Avian Apocalypse - Prologue Post-mortem.

By Nico Waller, Designer and Project Manager

The Concept

The idea behind Avian Apocalypse came about after I had been considering one aspect of gameplay that is central to an enjoyable game, its controls. Bad movement controls can particularly sabotage a good game, and some of my favourite games deal with the problem so well as to make movement itself enjoyable (driving in GTA, Geometry Wars). In my opinion fluid, responsive controls that the player can stamp their individuality on are a rigid foundation for a great game.

I also wanted the game not to take itself too seriously, too many games don’t have a personality, Avian Apocalypse would never sacrifice the chance to cement its bouncy fun atmosphere.

The Context

The society consists entirely of volunteers, with varying levels of enthusiasm and talent. Work on the project had to compete with the pressures of degrees, other society activities and the social scene at Warwick. Avian Apocalypse was the first major project of the society, involving a team working in different disciplines.

What went Right

Prototyping

Very early in the project I decided that determining whether the control system could be made to technically work and feel right was key. Jon and Dunk independently made prototypes of the control system, both of which were more than adequate proofs of concept. Bob's codebase allowed us to easily modify various aspects of the game mechanics, allowing several modifications of the flying control. One key change was to make the act of changing your direction of travel easier. The game determines when you are trying to move in the opposite direction to your current velocity and increases the strength of sideways acceleration accordingly.

Design process

After the initial design document was written, it was presented to the team for discussion. We took advantage of the freedom we had to come up with wacky ideas (like the wood chipper), and expressed a common desire for predictable but dynamic movement of objects by simulating physical movement of dropped objects etc. This developed a sandbox feel that would allow the player a great deal of freedom to experiment with the world. The combination of the framework set out in the design document, and the freedom to adapt it allowed new ideas from the team to improve the game. Looking back at the design document now, I'm struck by how much better the game is than the one I designed.

Internal Teaching and Learning

At the start of the project we decided that using C++ would be a valuable learning experience for our members and produce a technically impressive product that we could be proud of. Bob did a great job of teaching Phil as they worked through the various features, as Phil finished up his work on the Level editor, he moved seamlessly into work on the main engine code, and became increasingly independent. Similarly, Jim did a great job of introducing the basics of pixel art to me, and volunteered to "finish off" my crude first attempts, while giving me tips for future efforts. This mentor system greatly benefited the project, and was the beginning of a whole society effort, which has resulted in this year's "The basics of C++" lectures.

Level editor

The benefits of a level editor were apparent to the entire team from the beginning and Phil's initial lack of C++ experience made him the ideal creator. The level editor exceeded all of my expectations, featuring much functionality Phil put in instinctively that subsequently facilitated a great deal of experimentation in level design. For example, the ability to quickly change the time limits, the heights of fountain spray and waypoints for enemies. 

Coding sessions

Development progressed very slowly for much of the project's lifespan. After a separate society 48hr devathon the team realised that development could be accelerated considerably by organising a fixed in stone development event, organised weeks in advance, that no-one would miss and would provide a more encouraging development environment. People are motivated far more strongly in a collaborative atmosphere where they can see progress all around them. The first of these events saw the game come on leaps and bounds, and I became keenly aware of the benefits of the team working closely together. New art was implemented as soon as it was finished, and the level editor was updated within 10 minutes of a bug fix or new feature being required. This realisation has informed much of the way the society goes about organising new projects.

What went Wrong

Weekly Progress Meetings

At the beginning of development the traditional way for projects to be run within the society was to hold a weekly progress meeting, where the team would discuss its progress and set new goals for the coming week. It became clear after some time that this method had a series of disadvantages. Having the development team work on different aspects of the game in isolation results in a great deal of loss of focus, and it is easy to become sidetracked. Seeing progress in the context of the game is essential, (all of the human characters are different sizes). In addition, meetings were occasionally forgotten or missed, disrupting the flow of development. These status meetings were eventually supplemented with the coding sessions towards the end of the year, which provided more consistent progress, in a more enjoyable working environment.

Having 1 QA tester

I spent more time playing the game than anyone else, towards the end of the project the pace of development was so fast that Bob would merely check that the game executable ran before uploading the newest version for playtesting. Being able to give instant feedback on game changes definitely helped development, but the end result was difficult for a new player, and most of the development team to get the hang of. The game difficulty was pitched exactly right for me, but anyone else found the flying system tough. The game desperately needs to give more feedback to the player so that they can interpret their success; this could have been in the form of an obvious onscreen 'flapometer', a thorough tutorial, or better (existent!) aural feedback.

The Imbalance of the Team Makeup

There was very little we could have done so alleviate the problems that this caused, but undeniably the lack of any sound effects and only one skilled artist took their toll on the quality of the game. The game was a learning process for all concerned; everyone improved their knowledge and skills significantly.

Running out of time

The release version of Avian Apocalypse: Prologue gives only glimpses of the potential of the game; many key features remain half finished, or were omitted entirely. The game needs a great deal of coding polish and further direction in level design and QA before it will be the game that was envisaged. The society was working towards the release of a CD of its work, and the Avian Apocalypse Prologue release would not have been possible without a horrendous crunch period that took place over the summer break. The game essentially came together remotely, and at great pace, removing unfinished sections and papering over cracks. The placeholder collision detection, levels that were put together within a 24-hour period and unfinished art all made it to release. The eagle that would swoop at you and impressive particle effects for being on fire didn't. It has to be said however that without the target of a "release date" measures would not have been implemented to increase the rate of development. 

Clear Communication with the Publisher is essential

Significant tension was produced between the team and Bryan, who had spent much of the summer working on the CD, and was keen to enforce the deadlines for content inclusion he had set in advance. As it became clear that the game would not be complete in time, I had to prioritise some features for inclusion, and make contingency plans for modifications to the game to ease the loss of others. The most difficult conflict came when trying to relieve the pressure on my development team by negotiating a deadline extension, while balancing this against the significant burnout that Bryan was experiencing having spent months on preparing a flawless promotional CD. 

Looking forward

Pearls of Wisdom

Think basic - Avian Apocalypse was supposed to be a short project, it’s a simple platformer, and it took a committed team of 5 a year. Admittedly, there were chronically bad development methods employed initially, but my top tip is to get your game systems running within prototypes using placeholder everything. If it's fun at this point, you can confidently join the dots.

"Content. Is. Bad." Chris Delay - Introversion Software. Creating the preying mantis guy for Avian Apocalypse took me 6 hours just to get to the point of an animated line drawing, 12 hours after that he was coloured and shadows were applied, but he still looks amateurish in the game. Content takes a huge amount of time, and even small conceptual changes to the game can enormously increase the workload for artists.

Listen to your team - I can't overstate this. The game is a collaborative effort, and its management should be approached as such, allowing team members to spend time on their own little babies, like the particle engine, or my juggler makes the team more enthused by the progress, and improves the creative pool of the game. Constantly pushing for the aims of the designer leads to burnout and alienation of the workforce. 

A Complete Release

The game is very close to being complete, its development has been put on hold to give time to the projects from new members this year, but enthusiasm remains for the game. There is a will to make the best of the time and effort that has already been spent on the project. With a few small code changes and a concerted effort to design better levels, the game would fulfil its potential. The process of prioritising improvements to the engine, level design and editor are underway.

