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Ask attendees to silence noisemakers
Help CAs defrag the room

Describe talk as a call to action and how-to on sharing your knowledge




● Founder and Creative Director, Pie for 
Breakfast Studios

● Works with museums to showcase games

● Smithsonian American Art Museum 
Arcade 2018 theme: GAME SPACES

● Game design instructor

● Graduate and undergraduate degrees in 
Architecture

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is just a bit about me:
I work with museums on how to showcase games and am working with the Smithsonian this year to highlight level design
I teach game development
2 degrees in Architecture
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I’ve also published 2 books on level design:
An Architectural Approach to Level Design: published in 2014, a book that analyzes game spaces according to principles of real-world architecture and spatial psychology
Level Design: Processes and Experiences: published in 2016, an edited volume of essays by industry professionals, some here with me today, about their work with game worlds. 
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Presentation Notes
But this is not a “book talk” where I summarize the information in the book…



Topics
●Why did I write about level design?
●Topic selection and analysis
●Benefits of sharing techniques
●What I learned by sharing my work

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Instead I’d like to talk about the process of publishing these books and how YOU TOO can and should share your level design processes with the world. 



Why did I write about level design?
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Presentation Notes





Grad school thesis on rule-based 
approaches to design – game design 
and architecture

Studied game worlds as architecture

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Discovered intellectual passion for game design
Integrated game design into my architecture work, culminating in my thesis where I turned architecture into a game and analyzed game worlds as architecture
Beginning of a career path



Image source: Liz England’s 
blog: 
http://www.lizengland.com/bl
og/tag/side-project/

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We need books on level design. There are lots of books about general “game design” but not many others about the other things that contribute to game making. 



Game 
Design

• Probability
• Project 

management
• Game balance
• Systems/dynamics
• Math
• Lots more

Level 
Design

• Architecture
• Perspective
• Composition
• Usage diagrams 

(“heat maps”)
• Movement metrics
• Lots more

Social 
design

Interactivity

Psychology

Pace/flow

Lots
more

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I know that for myself, I’m not always using the same skills when I design game mechanics vs. when I’m working on levels. A lot of designers like to talk about level design as intrinsically part of game design, but I found myself thinking that if I thought of the two as separate but equal – level design had a lot of things to say on its own.



Recognizing industry interest
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Presentation Notes
One of these things was how game worlds could be like great architecture. At conferences and in articles, I saw how a lot of game designers were interested in architecture. With my background, I knew that this was something that I could contribute to the industry. 



Filling in 
knowledge 
gaps

Presenter
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And this is really why I started writing about level design: my grad thesis gave me the insight on how architectural spaces and game spaces were alike. I saw that there was a knowledge gap to fill with level design writing, but I also saw that as we moved towards a world where games were thought of as an artistic medium, architecture could be an important bridge. 



“But what do I talk 
about?”
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Some of you may be saying “that’s great! Let’s go! Uh…how do I get started?”

I want you to ask yourself 3 questions, and think hard about how you’d answer: 



What do I take for granted that isn’t 
documented anywhere?

Presenter
Presentation Notes

Mention #Blocktober



Image source: 
https://www.polygon.com/20
17/10/3/16408922/game-
development-level-design
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This is why the recent #Blocktober hashtag was so popular: gamers and new designers are used to seeing polished products so were excited to see “behind the curtain” at how levels are iterated



What sorts of things have you 
“grokked”, so much that you forgot 

you had to learn it?
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What have I grokked, or what have I mastered or internalized so much that I forgot that I had to learn it at one point?



What other interests or knowledge do 
I have that I bring to my work?

Presenter
Presentation Notes

What other interests do you have that influence or that could be made to influence your work: cooking? Heavy metal? Maybe hiking? 



In-production screenshot of 
Lissitzky’s Revenge

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Several years ago I made an art history game called Lissitzky’s Revenge. In making it, I made design decisions according to theories from art history and graphic design of how graphic elements would overlap and this guided how I arranged level geometry. Each of those areas: art history and graphic design; are their own disciplines with entire libraries of books. Blending fields like these with game art or level design begs for more than just one chapter in a book about making game mechanics. 




“Lenses” 
= 

topics

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Once you’ve answered these questions, break down your approach into their self contained steps or pieces. Each piece is a frame of reference, or “lens”, like those from Jessie Schell’s Art of Game Design. 

For each chapter, article, video, or podcast, your content comes from describing the “lens” and looking at your game and others through it to teach things about design. 



Go on a bibliography 
raid

Presenter
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Another useful thing to do if you need more ideas is to look at the bibliography of books you’re reading or any recommended readings on your favorite designers’ website and check them out yourself. This helps further build that knowledge well that the industry is drawing from. 



Sharing

Presenter
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Next, let’s talk about the benefits of sharing our work



“Can I talk about this without violating NDA?”

“I think there’s a self-policing culture of fear in the industry that prevents us from sharing. I 
think it’s useful to generally chip away at this culture.” ~Joel Burgess

Presenter
Presentation Notes
First, let’s talk about whether you can share. Small-scale and indie developers find this really easy, but in AAA, there’s a worry about violating non-disclosure agreements. This started a great conversation between Joel and myself preparing for this talk, so I pasted a point he made here. 



“Talk like an 
architect”

Presenter
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This could be its own whole talk, but this is my approach: 

In architectural practice, it’s common to talk about design ideas in abstract terms or as though they are general “laws” of design. This way, design ideas are implemented in and adapted to individual projects rather than inherently tied to them. Architects look at the work of other architects very frequently and sketch design ideas they see in previous works as inspiration for their own works. 



● Describe concepts in generally 
applicable ways

● Not specific engines or genres

● Sketch ideas without content that 
identifies your game

● Find examples in released games
● Helps also build the “canon” of 

great levels

● Create new “example props” or 
use work from released games for 
when you need visuals

Presenter
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The idea is that you want to develop a “design language” and discuss how it can be used in projects that other developers are working on, not just how it was used in your game. Something like: “dim lighting increasing player curiosity” is an idea that transcends genre, engine, or game. If you focus on ideas like this rather than treating design writing as a tutorial or postmortem, then you can avoid identifying material whose secrecy you are responsible for. You can also talk about how these ideas are used in already released popular games, which helps build a “canon” of game levels for new designers to learn from. 



More sharing 
= 

design history 
=

more knowledge

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The benefit of sharing though, is really simple: more sharing equals more knowledge. 
I love this book’s cover because it illustrates this idea very well: this Georgian style building is influenced by Greek temple architecture, which is a “ghost” behind it.
It’s almost a question of art preservation: if great art disappears or isn’t written about then it can’t influence other great works of art. 
Your levels, and those from the games you play, are great works of art, so talk about them! 





What I’ve learned by writing about 
level design

Presenter
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So what have I learned by sharing my ideas about level design?



“Who am I to write a book?”

You’re the person who chooses to write.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The first and I’d say most important is how to deal with imposter syndrome. Throughout writing Architectural Approach I wondered who I was that I should be writing this and why anyone would want to listen to me when there are level design rock stars out there. 

Then I realized that some of those rock stars may not be writing, and I was the one who chose to open Word. It later turned out that many of those same rock stars became fans of my book! 



The publishing process
1. Make an outline of your idea
2. Contact a publisher by writing to an Acquisitions Editor in charge of your topic area 

(game design, computers, design)
3. Submit a proposal form including list of similar books
4. TYPE ALL THE THINGS
5. “Developmental edit” – putting the content in a good order

1. Maybe also a technical edit if the book involves software

6. Copy edit – checking grammar, language
7. Production edit – Checking the final page proofs
8. BOOK!

Presenter
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I learned the publishing process! I’m not going to read through this whole thing, but in summary you submit your idea to an editor in charge of finding new books at a publisher, then work with them to develop an outline that provides something different than what’s already on the market. 

You write your manuscript and give it to your editors who will help you arrange your content and check it for grammar. After the text is put into the final layout, printed, and you have a book! 



Publisher vs. Free
● Publishers… 

● are great when you want others to handle marketing, production, and 
outreach

● have an air of “legitimacy” because there is an approval process
● make a thing that hides behind a pay wall
● own your manuscript

● Free…
● lets you share your ideas with everyone 
● gives you potentially viral outreach
● doesn’t give you a team of editors to help you speak good
● you have to prove your own legitimacy and do your own marketing

well

Presenter
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I learned how to choose the best release method for content (also not going to read all of this)
Publishers are great because they do lots of things for you but your work becomes part of their business model.
Putting it out on the internet for free lets you reach lots of people, regardless of their ability to pay for content, but lacks the systems of checks that may lead to a more polished product. 



Making a famous game is not the only 
way to make a positive impact on the 

industry.

Presenter
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The other most important thing, though, is that I learned that there are other ways besides making a famous game to make a positive impact in the industry. 

We have a culture that pressures us to make games with lots of critical or commercial success and it’s easy to forget that sharing knowledge has benefits. Not only might you get to speak at wonderful events like this, you also help others make their work better. 



Image source: 
https://thirdcoastreview.com/
2018/02/02/bit-bash-
interactive-influence/

Presenter
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I’ve learned a lot by sharing my work, but I can’t do it alone. There are many stories and many experiences that are not mine out there, and they can all impact how we view game worlds. Today I’m issuing a call to action: take what we’re doing here and use it to build a library of knowledge about level design. Make this knowledge sharable by the masses so we can all make better and more diverse game spaces that rival the most beautiful houses, the most iconic skyscrapers, and the most sublime cathedrals. 



Thank you
Christopher Totten
E-mail: ctotten@pfbstudios.com
Twitter: @totter87
Company: PFBStudios.com
Personal: ChrisTotten3D.com
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Thank you
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