done and we don't have any regrets.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim:
Why Should You Care:

We had a very small team with, generally speaking, 10 people working on it throughout most of Portal’s development. To our shock and amazement, the game has been really popular, despite it being pretty unorthodox. 

When all was said and done we don’t have any regrets.



Why Should You Care?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim: 

Unlike this guy.



Why Should You Care?

Why should you care about how we integrated 
narrative and design?
• By itself, the story wouldn’t make much of a novel.
• The gameplay on its own would be dry.
• The tight integration of our story and gameplay resonated 

with people.
• Team size imposed constraints on our design choices.
• Our design methods:

• Low impact on both our time and energy budgets.
• Helped creatively sidestep our constraints.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
KIM:
By itself, our story wouldn’t make much of a novel.  If you separate out our gameplay, you’d end up with an okay game, but it'd be a bit dry. It’d be a race to see which one would fail fastest on its own. But because both the gameplay and story are so tightly integrated, the game as a whole has a much greater impact. 

Erik: The method we used to develop our story was low impact on both our time and energy budgets; this was really important since we had a small team. In many ways, our narrative as a whole and some of the most memorable parts of the game developed as way to creatively sidestep our constraints.

For instance, the fact that GLaDOS was a disembodied voice for most of the game is because we didn’t have enough artists to construct and animate a robot that players would see all the time. So we went for the path of least resistance to find ourselves an antagonist.



Our Narrative Philosophy

Delta Theory
• Two Stories

• Story-story
• Gameplay story

• Lowering the delta will make your story more 
satisfying.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik Wolpaw: Games tell two stories. The story story – the narrative story that's the sum total of a game's cutscenes and dialog and the gameplay story-- the story described by the actions the player takes in the game world. The closer these two stories are to each other – the more satisfying your game will be. That’s the theory, at least.



Our Narrative Philosophy

Games with a high story delta:

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik: There are a bunch of games that I think suffer because of the high delta between the gameplay story and the story-story. I just want to mention one example. And just so nobody gets mad, I’m gonna use an older game that I actually like a lot.




Our Narrative Philosophy

Games with a high story delta:
• Clive Barker’s Undying

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik:  Clive Barker’s Undying. It’s an example of a good game that suffers from an disappointing disconnect between game and story. 

Undying is a really terrific game. And regardless of whether his books are necessarily to your taste, Clive Barker is a talented professional writer who actually sounds like he cares a lot about the games he makes. 

But, again, somewhere in the development process, there appears to have been a fundamental disconnect between what Clive Barker thought was going to happen in the game and what actually happened in the game.



Our Narrative Philosophy

Games with a high story delta:
• Clive Barker’s Undying

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik:  In the game, you’re a World War 1 veteran who gets summoned to the palatial estate of one of your war buddies to investigate this sort of a supernatural curse that’s being caused by a stonehenge like arrangement of supernatural rocks. The game stops a lot to play scenes like this one where you calmly interview the staff. 



Our Narrative Philosophy

Games with a high story delta:
• Clive Barker’s Undying

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik:  During all of this, you never just grab the help by their aprons and scream “There are monsters in the house killing everyone! RUN!” The game’s two stories completely make no sense when you smoosh them up against each other. And Undying is the first time I remember this problem affecting my enjoyment of an otherwise good game. 



Our Narrative Philosophy

Portal Narrative Design Goals
• “Story” story must never intrude on “Gameplay” story
• Less is more
• Be ruthless about trimming narrative fat

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik:  So, with all that in mind, the fundamental design principle behind Portal’s narrative was that the story-story never, ever intrude on or contradict the player’s “gameplay” story. And we were ruthless about it. Less was always, always more. We trimmed the narrative fat, tightened our belts, and then trimmed even more fat. Portal was going to be a lean, mean storytelling machine.



Our Process

Playtesting
Reflecting Story in Your Environment
Evolve Narrative Out of Gameplay
Evolve Gameplay Out of Narrative

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim: So enough about what we “feel” about games, let’s talk about the practical application of our feelings:



Playtesting

Important to Narrative and Gameplay
• Watch your playtests
• Find out what your players actually want

• Adjust gameplay to what players look like they need.
• Adjust story to enhance what players are already feeling.

• Keeps you objective
• Watching a playtest exposes what isn’t working.
• If players can’t recall the story, it isn’t working.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim:FIND OUT WHAT PLAYERS WANT
Playtesting was extremely important to both our gameplay and our story. When we had someone play our game, we didn’t just leave them be and then have them fill out a questionnaire afterward. We watched them play, and it yielded all sorts of valuable information.

We adjusted our gameplay to what players looked like they needed. Whether it was more training, new gameplay elements, etc.

The basic outline of Portal’s story was in place from early on in development: Start off as some sort of prisoner, escape, then confront whoever was running the prison. This three beat framework guided the design of both the gameplay and the narrative. 

Playtests helped further refine the narrative. We adjusted the story to accentuate what players were experiencing. A lot of good ideas emerged from trying to craft story points, environmental details, and dialog that enhanced the emotions we saw players exhibiting during various parts of the game.

Erik: Watching playtests kept us on track to what needed to be done on our end both in terms of gameplay and story. This made it clear what the team needed to do with our exposition/dialogue, whether it was to add more, move the ordering around, or cut things. One big rule we had was that if playtesters couldn't relate the game's entire story back to us after they'd finished a playtest, it was a clear indication that they weren't interested in the story. That meant we had to further tune it, usually by cutting some seemingly essential piece of turgid exposition.






Playtesting

Playtest Early & Often

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim:
Another thing: playtest early and often. This is on of Valve’s core design philosophies, and it works.
This is a before and after picture of the first room in our game. As the player, you wake up in that caged in area in the center of the room.
We began playtesting this area the first week we started the project. We had portals barely hacked together to semi-function and this was the first room I had ever built using Hammer, our level editor.
Already, though, we were making better decisions about our designs. For instance, as you can see in the first picture we were using these insubstantial shimmery beams to represent the bounds of the cage. Our first couple of playtesters couldn’t tell why they couldn’t move through them, so we changed over to glass instead
In addition to our gameplay and narrative, playtesting helped our art design a great deal. We found that cleaner, sterile environments were more compatible with Portal’s gameplay.






Playtesting

Advice!
• Writing a funny game?

• God help you
• Tough guy dialog is endlessly macho
• Funny dialog is funny once

• Maybe

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik Wolpaw: I’m gonna digress here for a minute. Though, this digression does involve playtesting. If you're planning to write or God help you, are currently writing a funny game, here's the best advice you're going to get at GDC. 

Erik Wolpaw: If you're writing tough guy dialog for space marines, it's just as macho the 50th time you hear it as it is the 1st time. 

Erik: Unfortunately, funny dialog is funny once. If you’re lucky.




Playtesting

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A few years ago, I cowrote a game called Psychonauts with Tim Schafer. On Psychonauts, we all sat in one big room. As development progressed, the same lines would play over and over and over again out of fifty monitors to grim, stony silence. It was depressing torture. For me. Tim, wisely, sat in a private room where he couldn’t hear the stony silence. Though he probably had his own problems.



Playtesting

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik Wolpaw: Trust your instincts on the first pass, remember how people reacted initially and don't despair. That's part one of the advice: don't despair. Because a choking black cloud of despair is gonna plague your every waking moment for the entire span of however many years it takes to give painful birth to your light, funny game.



Playtesting

The Advice
• Trust your instincts
• Remember initial reactions
• Don’t despair
• Playtest!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik: Seriously, in my experience, writing a funny game is one of the most depressing activities you can do. I’m gonna plug playtesting again, because playtesting is a comedy writer’s greatest tool in the not despairing toolbox. Playtesting lets you regularly observe a fresh pair of ears on the material. 




Reflecting Story in Your Environment

Embed exposition in the environment
• Unless it’s in emails or voice recorders
• Be creative!

• Easy to say
• Apply a rule set
• Be ruthless about the rules

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik Wolpaw: Okay, back on topic. One of the best ways we found to unobtrusively deliver story was to embed exposition in the environment. We did have a rule, though, which was we weren’t allowed to embed exposition in voice recorders or emails. I read an email this morning, and it wasn’t exciting. 

Be creative. I know, it's easy to say “be creative”. One trick that worked out well for us is to apply a rule set to being creative. We discovered that if we forced ourselves to make a choice between concocting an at least mildly novel mechanism for environmental exposition or cutting our precious, clever backstory altogether, it was surprising how creative we  get in a big hurry.



Reflecting Story in Your Environment

What we did
• Wall scribblings in the behind-the-scenes areas
• Quick, easy, and effective

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim Swift: In Portal, we accomplished this by having wall scribblings on the walls in the behind the scenes areas. Making these areas only took a couple days, but they made a big impact.




Reflecting Story in Your Environment

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim:  I put myself in the position of our characters. What would they do? In this case, we invented a character who was a fellow escaped test subject. 

Originally we wanted to make this character someone that you would eventually come across, but we didn’t have the time or the number of people to make that work. 

So instead of letting all of our backstory go to waste, we decided to manifest our “Ratman” here in these rooms.




Reflecting Story in Your Environment

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim Swift: So essentially I asked myself, if I were a person trapped inside an insidious facility run by a homicidal robotic AI bent on my destruction, what would I do to pass the time?



Evolve Narrative Out of Gameplay

Write to enhance what playtesters are feeling
Keep the story wet
Don’t get too attached to anything

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik: Back to delta theory: The best way we found to reduce the delta was to keep the story wet. As I said, let it evolve out of what the player is experiencing. Write to enhance what the player is naturally feeling during playtests.



Example -- Weighted Companion Cube

The Plan
• Box Marathon Level
• Long level with the box, in the end put the box on a button.

Take One
• Moving lift obstacle course over a goo-pit.
• Players would destroy the box, and had to go back.
• Frustrating and annoying.
• Back to the drawing board.

Take Two
• Remove the lifts and the goo pit!
• Gameplay events where having the box is necessary.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim Swift: The WCC is a perfect example of how we grew narrative out of our gameplay. So I’m going to approach the explanation from how we designed the level.

Kim Swift: We sat down together one day as a group and decided that we wanted to create what we dubbed the box marathon level, where you would have to carry the box around with you to accomplish several tasks. This was purely a gameplay device.

Kim Swift: In the first incarnation of this map, you had to take your box with you on a moving lift obstacle course similar to the final test chamber. At the end of the map you had to put the box on a button.

Kim Swift: We decided that this wasn't the best way to go because not only did people keep dropping the box in the goo and have to go back to the beginning of the map, but our playtesters didn’t get attached enough to their box. They’d usually just forget about it and toss it somewhere to rot.

Kim Swift: So, on our second attempt we got rid of the goo so you could never destroy your box and added more gameplay events where having your box is necessary. 



Example -- Weighted Companion Cube

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim Swift: So adding little mini-puzzles like these along the way that the player needs the box for helped quite a bit. Sadly, we were still having some problems with players forgetting to take their box with them only to have to backtrack to go pick it up again.




Example -- Weighted Companion Cube

Take Two
• Gameplay events
• Always see the button.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim Swift: So we also altered the shape of the room so that the button at the end of the level is almost always in sight to remind the player that there's something else they need to box for.



Example -- Weighted Companion Cube

Take Two
• Gameplay
• Always see the button.
• Still needed something else... 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim Swift: We found that these things made most of our players take their box with them but there were still quite a few people that weren't getting attached enough to lug it with them everywhere.



Example -- Weighted Companion Cube

Erik to the Rescue!!
• Try to hint using the environment.
• When all else fails great dialogue is an excellent hint.
• It worked!!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim Swift: Though most of the time we try to drop as many hints as we can in the map first such as lighting, signage, etc. Sometimes it’s just not enough and that’s when the GLaDOS dialogue can really come in handy. So we asked Erik to write up some dialogue to remind players that the box is important and that you might want to bring it with you.

Erik: I had been reading some declassified government interrogation manuals. According to the guys who wrote one of the manual, one of the common psychological effects of solitude is an attachment to inanimate objects. Since Portal player’s are alone for the entire game, I figured a little prompting might help them bond with the cube.

Kim Swift: After we added this, absolutely no one seemed to ever forget their box.




Example -- Weighted Companion Cube

A Whole Lotta Love
• And the afterthought.
• Sometimes goofy ideas tend out to be really good ones.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim Swift: As an afterthought we added pink hearts to the side of this cube in order to cue back to the dialogue that this box was special. After all, it is the Weighted Companion Cube.



Piece D’Resistance

Incineration Station – Boss Battle Training
• Why it worked!

• Perfect Training Location.
• More Satisfying Level Ending.
• Players Learn Better When Not Stressed.
• Revenge!

• Example of gameplay influencing story, which then 
influenced the gameplay.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim Swift: And finally came the incineration of your weighted friend. This was one of those happy coincidences that was almost serendipitous.

Kim Swift: We had finished up this level and had simultaneously been working on our final boss battle. We settled on having to incinerate parts of GLaDOS but we hadn’t trained the player on how to use the incinerator. This left our players pretty confused and they wouldn’t really pay attention to the incinerator and just thrash around. We knew that we had to introduce some training and we knew exactly where to put it.

Erik: Before we added the incinerator mechanic to the GLaDOS boss battle, you just sort of abandoned the companion cube at the end of the box marathon chamber. It was kind of sad, but mostly it was just anti-climactic. Adding the incinerator not only trained players for the final battle, it made the narrative a whole lot stronger.. 

Kim Swift: Also, our players were trained in a non-stressful situation on how to operate the incinerator. We discovered players learn much better without any pressure, not just a little bit like A LOT.

Erik Wolpaw: This pretty much cemented in people’s minds that the WCC was significant.

Kim Swift: It also gave the section of the game a satisfying sense of irony since at the end of the game you incinerate GLaDOS the same way you incinerate your “best friend.”

Erik: The whole companion cube saga was a great example of gameplay influencing story, which then turned around and influenced the gameplay



Evolve Gameplay Out of Narrative

Sometimes, gameplay isn’t enough
• For instance, the original ending of Portal
• We were surprised, too

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik: Like I said earlier, we were utterly ruthless about cutting as much exposition as possible, and then delivering what was left on the fly. If playtesters couldn't relate the game's entire story back to us after they'd finished a playtest, it was a clear indication that they weren't interested in the story. And that meant we had to further tune it. That said, as development progressed, we discovered that gameplay alone wasn’t providing playtesters with a satisfying conclusion. 



GLaDOS Battle

What does a Portal boss battle look like?
• Obvious conclusion: A complex puzzle

• Results: Pain
• Other attempts:

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim Swift: The final battle was probably the biggest obstacles in the production of Portal. We knew what a boss battle in a first person shooter should look like. But Portal isn’t a shooter. What in the world would the boss-battle for a bizarre first person puzzle game look like?

Erik Wolpaw: The first thing we thought was that a puzzle game Boss monster should be a deviously complex puzzle.

Kim Swift: And that simple, obvious, sort of innocuous sounding assumption led to a whole lot of pain and suffering. And a lot of very complex puzzle boss designs, none of which were very fun. 



GLaDOS Battle – Attempt One

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim Swift: One of the first things we tried were James Bond Style Lasers that would follow the player around trying to fry them. 



GLaDOS Battle – Attempt One

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim:  Here’s a picture of one of our training maps with a James Bond Style laser. See that weird orange things stuck in that glass wall? You’d have to redirect the laser with your portals to hit that orange thing which will destruct, and then you can portal over to the next section.





GLaDOS Battle – Attempt One

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim:  Which later on you’d figure out is some sort of plug supplying GLaDOS. Yes, GLaDOS used to be a giant squiggly cube. 

Anyways, you’d have to blast all of these plugs off of GLaDOS by redirecting the laser at her. After a few tries with this, we went back to the drawing board and decided that rockets would be better.




GLaDOS Battle – Attempt One

Conclusion
• Lasers = Bad

• Boring to dodge
• Difficult to aim
• Hard to tell if you’re hit

• Abandoned in favor of rockets.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim: After a few tries with this, we went back to the drawing board and decided that rockets would be better.



GLaDOS Battle – Attempt Two

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim: Another one of the solutions we tried while working on the boss battle was a Portal combat type of situation. It was what our more hardcore first person shooter players were asking for, so we tried something a bit more intense.



GLaDOS Battle – Attempt Two

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim: This is a picture of a room that’s actually in the game as it shipped. 



GLaDOS Battle – Attempt Two

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim: This is what the room originally looked like. Note that this is GLaDOS in her giant-cube-of-rollermines phase. Like the boss battle we actually shipped, you’d have to hit GLaDOS by redirecting a rocket at her with portals.




GLaDOS Battle – Attempt Two

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim: Once you’d hit her, she’d rise up to the top of the room like this and then all of the little turret pillboxes would pop open. Once again you’d have to hit GLaDOS with a rocket, but this time you’d have to dodge around the rocket launcher and the turrets.




GLaDOS Battle – Attempt Two

Conclusion:
• High Intensity = Bad

• No one paid attention to GLaDOS
• Alienated people who liked the slower-paced, cerebral nature 

of Portal

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik: This didn’t work. Players were getting hit from behind with the turrets and rockets that would find out how to hit you through a portal. People weren’t paying attention to GLaDOS because they were being shot all the time. And though some of our more hardcore playtesters were wringing some fun out of it, we ended up alienating a lot of people who enjoyed Portal because it was more cerebral. They ended the game frustrated and disappointed. Not the sort of sentiment we wanted to send our players out the door with.



GLaDOS Battle – Attempt Three

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim: Another thing we attempted was to have a section where you would have to chase down GLaDOS which wasn’t particularly fun either. People would seem to lose track of her and didn’t particularly feel like chasing her down. This was also too high budget for us to do, so back to the drawing board.



GLaDOS Battle – Attempt Three

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim: As a continuation of the previous section, we made it so GLaDOS would run away from you and you’d have to follow her. She’d zoom up and down this hallway that you could get to by flinging a couple times. The pacing of this section was completely off and most people didn’t really see where she went, so rather than it being a chase scene, it was just our playtesters bumbling around until they found a place they hadn’t been before.



GLaDOS Battle – Attempt Three

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim: After finally getting up to the ledge that GLaDOS flew to, we wanted to make it seem like she lured you into a trap. So as you would walk down this hallway there’d be a series of pistons that would punch through the walls attempting to squish you and turrets that would drop from the ceiling.




GLaDOS Battle – Attempt Three

Conclusion:
• Chase Scene = Bad

• Bad pacing
• Poor communication with player
• Too many art assets
• Badly balanced gameplay

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik: We eventually abandoned this idea because we couldn’t come up with a good way to communicate to the player that GLaDOS was actually the one triggering the pistons to come in at you without adding a bunch of art assets. We also couldn’t find a good way to make this section feel intense, without being completely unfair. So in the trash it went.



GLaDOS Battle

Complex Boss Battle
• Nope.
• The more complex, the longer players would take, resulting 

in bad pacing.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim: In conclusion: Puzzle neither complexity nor high gameplay intensity worked. The more complex the actions we made our players take, the longer players would stand around just staring trying to figure things out. It was anticlimactic and not fun.



GLaDOS Battle – Final Attempt

Complex Boss Battle
• Nope.
• The more complex, the longer players would take, resulting 

in bad pacing.

What now?
• We’re screwed.
• Playtesting to the rescue!
• The Fire Pit

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik: So after quite a few efforts at leaning heavily on gameplay, we still weren’t able to find a good ending. One thing we did notice in the feedback from playtesters is that they felt the most climactic part of the game was the fire pit.



GLaDOS Battle – Final Attempt

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik: The “fire pit” occurs about ¾ of the way through the game. The official testing is apparently over, and, as GLaDOS congratulates you on finishing the course, you slide into a seemingly inescapable lake of fire. By placing a few portals, however, you can escape into the off-limits, behind-the-scenes area of the labs, which starts the final section of the game. What was so interesting about this section was that players kept telling us that this area was the most intense in the game. So we set about dissecting what it was about this moment that players found so intriguing.





GLaDOS Battle – Final Attempt

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik: From our perspective, it didn’t really make any sense. Playtesters repeatedly said things like, “That puzzle was so hard!” And our general reaction was: “What?!”



GLaDOS Battle – Final Attempt

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik: When you break it down, the puzzle is as basic as you can get. Place one portal where you can jump in, place the other portal on the safe area and TA-DA! Simple. But playtesters uniformly felt that this simple puzzle was both climactic and incredibly satisfying.






GLaDOS Battle – Final Attempt

What made the Fire Pit climactic?
• Time Pressure
• Visual Impact
• High Drama
• Easy Puzzle

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim: After mulling this over a bit here’s what we figured was interesting our players so much:

Time Pressure:
So what does this mean? Our consensus was that time pressure makes people think something is a lot more difficult and intense than it actually is.

Visual Impact:
As far as visual impact goes, you can’t really go wrong with standing on a platform going straight into a fire pit. It’s something that our players hadn’t seen before in Portal and well being on fire is a scary thought.

Erik: High Drama
This was a very dramatic point in the game. GLaDOS is deliberately trying to kill you, and as a reward for thwarting her attempt you’re able to break free from the test chambers and assert some control over your destiny.

Low Key Puzzle:
The fire pit was an incredibly simple puzzle, but because of all the factors stated above, it was actually better to scale back the gameplay and just let the player absorb the moment.




GLaDOS Battle – Final Attempt

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim: This is an overview of the level that we actually shipped. You can see GLaDOS there, the rocket launcher is off to the side. And on the far end there is the incinerator which is activated with a switch inside that little hut.

Kim: You redirect the rockets at GLaDOS which knocks down the personality spheres. Then you dump them in the incinerator. Done. 



GLaDOS Battle – Time Pressure

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik: We got to this ending by translating the four lessons we learned from the fire pit. 

Erik: We knew we needed time pressure, so we decided that we’d have a timer and at the end something would kill you.

Erik: Eventually we settled on having a “neurotoxin” kill the player because it was low impact, resource-wise, to make a green particle system.



GLaDOS Battle – Visual Impact

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim: Visual Impact

On the right side of the slide you can see a bit of concept art for GLaDOS and on the left what the actual room ended up looking like.

The room was deliberately laid out with GLaDOS taking center stage and everything in the room directing your attention towards her. After all this time listening to her taunting you, you finally get to meet her. This room looks like no other and gives the player a sense of accomplishment.





GLaDOS Battle – High Drama

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik: High Narrative Point:

One of the key benefits of the timer was that I had a finite amount of time to fill with dialog. I just had to write six minutes of decent dialog, as opposed to the timerless version which required infinity minutes of dialog.

Giving the player a dramatic high was a wiser course of action than having the player go through a long drawn out difficult puzzle, which never gave playtesters a satisfying sense of dramatic closure.



GLaDOS Battle – Easy Puzzle

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim:

Easy Puzzle:

Even though Portal is at heart a puzzle game, the fact that the more complicated the puzzle the longer it takes didn’t make our ending dramatic. To make things more dramatic you often have to add time pressure and adding time pressure panics players and they have more of a frustrating time completing the puzzle. Gameplay definitely needed to be dialed back here.

From our perspective, it was much better to have an easy puzzle because it allowed the player time to absorb the atmosphere and kick back to listen to GLaDOS ramble away. And honestly, nothing is more frustrating then getting to the finale of a game and not being able to beat the boss to see the ending. Which in our case we wanted everyone to see, or rather hear.




The End

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Kim: One of our goals was to have people leave the game not just satisfied but genuinely happy.

Erik: So we compiled a list of what makes people happy. And then we made a list of things that could potentially be in our game. And then we used excel to build a pivot table that calculated the crossover of those two lists, and “catchy song” kind of floated to the top. This is Jonathan Coulton who wrote the ending song of Portal.

Kim: Again, though, a lot of this came out of our constraints. We wanted to wrap up the story and give you some more insight into GLaDOS’s character, all without having to invest resources that we frankly didn’t have into building an epic finale. The cost to happiness ratio of playing a song over some scrolling text turned out to be incredibly high. 



Take Away Slide

Embrace your constraints as fuel for creativity.
Have Faith!
• In your writing
• In the skills of your team
• Playtest, playtest, playtest

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Erik: The point is: Embrace your constraints as fuel for creativity.

Kim:

Have faith in your writing and creativity, have faith in the skills of your team, and have faith in your crazy ideas. Make sure to not skimp on the playtests, and playtest early and often. The feedback you’ll receive will absolutely, positively help you craft a more satisfying player experience. 




Questions? Comments?
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