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Uh, who are you and why do I care?

Nate Austin, lead programmer of Wildermyth

● RPG of the Year (PC Gamer)
● 87 on Metacritic (Feb. 2022)
● Overwhelmingly Positive on Steam
● Nebula Nominated for Game Writing

Wildermyth’s design intent:

● Generate compelling characters
● Invite the player to care about them



Ok, so what are we going to talk about?

Creating emotional attachment to procgen heroes!

What Pulls Us In

● Generating potentially interesting 
characters

● Designing for emergence that 
strengthens characters

What Pushes Us Away

● Handful of pitfalls we identified and try 
to avoid



Alright, so what makes a good ensemble character?

Not the same as “what makes a good 
character!”

Look to other forms of fiction:

● Memorable name
● Cares about something
● Personality / quirks
● Visually distinct / iconic
● Good at something
● Relatable
● Not TOO strong

Good Bad

Hero’s Journey

Why Bad

Chosen One

Too weak & Hero’s Journey
Too strong!!

Chosen One & too strong



So I guess let’s talk about names? Is this interesting?

Names are Incredibly Important

● Pronounceable
● Interpetable gender (most of 

the time)
● Fit into a cultural space
● Distinct and memorable
● Hint at a story
● Tell us about the character

Consider: Barlox Spidermusk



What went wrong? What did you learn?

One bad name ruins ten good ones

● Consistency is more important 
than variety

● Weed out fragments or formulas 
that cause failures, even if they’re 
rare

● Mix techniques so they don’t all 
feel the same

● Cheat (lists of predefined first 
names, surnames)

● If it’s on the edge, it’s bad!



Ah, “history.” You know nobody reads that, right?

Good history lines are specific 
and personal

● Where are they coming from?
● What’s something notable to 

them from their past?
● What do they care about?

(Good ensemble characters need 
all these)



So what went wrong?

Hooks are a mess

● Should have been “plot” oriented 
instead of story-role oriented

● Are not as impactful as we 
wanted them to be

● Can conflict with personalities

Think about how you want to drive 
gameplay from history



Other lessons from history?

We did a few iterations on it!

● As the tone of the game evolved, 
history lines didn’t quite keep up

● Showing 3 lines as 1 block was a 
big improvement

● Prime stat variation creates 
perverse incentives when rolling 
characters :-/



So what else is generated? Personalities? What’s that mean?



But what does that mean? How do personalities work?

Oh hey, Wildermyth has kind of a lot of writing?

● Events feature heroes
● Heroes talk like themselves most 

of the time
● All this is written by hand
● Library of Plays!



Wait, what’s the Library of Plays?

The Library of Plays

● Each event is a “play”
● Each play has a cast that it needs
● Roles have requirements and 

scoring functions
● Roles are matched in order (targets)
● Pick randomly from all the possible 

plays
● Actors bring their identities and 

personalities to the role (splits, 
dynamic writing)

● Layers make the magic work!



Can I see some examples?



One more please?



Are we still talking about personality stats? What did you learn?

So many things!

● Players only care about 1 or 2 per hero
● It’s hard to be consistent, you have to be 

very thorough
● Need to actually write 11-way 

personality splits
● Need nested tags
● Need better tools!!



About those tool improvements?

Tools got SO MUCH BETTER

● Visual Editor
● Nested Tags
● Bespoke Splits
● Error reporting
● Status Bar for cursor
● Auto-backup and crash recovery
● Syntax highlighting
● Tooltips
● Autocomplete
● Manual and Smart role matching
● Compose Panel controls (edit all 

actors)
● Move/Scale all with mouse



So what are we looking at here?

● Visual Editor
● Nested Tags
● Status Bar for cursor
● Syntax highlighting
● Tooltips
● Autocomplete
● Error reporting



So what are we looking at here?

● Compose Panel controls (edit all actors) ● Manual and Smart role matching



Lessons from the tools?

Invest in tools, but procrastinate

● Be sure you have a real need
● Do it the bad way for a while first 

so you know what you need
● Get involved in content creation, 

empathy is critical!
● Tools improved content quality, 

but generally didn’t speed us up.



Ok but we’re getting o f track. Compelling Characters?

Let’s talk about VISUALS
Concepts

Rig 1

Rig 2 (still not final)



Why are facial expressions important?

Knowing how characters feel is 
critical in fiction

● Seeing a face is a shortcut to 
feeling the emotion (because 
mirror neurons probably?)

● We ended up with 17 
expressions

● Reaction shots are great for 
hammering it home

Programmer-
art mockup:



What did you learn?

● Lean in to “charming”
● Don’t use the sad face
● Draw more neutral faces 

(interested, grim)
● Subtle expressions are the most 

useful.
● Some personalities gravitate 

towards or away from certain 
faces

← Nobody likes this guy.
    Great movie though!



So now what happens?

We now have characters that it’s 
POSSIBLE to care about.

And this is when the player steps in, 
and EMERGENCE takes over from 
GENERATION.



We need to talk about our relationship.

We keep it simple

● Romance, Rivalry, Friendship
● Personality stats determine 

compatibility
● Pick one, it grows over time
● Player choices in events can 

override type
● Relationships don’t go down (not 

fun.)



So how do relationships actually work?

There are a number of benefits!

● Combat Buffs
○ Lover’s Vengeance
○ Got your Back
○ Oh Yeah, Watch This!

● Marriage!
● Kids!
● Special Events!
● Special handling in text, all over 

the place!



And what have you learned from all of these relationships?

Players CARE (about romance).

● Romance-related material is 
popular and highly requested.

● Just knowing that two heroes are 
dating instantly humanizes both 
of them, AND creates an 
imagined party dynamic with the 
third hero.

● People want love triangles, etc., 
but our game isn’t well set up for 
that



Aging is a good thing?

Aging characters is POWERFUL!

● Not just about having some 
older folks around

● It makes you see the character 
differently

● Players don’t want their PCs to 
age! But it’s really important.

● Bittersweet

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1ACEaLGWdK5H_gZU1aN7hZZN5tGiyO06R/preview


So how does it go over?

Aging works, but players don’t like it

● Some players really hate it
● It’s REALLY HARD to make 

retirement feel good
● Legacy system helps a lot here
● Most games don’t tell stories 

about growing old, so it feels 
novel.



What’s the deal with children?

We don’t do very much with them TBH

● Generate as-needed rather than at 
birth (unsatisfying)

● Get last name and looks from parents
● (Some) events take them into account
● Players want family trees. Maybe 

some day.



How can you make injuries feel good?

Real Risk is a great benefit of Procgen!

● Injuries differentiate characters
● Overcoming them feels great
● Important that it’s possible to 

recover
● Also important not to erase the 

injury!
● Was hard to balance!



What are transformations?



How do transformations work?

Granularly!

● Integrates with maiming system
● Events give you themes
● Replace lost limbs

● Mix and match pieces
● Affects combat!



What did you learn about transformations?

They’re a pillar of our character 
progression

● Always a choice
(even if a mortal choice)

● They’re relevant in combat
● Perverse incentive to maim hero 

-> advance during interval

♫ “All Star” by Smash Mouth plays ♫



What kind of basic stu f?

Gear and Abilities are driven by 
player choices

● All choices are permanent
● No trading gear! No inventory!
● Ability choices are randomized so 

you can’t always build the same

Many players don’t like these decisions, 
but they are super important to us.



Didn’t we talk about storytelling earlier?

CHARACTER FOCUSED STORIES

● Players don’t care about the plot, 
they care about the heroes.

● Show us how the HEROES care 
about the plot.

● Never lore dump
● Hey we can’t do one big plot 

anyway, because remember the 
Library of Plays? Random events!



Do you have a rant for combat integration, too?

Players focus on power

● If it affects combat, it’s important
● If players don’t notice it, it’s not 

important
● We want the stories, gear, 

relationships, abilities, and 
transformations to be important



So, is that about it for character emergence?

Emergence Summary

● Content and consequences drive 
character change.

● Each change is visible in the art
● Each change affects combat in 

visible, dramatic ways.
● Consequences are permanent
● Cross-generational stories (time 

drives character change)



So what pushes us away from caring?

You know this stuff:

● Breach of Trust, Loss of Control
● Acting out of character
● Unlikable protagonists
● Boring/Cliche characters
● Melodrama/Maudlin
● Fear of Heartbreak (or, rage quits)

So yeah, “bad writing” is a big part of it.



What counts as a Breach of Trust?

Respect player’s expectations!

● Players create internal rules for 
the game in their heads

● If you break a mental rule, 
players will quickly discard that 
rule and try to form another.

● Not having internal rules you 
can rely on is intensely 
frustrating.

Some games that set clear expectations upfront!



So what does that mean for Wildermyth?

Here are some of our narrative rules:

● Don’t have good/bad choices (have 
tradeoffs instead)

● Don’t have consequences that are 
out of proportion to the choice 
(unless clearly marked)

● Never troll the player, even if it’s 
really funny

● Big consequences need to be clearly 
telegraphed beforehand

● Show percentage chances (usually)



What about other areas of the game?

In combat, it’s similar:

● Players should know what will 
happen before they click

● Enemy capabilities should be 
clearly communicated

● Hidden enemies or traps aren’t 
fun



Ok next up is Acting out of Character! I’m excited for this one!

Be diligent about the writing.

● Remove anachronisms and 
idioms that don’t fit in-world

● Don’t break the fourth wall for a 
joke. Even a funny joke.

● People don’t say things everyone 
already knows

● Take the fiction seriously (or 
no-one else will)



Yeah but that’s just “good writing.” What about procedural stu f?

Procedural content poses extra 
challenges:

● Personalities can’t be as extreme 
(unless you’re very thorough)

● Certain relationships (romance, 
family) are crucial to keep in 
mind.

It’s important to keep track of relationships!



So how about unlikable protagonists?

Main Characters need to be at least 2 of:

● Competent
● Funny
● Well Intentioned

And at most one:

● Directionless
● Grating/Annoying
● Hostile/Aggressive



Avoid boring stu f, is what you’re saying?

There’s some stuff we’ve all seen a million times. Don’t do that.

● Avoid cliches
● Don’t use idioms
● Subvert tropes
● Don’t pick your setting 

off the shelf

Make every decision!

(Also, interesting stuff has to happen!) You always have a choice.



What else do we need to avoid?

Melodramatic, particularly maudlin 
characters are bad.

● Don’t rely on tragedy to create 
attachment. It won’t.

● Don’t casually kill off 
villages/npcs/planets

● Don’t use [face:sad] unless you 
just got reminded about your 
dog that died.

← This guy again!
     He’s a great actor.

:( :(



Well but how else can I motivate the player?

Consider Achilles from Hades

● Is competent and likes you
● Has a tragic story that you can 

help with
● You have to drag it out of him!!
● He would never consider asking 

you to get involved in his 
personal grief!!!

Hades is really good, you guys.



Can I get one more example?

Disco Elysium is really bleak, right?

● Not that many actual deaths, but 
it feels like a ****ing disaster.

● Each death, including the 
instigating one, is FELT and 
PROCESSED.

● Incredibly, you come to 
understand and even like many 
of the characters

● You can be a good cop if you 
want, and people recognize that

Disco Elysium is really good too!



Death is a crucial story, but it sucks.

● Aging and retirement remind you that all 
heroes are mortal

● Children and new recruits arrive to take 
over

● Mortal choices make death feel more fair
● Legacy system promises you’ll be able to 

use that hero again next game

I’m about to rage quit this talk. Ha just kidding.



Remind me how the Legacy System works?

Your Legacy makes heroes myths

● Heroes who die, retire, or win can 
go into your legacy.

● Legacy heroes have tiers, can be 
promoted

● Legacy heroes can be used in 
future games

● Starting level and abilities based 
on Legacy Tier.



And how does this help with rage quits?

Takes the sting out of death:

● Your favorite heroes aren’t gone 
forever.

● You can advance them over 
multiple campaigns.

● Risks are contained to a single 
campaign



So, are we almost done?

Compelling Characters are Emergent

● Generate a fairly basic character, 
hopefully interesting and likable, but 
not overly specific

● Give the player as much control over 
the character’s growth as you can

● Emphasize permanent consequences
● Carefully avoid gameplay or writing 

that breaks the investment.



Can you be more obscure and poetic though?

Be a sensitive soul.

● Players want to invest!
● But they don’t expect to.
● Everything has to be just right.
● We are shy with our hearts.



How about a song for the road?
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