Storytelling in Action

Bob Bates

bbates@legendent.com
Is it possible for an action game to tell a deep story?  

Yes.

Although the goal of an action game is to create a sense of urgency for the player, providing a context for the action greatly enhances gameplay.  A good story provides just such a context.  This article explains how to slip a story in around the edges of the action.

Storytelling Fundamentals

The basics of storytelling do not change, no matter the medium in which the story is told.  Traditional authors deal with character, setting, and plot; and so too must the game designer.  A less formal way to say this is that your game needs interesting people, in interesting places, doing interesting things.  Let’s deal with plot first.

The Three-Act Structure

This is old news.  Very old.  Aristotle first identified it in his Poetics, giving it the kind of halo that makes ideas unapproachable.  But it’s really very simple.  A story must have a beginning, a middle and an end.

A story begins at the moment your main character has a problem, and that’s where you should begin your game.

But don’t start with a long-winded, twenty-minute cut-scene that sets forth the history of your world and your character’s place in it.  Pick up any “action” book at the newsstand and see how it starts.  You’ll find yourself hurled into the middle of an action scene, and only later will the author pause to catch his breath and explain who these people are and how they came to be in trouble.

So whether you’re designing a shooter or a side-scroller, start with a small piece where the player doesn’t have to know much, but has to keep busy.  He’ll pick up a lot on his own without any formal exposition.  The mere look and feel of the environments and the obstacles you put in his path will introduce the player to your hero’s world.  By giving him a problem and forcing him to deal with it, you’ve already begun the process of storytelling.

In Abe’s Odyssey, the true beginning of the story is when Abe learns that they’re planning to make meat out of him.  In Unreal, it’s when the ship crashes and you’ve got to get out.  In Half-Life, it’s when you learn that something has gone terribly wrong at the Black Mesa site.

The middle of the story is for making your hero’s problem worse.  It’s what happens while your hero is trying to solve the problem he encountered at the beginning.  The end of the story comes when he has solved it.

A simple way to remember this simple Three-Act structure is to think of the first act as introducing your main character and getting him up a tree.  In the second act, throw rocks at him.  In the third act, get him down.

Developing Characters

The Three-Act structure gives you a foundation for developing the plot.  The other two storytelling fundamentals are setting and character (“interesting places” and “interesting people”).  Game designers don’t seem to have trouble coming up with interesting settings, so let’s turn to character.

Characters are the most fascinating part of stories.  Events themselves are interesting only as they are meaningful to the characters in the game, or to the player himself.  Plot without character is about as interesting as a shopping list – it’s just one thing happening after another.  It is man who is the measure of all things.  Or in other words, what people are interested in, is people.

Many designers don’t want to create a strong central character because they believe the player’s own personality should take center stage.  Beginning with the amorphous “you” of the Infocom games, some games sketch the barest outline of the hero, and leave it to the player to fill in that outline with his own idiosyncrasies.

This may not be wise.  Successful games (from both a commercial and artistic point of view) frequently feature heroes with well-defined personalities.  Players seem quite content to step into the shoes of characters like Duke Nuke’Em, Lara Croft, and James Bond without trying to impose their own personalities on the character.  Just as movie audiences identify with action heroes on the screen, gameplayers revel in taking on the hero’s personality for a few hours.

Creating one of these memorable characters is hard, but the rewards (both commercial and artistic) are great.  As a starting point, consider the story you want to tell, then think about the talents and personality traits your hero must have in order to carry out the actions that move the story along.

Once you have a hero character in mind, you have another basic choice to make.

In traditional literature, the worth of a story is often measured by character growth.  What changes are wrought on the hero by the misfortunes that fall his way?  What does he learn?  How does his approach to life change?  How does what happened to him change him into a different person?

But in some stories, the hero doesn’t change at all.  He remains the same throughout, bending events to his will.  James Bond is a perfect example.  He is the same suave, debonair agent at the end of the movie that he was when it began.   And we can count on him to be so the next time as well.  In fact, if he wasn’t, we’d be disappointed!

The first of these two options is the harder challenge for the storyteller, but it is also more satisfying if you can pull it off.

Before leaving the topic of characters, we should mention that NPCs (Non-player-characters) can also fill an important role, one frequently filled by secondary characters in films.  They can reveal emotions and reactions that the hero can’t show.  How often have we seen the over-matched steely-eyed hero face down the evil villain without so much as a tremor, while off to the side, the locals cower with knuckles between teeth and eyes wide in horror?  This technique allows you, the storyteller, to instill in the gameplayer emotions that you might not otherwise be able to create.

Interactivity

The demands of interactivity present a special challenge to the game designer who would be a storyteller.  In traditional media, the author controls the story, and the audience passively absorbs the choices he has made.  In games, however, there is a direct conflict between freedom we must allow the player and the linearity necessary to any well-constructed story.

The solution is to create areas in which the player has freedom, and then to string these areas together in a linear series.

In other words, levels.

Movies have scenes, books have chapters, but in action games the primary unit of storytelling is the level.

In a level, the player is presented with a limited challenge that somehow fits into the larger story.  How the challenge is met will vary from player to player, depending on his particular abilities and wits.  What the storyteller knows, however, is that when the level has been finished, the challenge has been met.  That’s the moment to slip in some storytelling – perhaps through a new set of mission instructions, or maybe a cut-scene that shows the results of the level’s action and transitions the player to his next challenge (a technique which was skillfully used in Wheel of Time).

As a limited example, think of a level in which the player must reach an inn by sundown, but to do so he must cross a well-guarded river.  The player may succeed by swimming across, or swinging on a vine, or by defeating the troll guarding the bridge, but the important thing is that he triumphs over adversity and lives to the end of the day.  The player has filled in certain details of the story, but the main threads have stayed in the hands of the author who says, “Yes, it was your individual ingenuity that got you to the inn, but now there is a new set of monsters preparing to attack you tomorrow, and meanwhile here is what has been happening back at the castle.”

With a linear series of levels, the player interacts with the game in meaningful ways, yet the author retains control of the story.

Tools of the Trade

In the past, we’ve looked to books as the model for our storytelling.  But these days, our business bears a much closer resemblance to screenwriting, and it is a filmmaker’s tools that we need to master.  This is especially true when we present cut-scenes, scripted events, or anytime we use dialogue.
Cut-scenes

Cut-scenes are mini-movies.  As the game-designer, you get to be screenwriter, director, and cameraman all rolled into one.  But with those roles come responsibilities.  Everyone who plays your game has grown up watching television and movies and each player will have internal quality benchmarks for dialogue, camera placement, acting, and action.  If you do not deliver professional quality work, the player will roll his eyes and the reviewers will skewer you.

Each cut-scene should have specific goals, whether it is to develop character, introduce a new environment, advance the plot, or set out mission goals for the level to come.  When you design the scene, you should do so in collaboration with professionals (usually writers and artists) who can help you accomplish your goals with the most economy.  This has double benefits.  Not only will the player appreciate your professionalism in moving the story along, but you’ll also help your budget by avoiding long-winded scenes that ramble along at great expense and greater boredom.

Scripted Events

Scripted events are brief sequences within levels that are usually triggered by something the player does (although they can be time-based as well).  Whether snippets of dialogue or small bits of action, they can be very effective in imparting backstory, building character, or re-directing the player towards new goals.  Probably the premier example of the use of scripted events in an action game is the early portion of Half-Life.

Dialogue

Good dialogue sounds nothing like regular speech.  In real life, we pause and stumble and repeat ourselves.  In a movie or a game, dialogue has to be better than that.  It has to be crisp and to the point, without a word wasted.  You can’t waste the player’s time with a single extra word.

Furthermore, every line of dialogue must do double-duty.  It must both advance the story and develop character.

Never have a character say in dialogue something that the player already knows.  It’s a waste of the player’s time.

More subtly, never give information to the player by having one character tell another something the other character already knows.  Nothing reveals the amateur status of the writer as a line like, “Well, as you already know, Lord Veldran, the spell can only work if all three of the magical stones are in place…”

Wrapping Up

In the end, your game should be your hero’s story.  Sure, it’s the player who carries the action forward.  But you, as the author, must decide what it all means.  Plato wrote “The unexamined life is not worth leading,” and while your action hero’s unexamined exploits may be worth having, they’d certainly be more interesting if you told the story of his reactions to what the demands of the plot made him do.

The genre is restrictive – we’ve got conventions we must observe and it may seem there is little room for creativity – but it is certainly no more hidebound than the genre of the “Revenge Tragedy” at the time Shakespeare sat down and managed to squeeze Hamlet within its confines.

And finally, having discussed how to tell your story, we should also mention that you need to have a story worth telling.

You are the author.  Your job is to have a vision, a purpose, a greater truth.  You have the job of any artist.  You must go on Joseph Campbell’s Hero’s Journey.  You must step outside conventional society and look back at the way things are, or perhaps the way things should be.

What you acquire on the Journey is the hero’s prize.  It is that thing which only you know.  Once you learn it, you must come back and give that piece of knowledge to the rest of us.

If you take that journey, that nugget of wisdom will become imbedded in your story.  Not in a preachy way – it’ll just be there.  It will subtly inform all the design decisions you make along the way.  It will become what your story is about.

And THAT will be a story worth telling.

