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Introduction
 
Ah, graphic adventure games. I might associate with a lot of geekish folk, and I share many geekdoms with them all, but in the end, my passion for the genre of adventure game is one only I have. Granted, this genre is just a bit older than I am, and the Golden Age ended just as I was getting into it, so it's not entirely strange that others don't know the genre like I do. Plus, of course, I am the technomancer of the group, and considering the seeming complexity of getting older games to run on a modern computer, it's hardly something that most people would experience.
Of course, part of the problem lies within the very nature of the genre itself, too. It's intimidating to newcomers. Modern releases are less so, but still would take a modern gamer, who runs on the whole SHOOT EVERYTHING AND REGEN HEALTH mentality, a lot of adjustment to get used to. They're slower games. They require thought. And, they also require some ability with the interface. One does not simply click and shoot. One thinks, one examines, one talks, one combines items, one gets stuck for some extended periods of time, one wonders how the hell anyone ever got past that damn puzzle and saw the conclusion.
Cerebral gaming at its peak. No, hidden object does not count (and will get yelled at accordingly later on). And modern puzzle games barely count either, often being physics-related more than obtuse logic (which will also get yelled at later on... well, okay, less so than hidden object, probably).
Herein, for the enjoyment of many (or perhaps none), will be my outpouring of the passion. My legacy as a connoisseur of the genre. My fandom-driven critique of the genre as a whole. My experiences, my loves, my hates, my thoughts on the past, present, and future of where it was, is, and is going. Maybe in this wall of text (and pretty, pretty pictures), people will begin to understand my passion. Maybe, just maybe, people will be willing to take the first step, to plunge head-first into a complex gaming phenomenon.
If you’re a veteran of the genre, I’m sure you’ll understand a lot of what I’m going on about. But if you’re completely new, well, this book may well go over your head a bit (I hope not), but if you press on, I hope you will better understand things. The best way to get what it’s all about, though, would be to go ahead and give it a try by yourself. I don’t wish to be exclusionary, since this is supposed to be written to try to re-energise the genre for today’s gamer ultimately, but a lot of it is maybe a bit heavily theoretical.
But enough rambling. Let’s get down to the book.
 
i.1. I, Player
 
A good place to start as any would be for you, as the reader, to get to know a little more about me, and where I’m coming from in this whole mess. After all, my position in this all determines how I look at it, and if you understand a bit about my intersections with the genre, you might understand why we disagree on some key points.
Back in the late 1990s, I was given a gift for a birthday, if I recall correctly - a copy of The Curse of Monkey Island (1997). It ran slow as hell on my computer, and it challenged me, even with walkthrough in hand (sue me, I was younger than 10). The next year, I played it again. The next, again. I have successfully completed it a good few times, at least 5 at the time of writing, I would say, and that created a passion in me. I sought more, slowly (well, maybe not that slowly) played more over the years. I love the genre passionately, and I have experienced a good many games in it. I am also an analytical sort - over time, I've noticed things that worked, and things that have not.
So, in short: I have played these games for many years, and have played a good few titles with varying styles of gameplay. This is why you should read on.
But on the other hand, perhaps you should not. I may have played quite a few games, but frankly, my knowledge is perhaps a bit limited, because I can’t have played all the games, and so I might miss something that one I haven’t plays does that I didn’t know about. I am most familiar with third-person graphical point-and-click, as I grew up with that, though I have played a good many games that do not fit in to that mould. I haven’t had a lot of experience as yet with these newfangled Telltale bad decision simulators, but I plan to later on (and, if this book ever gets later editions, will write more about them then).
I've also had a thing against Sierra games for many, many years. I've started to play some Sierra games in recent years, but they still intimidate me to this day. I do not particularly fancy the concepts of Walking Death and Sudden Death (though I don't always mind Death in adventures games much, depending on the context - there are certainly some places I think it works right) in the genre. It makes me feel like I HAVE to cheat. If I want to complete the game without losing my sanity from having to redo huge sections time after time after time, it can feel like it is necessary for me to consult a walkthrough if I want any chance of finishing the game.
I have biases, and my knowledge is incomplete. This is why you should close this now and leave.
You’re still here, despite all that? Oh good, let’s get on with it then.
 
i.2. Origins of the genre
 
A quick history lesson is also important before we go in, and it didn’t really fit in with any other place in the book (since the rest of the book is about the mechanics of all of it), so why not just get down to it right away?
Adventure gaming, in the broadest sense, is one of the oldest genres of videogaming that exists, having been around since, by most accounts, the mid to late 1970s. Widely considered the first game of the genre is Colossal Cave Adventure (1976), an Interactive Fiction (we’ll come back to this in a bit) game where the player had to explore a cave, collect items, and get out alive with as high a score as possible. This game, incidentally, is why the genre is called “adventure”, especially because some other versions of it were simply titled Adventure, so the name stuck, even if it was not necessarily a particularly good descriptor of the content. It must also be noted that these are somewhat like a much more complex version the old gamebook literature genre, with the most famous series being called Choose Your Own Adventure – something that I have no doubt also helped the name stick.
So, with that, the Interactive Fiction genre, the forefather of the more modern Graphic Adventure, was born. These games might seem odd and primitive by today’s standards, but they were quite popular. The essential feature is that it was like a digital Choose Your Own Adventure novel, where you’d be presented with text descriptions of things around you, and you’d type verbal commands in to the PC to perform actions. I’ll go in to more detail about all of these features later, because a lot of them are features that existed in later games, so that’s what you need to understand now. Just know that there were a few companies in the 1980s that produced these games, and that they were quite popular, and spanned a wide range of topics (and were sometimes incredibly unforgiving – something Sierra would learn from in the forthcoming years).
A few years after Colossal Cave Adventure (1976), On-Line Systems (later known as Sierra) published a game entitled Mystery House (1980). Primitive as they were, it was the first Interactive Fiction game that included graphics. This didn’t really have a particularly major impact on Interactive Fiction, because those were still widely produced until the late 1980s, but it did spawn a new idea, a new genre – the Graphic Adventure, the main focus of this book you’re holding in your hands (or on your tablet or something, if you had to be one of those new-fangled weirdos reading your ebooks).
 

 
They don’t look nearly as happy to see you as you would’ve been to see them, were you in the era when this was novel. Mystery House (1980)
 
So, while that was the first parser-based game that contained graphics, it was actually King’s Quest (1983) that is considered to be the main driving force behind the development of the genre, seeing as it is one of the earliest examples that became popular. And indeed, if you were to read Ron Gilbert’s article, Why adventure games suck (1989), it not only influenced adventure games coming out of Sierra, but also had an impact on their big rival of the 1990s, LucasArts, at least as a reactionary to what Sierra was doing.
 
 

 
The widely-considered “granddaddy of graphic adventure games”, King’s Quest (1983) is pretty much what you expect out of a grandfather – old, clunky, not that nice to look at any more, but a whole lot of children wouldn’t exist without it. (Screenshot from the MS-DOS version)
 
But let’s step back for a minute. Sierra chugged away and gave us various series in the 80s, most notably King’s Quest, Space Quest, Police Quest, and Leisure Suit Larry. Not long after they started, however, LucasFilm Games (as they were known at the time, and were to later become LucasArts) developed Maniac Mansion (1987), which started a long line of titles, many of which were stand-alone, that countered Sierra and created rivalries between fans of the two companies, and a respectful (from what I have understood, but may be wrong about) rivalry between the companies themselves.
Something that not a lot of people consider: Maniac Mansion (1987) is also widely considered to be the originator of the in-game cutscene. Sure, games would have movies to start and end, but apparently before this game, nobody had ever put a movie right in to the middle of the game that interrupted the action of your playing it in order to advance the story. Story advancement was done primarily through player interaction with the environment. One could argue today that it’s sometimes a problematic way of telling a story, but back then, when it was somewhat expected that you read the manual to know what in the hell is going on, it was quite groundbreaking. And there you thought this old, obscure and rather dead genre had no impact on your favourite game.
 

 
A maniac... in a big house... yeah, lots of material I can work with from Maniac Mansion (1987). Though, you can probably already see that it works very differently to the above games.
 
There’s a lot of theory around how the two differed from each other, which I will go into much, much more detail about later on. The 90s also marked a departure from the parser-based control systems of the past in favour of mouse-based controls, as you can probably see with the above screenshots when compared to one another.
Another interesting fact that is somewhat unknown to modern gamers is that adventure games are also responsible for mass early adoption of the new-at-the-time CD-ROM format. The games Myst (1993) and The 7th Guest (1993) were both smash-hits in the year that they were released, and since neither was available on a non-CD format, people had to adopt the CD-ROM format to see what the fuss was all about. What’s most interesting, I felt, is that both of them are first-person adventure games, and both employ full-motion video (FMV) with real actors for some parts, but I’ll get back to all of that later on in this book too.
For a time, all was good. Don’t get me wrong, there were also other companies that developed other really excellent games in this period, but Sierra and LucasArts were the two main driving forces behind development in the genre, and had the widest and arguably most recognisable content, bar one or two very notable exceptions in the first-person adventure side of things. Still, unfortunately, this was not to last forever.
As the 90s went on, the games themselves may have improved in quality, but sales did not, and sometimes strange development decisions had a negative impact on whether people played them or not. Look, the games have never been easy, but they also sometimes required some very odd, very broad leaps of illogical action that you’d be hard-pressed to guess at, but that’s only part of the problem. The other problem is that the late 90s had the onset of true 3D graphics. Adventure gaming was always a 2D genre, and that was offputting to some people. Attempts to make the genre 3D were, well, often odd, because they tried too hard to integrate aspects of 3D in to places they didn’t really belong, which made them even more alienating. But more than simply that, 3D also meant a shift in what games could do, and so people found that these old, sluggish, long things were too boring and took up too much time, and began to favour the more quick-action sorts of games that 3D allowed for.
Indeed, the genre didn’t last very long. While there’s no real official end, there are a few 3D games that signal the end of the original era of the adventure game.
Sierra decided to bow out of making adventure games with Gabriel Knight 3 (1999), after the less-than-successful genre-bending of King’s Quest VIII (1998). LucasArts released the critical hit Grim Fandango (1998), which is usually where the genre is said to have “died”, then Escape from Monkey Island (2000), which was their last adventure game. Broken Sword: The Sleeping Dragon (2003), the third in the series, was another famous, and an even later example of another adventure game series going the way of action-adventure, much to the chagrin of fans and further alienating them. None of these games were hugely commercially successful due largely to this alienation, and this ended the genre’s first era.
For some half a decade, most of what was done in the genre was simply independent developers or hobbyists who didn’t want to consider the genre to have ended permanently. Indeed, many seemed to think that the 2000s meant that the genre was never coming back. They were all, however, quite wrong.
Well, in some sense of the word, they were wrong at least. The old-fashioned graphic adventure game is, to some degree, gone, at least outside of the independent and European circles of development. We did have Telltale Games come in to the fray for the Americans again in the mid-00s (starting around 2006), and they produced several old-style adventure games (since they were largely made up of former LucasArts employees), but they have moved on to more modern forms of adventure game which are quite radically different to the games of yore. I’ll explain why and how later in this book, fear not, but that is the very broad overview I can give. I was not around to encounter a large amount of this period, partly due to age and partly due to coming in quite late, so I’m afraid it’s all a bit vague in some places. However, what you need to know should be covered by this, which means we can start getting in to the meat of the analysis that I’ve been hinting at throughout this history lesson.
 
i.3. Defining what it is and is not
 
The term “adventure” is quite a broad one, and as you will see, the games that are encompassed in it are also rather varied and broad, even from themselves. No matter, I believe there are a series of exact criteria that help us draw the line between them and other genres. Do just bear with me through this, a lot of it is going to be me raising points of what it could be, based on general assumptions, followed by swift tearing down of everything I just said with contradictory statements. It’s unfortunately the only way I could think of to come to the correct description in the end, as it (hopefully) distilled the essential elements from the broad statements.
I’m basing a lot of the assumptions I am making off of the classic idea of the adventure game, that old tried and tested formula from the 90s that LucasArts and Sierra used. While not a lot of games that are now “adventure” actually work anything close to the way those do, there’s a certain sensibility that comes from those early examples that flows into a je ne sais quoi of what it is. It’s one of those things where it’s a bit more useful in understanding if you’ve actually played them. You’ll just feel that it is or is not an adventure, in some ways. This is very unscientific, but unfortunately that’s just a bit of a fact. Still, I will try narrow some of the essentials down to exact ideas, at least. Also, even though those old games are “the” adventure games, I will base a lot of my discussion on newer games too, as the genre has expanded in a lot of ways since that era.
Firstly, as you will learn, unlike some other genres, there’s no specific perspective in play here. Adventure games have been released in a variety of perspectives, from isometric/diametric, to side-on, to first-person... sometimes even within the same game (see: Inherit the Earth: Quest for the Orb (1994)). Some other genres also do this (role-playing games being a good example, especially since they too have a very long history), but it is generally an unusual feature when talking to people who play a lot of genres that rely on specific perspective most of the time (first-person shooters and real-time strategy games do that a lot).
Second is that, instead of combat, adventure games have a focus on puzzles and problem-solving. That's not to say that they never have combat situations, it's just to say that most of them rely on one solving a problem with wits in order to access new areas and characters, and advance the storyline. Collection of objects in the environment in order to use with other objects or people is often used for these puzzles, though it can also be achieved through manipulation of objects and talking to other characters, or just be straight-up logic puzzles with obscure mechanics that one needs to work out. Weapons, while sometimes featuring, are never the primary way of interacting with the game world, and if are featured are usually part of a solution to a problem that goes beyond “they want to kill me, so I have to kill them first en masse in order to defeat them”. The puzzles almost always require a lot of very creative, very lateral thinking, using the best of a (often bad, depending on how you want to look at it) situation to go forward despite the limitations – either because what you need doesn’t really exist in the game (requiring you to figure out how to make do, or because the solution isn’t immediately obvious. Sometimes this latter aspect can devolve into moon logic – that is, in sardonic terms, puzzles that have solutions that have almost no basis in reality or logic, and you’d have to be a lunatic to solve. There are many examples of moon logic out there, some of which I’ll go into later, so for now, if you want an example, let’s take the rubber duck puzzle from The Longest Journey (1999). It’s too mind-frying to explain all the parts of it (I’m not even convinced that I fully understand it), but it involves using a clamp, a clothesline and a pool toy to pick a key up from an electrified railway track – the clothesline is tied to the clamp, the pool toy forces the clamp open. You start deflating the toy, lower this... thing down, and when the toy stops deflating the clamp slams shut on the key.
Interaction with non-player characters (NPC) is in some (but not all) prominent, as one goes through dialogue trees to get hints about what to do next, gather information, fill out backstory, or advance the current story. This one can be contended a little, because there are a lot of adventure games that have little to no NPC interactions.
The biggest defining characteristic, puzzles aside, would probably be exploration. You’re given an area to poke around in, and within what you encounter you will find the answers to what you want to do. Whether that be objects you need to collect, challenges to overcome, or people to talk to, there’s very much a sense of specific space, which is often reasonably broad. 
As you can see, what arguably defines adventure games is the emphasis of story above other aspects. Story plays an important role, and the goal of the game, ultimately, is to bring the story to its conclusion (even if said story is simply the projection of one’s experience into the playing of a game). Every action that you do is aimed specifically towards the advancement of the story (and can enhance the atmosphere as well  – for instance, the puzzles, and their solutions, in Full Throttle (1995) are very much a product of the type of person Ben is – tough, to the point, blunt, and knows he can get away with a lot because nobody wants to really argue with him), and almost all items you collect, problems you solve, or people you talk to will be used in some way to advance. This is in opposition to other games where the story is ultimately serving of the gameplay. In adventure games, it does, but the gameplay does not define the story. You could as easily tell one story in one form of control scheme as in another. The story itself is fairly linear, but certain aspects of it can be completed in whatever order you wish, as the game will often present several related challenges to be overcome at once, removing some of the frustration – if you get stuck trying to find the answer to one, you can always go work on another.
Speaking of control, another point to be made is this: many, but again not all, rely on indirect control over the character. This changed a bit with later 3D games somewhat, but for earlier ones it was reasonably true. One thing that is notable is that I have rarely ever come across an adventure game that allows you to jump. The handful that do make sure the jumping never becomes the major focus of the puzzle aspect. If it were to, it’d be more akin to a platformer, which is based around the idea of navigating a particular area in a particular way, with potential overt punitive effects for making an error (e.g. losing a life – rather than simply having to re-navigate the area), as it is based on reflexes more than careful consideration. That being said, it’s not entirely unheard of, but I’ll get into that later.
It must also be said that there is rarely a narrative focus on saving the world/universe/humanity in general/etc., which is a typical narrative trope of action as a genre. Stories in adventure games can get there, but there’s a lot more focus on the individual’s struggles, plights, and experiences within a particular setting, towards their own ends rather than outright heroism. They might save things right at the end, but there’s a lot more going on than simply that, and, unlike action games, that’s not the initial goal. Let’s take Escape from Monkey Island (2000) as an example – the game ends with a fight (of sorts, a minigame called “Monkey Kombat”) to save the Carribean, but the game wasn’t outright about that – at first, it’s dealing with trying to sort our Elaine’s problems with being declared dead because of an extended honeymoon. And, well, let’s face it, Guybrush isn’t really what one would consider much of a “hero” in the same way that heroes who save the world are always shown... more like a lucky klutz than anything. Action, on the other hand, relies entirely on the narrative of saving everyone, because the conflict that drives the stories in those is the very thing that threatens the safety of everyone. In adventure games, the conflict is of a much smaller scale, and the stakes are non-existent for everyone except the player character and their situation. But again, these are not necessarily set in stone as laws, either.
So, adventure games are, in short, flexible and highly varied, but ultimately always about a few things. There’s always a direct focus on exploring areas and solving very specific problems with the aim of advancing a story, getting to new areas to solve other problems, with little focus on action or jumping, and emphasis specifically on issues relating to logic, social interaction, or a puzzle or game of wits, but aside from that, it’s quite flexible, and even those points there are quite flexible. It’s not too easy to define always, because a large variety of games exist within the genre, and they all play with certain things, but that, I think, is the basic series of criteria that need to be at least partially fulfilled for a game to be “adventure”. It’s hard to narrow it down entirely though, because for every rule that gets put down, there seems to be at least one adventure game that breaks it in some way.
The point, I suppose, is that the focus of these games is always on solving a problem within a context, in a usually non-violent fashion, where you are required to use wits rather than force to overcome the challenges presented to you, so that you can advance to a new point with more such challenges awaiting you. It’s a bit unsatisfactory, perhaps, but I’m sure that, with more reading, you’ll understand why it is so. It must be said that it is a very broad genre today, borrowing from many different other genres sometimes, which makes this kind of thing hard to nail down.
Therefore the easiest, most succinct way to put it, considering that a lot of adventure games could be considered clunky, is this: adventure games favour an emphasis on story over gameplay, the latter of which exists specifically to the ends of the former. It sounds a bit counter-intuitive for a videogame, since most videogames are the inverse (with a story that suits the gameplay), but that, ultimately, is what makes them different and worth looking into more.
 
i.4. Modern subgenres
 
So, while the mainstream might not really produce adventure games in the same sense as they existed in the 90s, there are still games that fall under the adventure umbrella, as well as a few subgenres that have spawned as a result of adventure games. That’s what I want to talk about now.
It must first be said that there are puzzle games nowadays, but these are not really an offshoot of adventure games. Some may well seem like it, but in truth, the relationship isn’t really one-directional. I have no doubt that adventure games have spawned new sorts of puzzle games nowadays, but adventure games are also rooted in puzzles that existed before them. So it wouldn’t be fair to say that modern puzzle games are a result of adventure games, especially since there are a large number of puzzle games that have basically nothing to do with anything that adventure gaming ever did. Think, for instance, of the physics-based puzzle. If you had one of those in an adventure game, you’d have given up a long time ago, so those clearly developed separately. Besides, as I already said, puzzles have existed for a lot longer than adventure games have, too.
That all being said, there is one specific genre of puzzle game that I believe is directly descended from the adventure game: the hidden object game. As you’ll find out later in this book (or know from playing adventure games), finding sometimes obscured objects on a screen is part of how adventure games tend to work, so the hidden object game is basically a very distilled purification of that idea, stretched to an entire game by eliminating all other aspects of old adventure games (such as, for instance, actually using the objects you need to find for something in particular). I do have some strong opinions about this, but I’ll save them for later. Hidden object is not necessarily the only way this has been done, however – Trilobyte, for instance, adapted one vs.-AI game from The 7th Guest (1993) into The 7th Guest: Infection (2011) as a stand-alone game consisting entirely of that puzzle as it was, standing separate from the original game. This is a less popular move to make, but it does happen sometimes. In a way, the “escape the room” genre is like this, too – it brings adventure games down to using what you have to find your way out of one specific room, and that’s all the game is. Ultimately, again, that’s only a small chunk of the whole experience, distilled down so that modern gamers can experience and enjoy it in more bite-sized chunks than old adventures would allow for.
We also need to talk about the “interactive movie”, as it was called back in the day. It was a strange concept that meant a wide variety of things. I’m not too familiar with the old version of these things, because I don’t think I’ve ever really played one, but from what I can gather, the idea was to create a game with a very cinematic presentation to give the feeling of being in a movie, rather than a game. As I said, I can’t picture it much for older games, though I have played a few FMV games in my time, but it has made something of a resurgence lately. Today, it still means a cinematic presentation, and on the gameplay side, that usually means a rather unusual way of control that is by turns more and less direct than other adventure games. I’ll explore Fahrenheit [Indigo Prophecy] (2005) more later on in the book, but I’ll explain briefly to illustrate the dualism between both more and less control: some sequences require you to move the controls in a way similar to how you’d have to in real life, such as mopping a floor (thus being more control), but others, such as the more action-oriented sequences in the game, have you pressing particular buttons at specific times (known as quick-time events) in order to perform actions (thus being less control).
So, today, the old-style adventure is still being made by at least some people, but on the one hand, there’s a trend towards more cinematic presentation of adventure games, and on the other, a trend towards distillation of very specific elements of adventure games into entire genres in and of themselves. The book, thus, will cover classic adventure style as you’d expect, but I will also incorporate the cinematic modern style, and ignore the distilled style.
 
i.5. Conclusion to the introduction
 
Wow, does that section title read like a paradox. Anyway, this is just a quick little snippet of text to say the following: we’ve narrowed down what exactly we mean by “adventure” games, talked a bit about where they’re going and where they came from, which means we can now really get down to the meat of this tome you’re holding in your hands: talking about the future. The aim of this book is ultimately to do much of the same, but in different areas: we’re going to look at where these games are coming from, and use that as a way to springboard towards where they should be headed.
Ultimately, being my favourite genre, I am always joyful to see new examples of it, but at the same time, those are not mainstream in the same way they were. It’s a silly little hope, but I really wish that this book, for all the effort I put in to get it going (and it took a while to actually nail down – one never stops learning, one just has to decide when one’s learned enough), that maybe some of the things I say can reach out there, touch some game developers out there who grew up with the genre, and give them a way to think about bringing it as we knew it in the 90s back in a big way.
So, in short, the ultimate aim of this book is to serve as a manual of sorts for an upcoming developer. It provides examples and explanations of how this genre works, and design ideas done across a broad range of titles, and, ultimately, will come down to my own personal thoughts, as a long-time player of the genre, as to what exactly to consider when making one of these games.
Even if you’re not a developer, or interested that much in this genre, I do hope that, at the very least, if you have an interest in game design for whatever reason, this book will teach you something.
 
 



Section 1: Character controls
 
1.1. Introduction
 
What better way to start than with the very thing that defines the genre, and the way it differs from the other genre: the controls? Well, it’s also not as simple as all that, since there are actually a lot of ways in which these games work, but all of them still qualify as “adventure”.
So, we need to talk about this for several reasons. Firstly, control is a key aspect of videogame design theory. It dictates the very way that the player communicates with the game, and tells the game to do as they ask. Poor control can ruin a game by making the player feel helpless. Tied in to this is the graphical user interface (the GUI), which also serves as an interface through which game and player communicate, though this will be the subject of the next section of the book. Story and atmosphere can only get you so far, for better or worse.
Within adventure gaming's history, there have been three major methods of directly controlling your character: either you type verbal commands in (parser control), you click with your mouse cursor where you want them to go (passive control) or you directly control your character with the use of a keyboard (active control). In between these lie the hybrid forms. However, that is not entirely the end of the story either – there are two different forms of perspective – first-person and third-person – and the way they use them differs quite significantly.
Before we get in: I should explain something. I refer a few times to mechanical difficulty. This is, in simple terms, any kind of difficulty one has with the game that comes from the controls or interface, rather than from the puzzle actually being hard.
For the sake of simplicity, the first thing we need to do is talk about the third-person controls in their pure forms (since these were first to be used), then we will discuss how first-person games use them differently (though still in pure form, at least for the perspective), and finally we will consider complicated hybrids of the controls that have been used over the years.
 
1.2. Third-person
 
Typically the most common for adventure games, third-person refers to a game where you see the player character on-screen, and control them as such. The other method is first-person, where you see the game from the direct perspective of the player character (“through their eyes”, if you will), which I will discuss in the next section.
 
1.2.1. Parser
 
By this, I refer to the entire Interactive Fiction genre. I, unfortunately, have not played any IF games in my time, so I can't really comment on the feel, but I know how it works.
You'd be presented with a text explanation of the situation and surroundings, and you'd be expected to type in a command for your character to perform. Of course, the problem should be quite obvious to everyone: two people might not speak the same way. And, especially in the earlier games, the word list was quite limited, and often there were issues trying to figure out exactly what word you're expected to type in. So, essentially, you'd be stuck with mechanical difficulty of the word hunt – trying to figure out what to type in.
Other than that, the games seemed to require you to write down everything, else suffer large amounts of confusion about where you are, what you need to do, and what you have on you. Early adventure gaming was brutally hard. It's amazing the genre ever flourished with things like this going on.
Another crucial mechanical difference that makes these games unusual versus latter adventure gaming is that, due to the nature of the parser system, these were usually turn-based, rather than (pseudo-)real-time (though, if looking at Quest Engine is any indication, actual real-time deadlines are possible – but more on all of this in a later section). Each action took one turn to execute, and you could even type the command WAIT into some games. Whereas later adventure games could impose time limits on you to do things, these earlier things could, at most, impose a turn limit on the solution of a puzzle. Not particularly tense, considering you had all the time in the world to contemplate your action, but certainly added some form of challenge at least.
On a personal note, I can't reconcile the idea of actually typing WALK in to get a character to go somewhere, but then again, I wasn't around in the 1980s to experience all this, and I got my introduction to the genre with latter examples. Whether it works or not, I don't know, but I can guess that I would be quite frustrated by the entire idea of sitting for hours trying to work out what the hell the developers decided to call the object I want to pick up, or indeed, why the hell saying PICK UP BOOK doesn't work to only find out later that they actually required I type PICK UP THE BOOK for the parser to see that the sentence has an object.
Plus, of course, the interface not having any visual aspects can make some puzzles exceptionally hard for those who can’t visualise the space – for instance, the infamous Babel fish puzzle in The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (1984) involves constantly trying to get the bloody thing into your ear, but with various things thwarting the path of it as it bounces around the room, making you need to think laterally about how to prevent those problems, while taking into consideration the layout of the area and the movements of the fish itself. Even more fun, the number of attempts you have is just short of the number of problems you’ll face, meaning trial-and-error is only an option with savegames... but it doesn’t save you from having to think about the space itself, which can be hard to follow with just text descriptions. If you don’t take my word for it, do an experiment where a friend explains a place to you that you’ve never seen, then compare how well you visualized it versus a photograph afterwards.
I know that my classifying it as a third-person perspective might be controversial, because of the fact that some games may refer to the player character as “I” (first-person) or “you” (second-person), but my justification for it is this: you’re not seeing things from the perspective of the character, but rather having things described to you, and therefore have a level of divorce between you and the action, much in the same way you would have in a novel.
 
1.2.2. Passive
 
To any fans of the genre out there, I seriously doubt this needs introduction, does it? In the 1990s, this was by and far the most common method of control, and if you've played any adventure, you've probably come across this, seeing as it is still a cornerstone of the genre to this day (hence the common name "point and click adventure").
In this, I'm talking about your standard control scheme - pointing the mouse-controlled cursor at objects and clicking on them to interact, with clicking also controlling where you wish your character to go on the current screen. There’s a slightly alternative version of the latter idea in Thimbleweed Park (2017), where you can hold the mouse button down and drag it around, and the character will follow it – quite useful for long scrolling screens. Of course, this is only a basic overview of the way the system works, and there are many forms of it determined by the user interface, which I'll cover in a later section.
I'm also quite sure that this simple, sleek way of control helped the genre greatly to prosper. Whereas with the parser system that existed for the very earliest games could lead you in to artificial difficulty thanks to developers and players having different ideas about what something is called, this system completely eliminates that particular brand of difficulty, but also creates its own form of mechanical difficulty in the form of the pixel hunt. Precise as the cursor is for aiming, developers could get a little over-zealous and assume that this precision allows for some ridiculously small hotspots (that is, for those who don't know, an area on-screen over which the cursor passes and is able to interact with the object you wish to interact with). Thankfully, I haven't seen much of this, but I know it exists, and, holy hell, can it be irritating. Yes, I get that there were once, long ago, 320x240 displays and such, but really, that doesn't excuse making me pixel-hunt for an area of 2x2 pixels just so I can pick that tiny object up. At least the games generally also had the good grace to pop up text somewhere on the screen to show you that you could interact with an object, which made the hotspots easier to... spot.
 

 
Much like real-life police work, when you come across a hotspot where potential evidence is, the cursor turns green, points directly ahead, and tells you that you can click there to get a closer look. (CSI: Dark Motives, 2004)
 
From my personal standpoint, this would be my favourite method, seeing as it is the one I have encountered most. I quite like the precision and speed increase that mouse control allows versus keyboard use, which to me makes it all feel so much more streamlined. I can actually control exactly what I want to do and how to do it. I’ve heard people refer to it as clunky, depending on the user interface, but it’s probably at least a bit more streamlined than some of the others.
 
1.2.3. Active
 
Finally, we get to active control, the most modern version of control for the adventure genre. When it was first introduced, it was a bit hit-and-miss, not everyone liked this way of doing things, but it seems to have gained a bit more support over the years, via hybridised control schemes, which I'll discuss later in this section. Overall though, straight-up active control is relatively uncommon, unless I've missed huge swathes of games using it over the years. The major examples, in order of release, are Grim Fandango (1998), King’s Quest VIII (1998), and Escape from Monkey Island (2000). King’s Quest VIII (1998) will be covered in a later section in more depth, so I’m going to focus on the LucasArts games for this section.
This method refers to straight-up keyboard control. You move your character around with the arrow keys, and you press keys to interact with the environment - U for use, E for examine, I for inventory, T for talk, etc. Considering adventure gaming spent a decade using the mouse cursor, this was an odd step. In a way, it seems they were trying to appeal to a wider audience who was used to playing games with the keyboard, but at the same time, it was a bit of a step backwards. We'd gotten past the clunkiness of the keyboard being used for parsers, and got used to a very beautifully refined system using the mouse, but now we were going back to the less precise, messier keyboard. Certainly a bit nonsensical, if one doesn't consider that the games that were trying this basically happened right at the end of the Golden Era. Adventure just wasn't selling, so they had to go a bit more mainstream so as not to isolate all those people who grew up playing Doom (1993). Such people unfortunately, by that stage, grossly outnumbered the adventure gamers, and with 3D adding cost to development, they had to try to make money somehow.
However, one thing must be said for it - it DID completely eliminate pixel hunts. Though it had the mechanical difficulty of unfocus; having to move around to draw focus on the exact object you were trying to interact with, which was a pain when you were dealing with puzzles that required timing (like the elevator in Year 2 of Grim Fandango (1998)).
 

 
The forklift in the elevator. Because of the way the controls work, even when you know how to solve the puzzle, it can take a couple of attempts, which shows a good example of why this control scheme is problematic. (Grim Fandango, 1998)
 
In my view, I can't really call it a success, at least in early years. Yes, some brilliant games were done in this period, but, well, it's just not as pleasant as using a mouse. I can commend it on killing the pixel hunt, but, much as I really hate the pixel hunt, I think unfocus is more irritating than pixel hunting. Pixel hunts you can still sort-of blame yourself for, but unfocus was an issue relating directly to the method of control, so regardless of your grasp of the more complex control scheme, it would still present itself as a problem. More modern games feel a lot better with this, so I guess it was just early jitters about how to handle the whole thing. But at least they released a Remastered version in 2015 that allowed for a more traditional passive form of control.
While I'm talking about active control, I actually should talk about a very unique example of it: Fahrenheit [Indigo Prophecy] (2005). The reason this is an odd example is because it has 3 basic interaction interfaces that all rely on a lot more work from the player than even most active-type adventure games, but I will talk more about it later in this book.
 
1.3. First-person
 
In gaming there are only really two perspectives that exist: third-person, as I have explained above, and first-person, which is when you see the action from the direct perspective of the player character. This is what we will talk about now. Just note that images in this section won’t help a lot with understanding, because of the fact that there’s just simply no way to illustrate the differences with pictures. It’s something that you either need to see for yourself, or to have explained in words.
The first thing I believe I should explain, before we get in to the details of more specific forms of first-person adventure, is the concept of a node. The game world has a particular layout, and the nodes are, basically, any point at which your player character is able to stand, though with the added facet of being the only places they’re able to stand within the game world. The easiest way to think about it, I suppose, would be as a chess set – your pieces can only move in certain ways as defined by the rules (thus are not completely free-moving around the board), and can only ever be placed in the middle of a square, never between squares. Nodes, thus, are essentially like the chess board squares, though a lot less uniform.
 
1.3.1. Slideshow nodes
 
This is probably the oldest form of first-person adventure game, largely because the technology at the time was not really capable of delivering high-quality graphics rendered in real-time. Now, what will surprise some people is how old this way of doing things actually is. The oldest games that added graphics and GUI to text-based adventures could be seen as this, and some of them were out already in the early-to-mid 1980s, such as the previously-mentioned Mystery House (1980), or other early examples like Borrowed Time (1985) or games in the MacVenture series, like Déjà Vu (1985). Of course, when the 90s came about, they ditched almost all that sort of interface and simply had the player clicking on things to get around and solve puzzles.
More recently, what would happen would be this: the world would be created in graphics software. This would then be rendered in to an image from a particular point and perspective, and that static image, rather than the 3D model of the world itself, would be what would be displayed to the player. String these all together, with images for different views, different angles, close-ups of important objects and such, and you have a game.
For those of you that haven’t played it, it probably sounds extremely boring, like you’d just be clicking through images. Well, yes and no. You are, but if it’s done right, you don’t really notice, and it produces graphics that, at the time they were particularly popular, would have been mind-blowing. Plus, the images were not alone – there was also sound to accompany them, which also added a lot to the experience.
Myst (1993) is one of the most well-known examples of this sort of game, and, if you still have doubts, just consider this – between it, and The 7th Guest (1993), CD-ROM drives for computers became popular enough that they’re pretty much stock-standard in modern computers, and, until The Sims (2000) came out more than six years later, the former was the best-selling videogame ever.
Transitions could be done for these, though it was not always necessary. Myst (1993) didn’t have any, Riven (1997) used simple cross-dissolve transfers, but The 7th Guest (1993) and its sequel The 11th Hour (1995) actually had full animated transitions between nodes, where the camera view would bob and move directly from the screen you were on, to the screen you were moving towards, and even had transitional animations for turning and looking at different views at the same node. That explains why, despite being similar in technology and execution, Myst (1993) came on only one CD-ROM, but The 7th Guest (1993) on two.
 

 
Arguably the most well-known starting screen in gaming history, this is the view that launched a thousand CD-ROM drives. It’s hard to believe now, but back in the day, this would have blown your mind. (Myst, 1993)
 
1.3.2. Free-look nodes
 
This is basically exactly the same as the above, though there’s one key difference: whereas the slideshow nodes were rendered as different images for viewing in different directions, these ones are rendered as full 360° views that you can look around in pretty much any direction (including up and down, in most cases). That is to say, they allow you to move in two of the dimensions of freedom – usually yaw and pitch.
There are two ways I’ve seen of doing this. Firstly, CSI: Crime Scene Investigation (2003) and the sequels to that that I have played. The cursor is not fixed to the middle of the screen, you actually move it to the edges of the screen to move the view around, but in those cases, there is no pitch, only yaw.
The second way I’ve seen it done is in AmerZone (1999), the cursor is locked to the middle of the screen, so rather than you moving it around to get to various objects, you actually move your entire view around. It might sound a little counter-intuitive, and in some cases made me a bit motion sick (I’m quite sure I’m not the only one), but if you’ve played a game like this, you’ll know it actually makes sense in the context. Also, in the later Myst games, Myst III: Exile (2001) and Myst IV: Revelation (2004), this locking was not totally unchangeable – in fact, in those, you can right-click to un-lock the cursor from the middle, so that you can move it around to solve puzzles and get at things that are kept at the edge of the screen (i.e. the books and journals you need to access from time to time), and it works in much the same way as the above method, with regards to being able to shift the view by moving the cursor to the edge of the screen. Trust me, when trying to pull levers, it’s wonderful to not have the entire view lurching around in response to what you’re trying to do.
Again, transitions could be done, but were not always necessary. Most games of this type, from what I’ve seen, use cross-fading of a sort, if they do any transitions at all.
 
1.3.3. Free movement
 
If you are nine out of ten gamers, you’ve played a first-person shooter. Free movement first-person adventure games are basically those, sans action, and with much better puzzles that don’t involve going to X area to get Y coloured key to open Z door. I get it, in FPS games, the puzzles have to be simple like that because the players playing them are probably not the sorts that would play adventure games (I’ve been to high school, obviously), and the puzzles being simple simultaneously artificially lengthen the iffy shooty game while also supposedly not detracting from the flow of bang bang pew pew.
Anyways, I got sidetracked there. Free movement adventure games... you can look in any direction, move anywhere you want to move, and you solve puzzles. It’s a fairly new and uncommon way of doing it. In fact, the only games I can think of that did things that way were and Under a Killing Moon (1994) (this one is a bit primitive, so I’m not going to go into it), Uru: Ages Beyond Myst (2003) – plus its expansions, To D’ni (2004) and Path of the Shell (2004), obviously – and Myst V: End of Ages (2005). Though, honestly, the latter is probably the only pure form of it I’ve seen. Uru (2003) actually had a third-person mode that you could use, which made the controls a bit wonky for everything – essentially, you had to hold down one of the mouse buttons to enable free-look, which made it pretty tiring and awkward. Plus, honestly, maybe I’ve just gotten used to it from playing other first-person games (stealth ones in particular), but the fact that strafing didn’t exist in it also made it really awkward.
Thankfully though, Myst V: End of Ages (2005) did a perfect job with the free movement first-person controls, feeling a lot more fluid and intuitive. Plus, if that didn’t work for you, it had both slideshow and free-look node modes, which seem a bit pointless, but I can understand why they’re there. This last bit seems a bit pointless right now, in this discussion, but it is something I will be coming back to in a form later, and putting it here seemed like the best place to bring it up.
 
1.4. Third-person hybrids
 
Of course, while all the above are pure, there are plenty of games out there that don’t stick to the strict purity of those design methods. So, this section is about all the designs that sit between particular kinds, borrowing ideas from each to form a new control method.
 
1.4.1. Parser-active
 
Basically, this is the earliest form of graphic adventure interface. It was used in early Sierra titles such as Space Quest II (1987).
The way it works is, essentially, you directly control your character with the keyboard in terms of movement (well, you tap the direction you want them to go in, and they keep going until they can’t, or until you tap the direction again to stop), and perform all other actions by typing commands into a parser. Which, as you can imagine, makes for a rather weird experience, especially because the issues with both parser and active control tend to come through despite the merger. It feels like you're struggling to control things. Though I'm more than willing to agree that this system will not work for a lot of games, unlike other people, I'm actually going to argue that it makes some games better, horror ones such as Trilby’s Notes (2006) in particular, because it is supposed to be horror, and feeling a little out of control adds tension to the game overall. I can't see it breaking other games, but it'd make them awkward.

The parser in action. Obviously, the keyboard controls can’t really be shown in an image. (Trilby's Notes, 2006)
 
 
1.4.2. Active-passive
 
Another product of a more modern era, I can't say I'm sure when this cropped up first, but I know that Telltale Games in particular has used it quite a bit - at least, in Sam & Max: The Devil's Playhouse (2010) and Tales of Monkey Island (2009). Basically, in this system, you can control your character using the keyboard (or mouse, actually... hold down left and move the mouse to get the character to move), while interacting with objects using the mouse cursor (usually a One-Click Everything style, see below). It's not really something I can explain much better, or illustrate with an image, but you'd understand if you've ever played a game using it.
Look, even though I swear by pure Passive control, I have to admit that this is not a bad system. It's actually quite a lot better than pure Active is, and if Active had been like this all along, I think the genre would've benefited from it in that new players would've found it easy (since I'm sure that they also probably suffered a bit with pure Active, I know many veterans of the genre did). It still has issues of Passive control, sure, but it does seem to eliminate many of the problems Active had, so it has to be commended for that much at the very least.
Early examples, however, were not so good. King’s Quest VIII (1998) had a problem with the camera – specifically, because you could roam freely, you could also move the camera freely around (rather than relying on the game working by screens), which made for some very clunky controlling when you’re trying to move and look around all at once, and the camera only moves into the position behind the character after a distance. The latter part wouldn’t be a huge problem, but the movement was not very intuitive either, which just caused frustration for the several hours it took me to get used to it.
There’s a more modern form of active-passive control that exists too, though I haven’t seen use of that much, and only by Telltale Games titles such as Tales of Monkey Island (2009). It’s a bit weird to describe, but it amounts to holding down a mouse button and dragging it around to move. Basically, a reticule pops up around the player character with a pointer, and you’re dragging the pointer around, which the character follows. It works surprisingly well, but I understand why it’s not widely used – it takes a bit of getting used to in order to be comfortable with it.
 
1.4.3. Parster-active-passive
 
It's exactly the same as above, except that the game also allows you the option of using mouse clicks to control character movement. It's even weirder dissonance when you move with the mouse, but still type commands in with the keyboard. As you can imagine, it's even rarer than the above is, because it's so weird. This was used in King’s Quest IV (1988).
 
1.4.4. Parser-passive
 
These are getting weirder as the list goes on. Okay, I admit, I’m finishing with a unicorn here, a hybrid I’ve never even come across, but which is theoretically possible – parser control, but with no option of keyboard control over characters, just mouse-clicking. Why you’d want to do that with the modern advances of passive control, I don’t know, but all I’m saying is – it can be done, not that it should, or even that is has. Just that, in theory, it can. I imagine it’d be uncomfortable to use, though, so please nobody get clever ideas because I insist on being thorough in my theoretical knowledge coverage.
 
1.5. Conclusion
 
I think that about covers the very broad ways in which the player can control the character, so the next logical step is to analyse the interface – that is to say, the more specific way in which these control systems discussed above are presented, and the way that the player inputs their information to the game. Granted, I know this sounds weird, but the distinction between control and interface is a bit hazy as it is. But I’ll talk about that below better.
 
 



Section 2: User interface
 
2.1. Introduction
 
So, as I said above, I will define what makes user interface (or UI) different from control here. Simply put: control is a broad expression of how a game plays, whereas interface is the way in which the player inputs that control – that is to say, this refers more to the manner the information is presented to the player, and the way that they interact specifically with that information.
In broader terms, control means, for instance, that you click on things to play the game, but the interface is about how different ways of clicking create different sorts of interaction with the game. Unless you’re on one of those weird Mac computers, you generally have at least two buttons on your mouse, so there is a difference between left-clicking and right-clicking. That’s where interface comes in. Control is simply that you click. Interface is what makes left-clicking different from right-clicking.
The UI is a particularly critical influence on how a game feels when you play it. Moreso than controls, I've found in my personal experience, that I can get used to pretty much any form of character control, but if the UI doesn't agree with me, I have an uphill battle getting immersed, since I end up being distracted by having to think about things when I am just trying to do something absolutely minor, such as examining an object to figure out what to do with it. Rarely, however, will I not play a game simply based on the way the UI works, unless it is very, very illogical to me.
There are many different forms of UI that I have encountered in my time, so let's just launch head-first into what each of them is.
 
2.2. On-screen verbs
 
Now this is arguably the classic way of doing it. You'd have your game screen taking up most of the space, and at the bottom, you'd have a list of verbs (USE, TALK, GIVE, OPEN, CLOSE, etc.), and some kind of inventory display next to it, either in the form of a list, or in the form of item icons on the screen. In some games too - well, the SAGA engine games, I Have No Mouth and I Must Scream (1995) and Inherit the Earth: Quest for the Orb (1994) – there'd also be a small portrait of the character in some place in this, which served some purpose - in the former, it was a way of tracking the moral standing of the character being played (more on this later), in the latter, it was mostly used to show emotional reactions Rif had to events occurring in cutscenes, and to show a close-up of the other character during dialogue (again, more on this later on).
 

 
All the icons displayed on-screen, waiting to be clicked to be activated. It’s always struck me as a bit weird that effort was put in to programming some of those, since some of them can substitute others generally – for instance, you can often just say USE X ON Y rather than GIVE X TO Y, for instance (Monkey Island 2: LeChuck’s Revenge, 1991)
 
Of course, what only veterans seem to know about this (trust me, I know that only we seem to know after a friend of mine complained an old game was “clunky” because of the verb-clicking) is that the verbs actually have semi-standard keyboard shortcuts, so for first-timers, it can seem VERY clunky and slow, though I'd argue that, even with that knowledge, it is still a bit clunky.
Speaking of keyboard shortcuts, there’s a modern example of this interface in use in Thimbleweed Park (2017), though it has the problem of removing the keyboard shortcuts for verbs – something that threw me off on occasion even after 13 hours of playing it. Granted, the idea was to capture the feeling of an adventure game from the 1980s, and it does a great job at doing that, but the lack of keyboard shortcuts was a bit annoying to say the least.
The other issue I have with this interface is that it often included many unnecessary verbs. I mean, come on, there were puzzles in older games that used PUSH or OPEN, but, at least from a more modern gamer's perspective, it's just an irritating form of mechanical difficulty - the verb hunt.
 
2.3. Verb cycling
 
An odd interface method. Basically, instead of selecting verbs from a list at the bottom of the screen, you right-click to cycle through verb icons, and then when you get the one you want, you left click on the object.
I can't stress this enough - I don't like this. At all. It's a ridiculously time-consuming way of doing it. It was supposed to be quicker, but it was just irritating as you could cycle right past the verb you wanted, and, further, you had to take time to actually learn what each of the icons does (some were obvious, like the eye for LOOK AT, but some were less so... such as the hand squeezing a... green thing... being for USE)..
 
2.4. Verb coin
 
This only came into popularity later in the Golden Age, but it's been a consistent go-to for some of the more modern titles. It eliminates some of the technical issues of the verb list, and streamlines the whole experience. I personally think it was a brilliant innovation, simply for how much smoother it made gaming experiences. Especially considering there was pixel-hunting in some games, for newcomers not aware of the keyboard verb shortcuts, it must have been incredibly irritating to find something you were looking for, have to go down, click a verb, and then try to find it again. Now, I might be wrong here, but I'm somewhat certain that Full Throttle (1995) was the first game to use this, though it was called a verb coin because in The Curse of Monkey Island (1997), this was the first time it literally was a coin.
 

 
The coin that coined the term "verb coin". (The Curse of Monkey Island, 1997)
 
Another streamlining thing I must commend it for is eliminating a lot of verbs that were mostly unnecessary, and basically incorporating most of them into USE. No more PUSH, PULL, GIVE, PICK UP, etc. etc.. That might be why a lot of people find the older games clunky, and get annoyed by verb hunt, if their exposure to the genre was mostly with verb coins beforehand.
 
2.5. One-click everything
 
A much, much more streamlined interface, where basically everything was reduced to one (or, actually, two) click. You want to do something with an object? Just left click, and the character will interact with it in the appropriate way. You could also sometimes right-click on items to examine them. I can't say I have the slightest clue when this came about (the earliest example of a game using no verbs is Loom (1990), but the one of the earliest pure one-clicks is The Neverhood (1996). In modern terms, this seems to be a reasonably common way for games to do things, probably because it's much easier than the other systems.
An alternative version of this idea, though not particularly common, is one in which left-clicking interacts with an object in whatever fashion, right-clicking serves the same function as LOOK, which adds a little more variety to the game.
This could just be the Golden Age-fed cynic in me, but in some ways, I find this interface too simple. It's arguably the most logical way to do things, and it's easiest for people who don't really know much about other systems, but then, and this is just my thoughts, it removes some of the fun you'd have from doing things deliberately wrong with other systems, just to see what would happen. LucasArts games always included little Easter eggs like that, where specific verbs would garner unique reactions. An example of this is in Year 2 of Grim Fandango (1998) where, upon encountering the giant cat litter box, Manny will just complain if you tell him to USE it, but if you say PICK UP, he starts laughing manically.
 
2.6. Japanese-style menu interface
 
For a quick history of Japanese adventures games: many early entries in the genre were just like Western text adventures, many even understanding English input due to the difficulty of typing Japanese on Dvorak keyboards. Much of this changed with the Famicom port of Yuji Horii’s Portopia Renzoku Satsujin Jiken (1983). Since Nintendo’s 8-bit console lacked a built-in keyboard, all of the verb commands were listed at the right side of the screen, after which you can select a noun to act on. This became the standard for a huge number of games following the adventure game boom, including Nintendo’s Famicom Mukashibanashi: Shin Onigashima (1987) and Famicom Tantei Club (1988), plus sequels, Data East’s Tantei Jinguuji Saburou (1987) (eventually known later in America as Jake Hunter ), the various sequels thereof, and, most well-known to English speakers, Konami’s Snatcher (1988). Some games play with the template a bit, allowing you to point at items on the screen rather than selecting them from a list, or offering simple actions to break up the text. 
These types of games are often confused with “visual novels”, a wholly distinct subgenre of narrative based games. Many Japanese adventure games are fairly light on the kind of puzzles we might see in Sierra or LucasArts-style games. In fact, in most cases, all you need to do to progress is exhaust all of the menu options (sometimes selecting the same things repeatedly, until the game lets you progress). Obviously there are exceptions, and some do have fail-states, but otherwise they’re viewed as much more linear than Western adventure games, which lends them the “visual novel” designation, which isn’t quite accurate.
Essentially, a visual novel is a very dialogue-heavy game that involves a lot of reading, and sometimes lets the player choose something that might take the story in one direction or another, or create some kind of flag that has an impact to an event later on. Some games straddle this line in different ways, particularly games like 999: Nine Hours, Nine Persons, Nine Doors (2009), which are essentially visual novels but interspersed with logic puzzles. The smartphone versions cut these sequences out, leaving just reading.
On the other hand, the difference is that “adventure” games in Japanese standards allow a lot more interaction with environment, and free movement around. Phoenix Wright: Ace Attorney (2001) is a very famous example of this kind of game, and actually fairly indicative of what you’d expect from them – courtrooms seem to be popular settings for such games, allowing you to examine evidence and find contradictions in testimonies and whatnot.
Dating simulators are a type of game, often (though not always) with a visual novel interface, where the gameplay is divided into days (and time-limited to a specific period), and involves interacting and spending time with a group of NPCs, with the ultimate aim of developing a romantic relationship with them, and your actions and time spent with them impacting the “level” of relationship. The choices, thus, largely involve who to spend time with on particular days, and what to say and do in conversations. There are also often other activities you need to perform during the rest of the day, which go towards improving particular stats, which may or may not have an impact on the story down the line.
Outside of some dating simulators that get popular outside of Japan, like Hatoful Boyfriend (2011), visual novels are not entirely popular or well-known in the rest of the world, unless one is familiar with anime subculture. That being said, there are some Western-developed examples of visual novels, only a few of which are commercial, like Christine Love’s Ladykiller in a Bind (2016). Again, there’s a difference between something that’s purely a visual novel, where you just read and make choices, versus an actual simulation, where you make regular decisions to do activities and build up stats, which affects how other characters treat you.
There are even Western dating simulators, though you’ve likely never heard of any because they’re usually developed for some very specific, very niche audiences that, if not anime fans themselves, often have some overlap with anime fans, and are usually also freeware. In fact, the only one I had heard of until I started writing this book was Common Grounds (2012), a gay furry eroge – not exactly a common taste. The Western community tends to use Ren’Py (2004–) to make their games (bar a some exceptions, of course), and a whole host of those, including a lot more commercial ones than you’d ever think existed, can be found within the community.
This is an expansive topic that could easily take up its own book, and is actually a bit outside of the scope of what I want to talk about, let alone my own expertise at this point. Japanese adventure games are rarely localized for release outside of Japan, and beyond the visual novel style, is rarely replicated among Western developers, seemingly only ever done so by the independent developers.
 
2.7. Overhead view
 
Obviously this is a third-person view, but it’s actually rather uncommon. Still, there are two ways of doing it – directly overhead, as was used in DreamWeb (1994), and isometric (which is a fancy way of saying that three-dimensional space is represented in a two-dimensional image where angles between axes are always 120°), as was done in Sanitarium (1998). Weirdly, both are about insanity. Go figure. The interface for DreamWeb (1994) will be discussed in more depth in a later section.
 

 
Overseeing the madness from the isometric perspective (Sanitarium, 1998)
 
There was also an early example of pseudo-isometric in Inherit the Earth: Quest for the Orb (1994), where the view was used for large areas that would not fit on one screen (such as a village, and one of the game’s several mazes), and for the map of the world which one used to move between different locations.
There’s honestly not a lot to say about the perspective. It’s not really common in adventure games, but it’s pretty common in videogames from the mid-to-late 1990s, especially for role-playing games. It was also, of course, stock standard perspective for real-time strategy and strategic management (better known as “tycoon”) games. 
Again, a few Japanese adventure games do break away from the command-based interface to use an overhead perspective. In many cases, these may appear to be role-playing games like Dragon Quest (1986), but lack the stat building or combat that are expected in these types of games, instead being reliant on either exploration or fetch questing. An early example of this is Konami’s Shalom: Majou Densetsu III (1987), though English gamers might be more familiar with the horror game Corpse Party (1996), or perhaps the 2008 remake, owing to that games’ roots in being developed in an RPG Maker-type program.
 
 
2.8. The inventory
 
I was surprised there were as many ways to do inventory as there are, actually. Inventory, for those unfamiliar with the genre, refers to the collection of items that your character collects in-game, and are needed for solving of puzzles most of the time (though are sometimes red herrings), that you as the player have control over in the form of choosing to pick items up, drop them (in some cases), or try to use them to solve a puzzle.
Really though, all there is to say relates to size and visibility or placement within the interface. The rest will be covered in the next section as part of the puzzle design philosophy.
 
2.8.1. On-screen
 
The earliest way of showing off what mountains of useless junk you had on you, and directly linked to the On-Screen Verb interface. This, and the interface it was linked to, fell out of favor eventually because of increasing technological capabilities allowing for more complex coding. It also meant that graphics got better, and thus people wanted to see more of the pretty, pretty artwork, and less of the huge icons telling you what you can do and what you've knocked off.
It must be said – it's not that pixel art was ugly as such (unless you looked at the earliest examples of it, at least), it's just that it didn't allow a lot of detail. Considering that games in the early 90s were running at 320x240 (or even 320x200) - not a lot of space to work with - it was fine for that period, but the moment screen resolutions got bigger, they allowed for more detailed images, meaning people in all genres of gaming wanted the art to get more detailed. Hence, this kind of interface went away in favour of bigger, better art.
 

 
The inventory in its standard location - bottom right of the screen, next to the verbs. (Flight of the Amazon Queen, 1995)
 
2.8.2. Off-screen
 
When the graphics got better, the inventory had to be moved out of constant sight in order to accommodate a lot more pretty, so inventory screens were invented, which one could access via some kind of on-screen icon, or by pressing a key on the keyboard or mouse (right mouse button, usually). I'm really not sure of an exact year on this, but no matter. I can however say that I am sure that the right-mouse-button-press inventory came about as a result of either one-click everything or verb coins, because they allowed freeing up of the right mouse button, which streamlined things amazingly, making it so you'd never, ever have to touch your keyboard, you could play completely on your mouse.
I will say this much: I do prefer this method, because I feel it's a lot more immersive. It, in a way, lets you forget you're playing a game, where the on-screen everything makes it quite painfully obvious. But that's just a personal preference. In a less personal preference, the ability to ignore the keyboard in the game is reasonably unusual for any genre of game, but it also takes away some of the mental burden, allowing you to actually think about the puzzles, and not worry about whether you're pressing the right key in a huge collection of keys.
 

 
An off-screen inventory. In this particular example, it's accessible by clicking on the "i" at the bottom left. Stock standard for these is, if they're popping up on top of your game screen, as is the case here, and are not a separate screen, then moving the cursor past the outside would hide it from sight again. (The Dig, 1995)
 
2.8.3. Limited size
 
Rather more unpopular, from my experience at least, because it adds some difficulty to things. Games that have limited inventory also tend to have a lot of useless items you can pick up, just to make things even more confusing for the player. So, I don't really think this is the best system, because, ultimately, it does end up affecting the ability for non-linearity. If the player can't pick up an item needed for a puzzle, they can't solve it until they are able to get rid of another item, most likely by solving another puzzle. That, for me at least, is problematic, since I tend to hop across puzzles. If I get stumped on one, I move on to another, and make incremental progress on all the puzzles in a particular game area.
Thankfully, however, games don’t often do this. The only one I can think of offhand is DreamWeb (1994).
 
2.8.4. Unlimited size
 
By this, I mostly mean that the number of items you can have on you at one point is never exceeded by the number of items available for collection. This is pretty much the standard way of doing things, and it does make things a little easier on the player, knowing that (almost) everything they pick up ends up being of some use at some point during the game. Of course, there are situations where you can pick up useless items, but they never have an impact on your ability to haul a lot of random stuff around with you.
 
2.8.5. Non-existent
 
Another uncommon way of handling things, but it does exist. It seems a bit counter-intuitive to not have any inventory nor pick up any objects whatsoever at any point in the game, considering the nature of the genre. So how does it work? Well, there are a couple of ways, but I will discuss those later in more detail, but let’s go into a few examples here briefly. See environmental puzzles in the next section for more information.
The 7th Guest (1993) and The 11th Hour (1995), as an example, worked completely on puzzles. You'd go to a room, look around, maybe click on some other items to see some animations (or, in the case of the latter, to try to solve the current scavenger hunt clue), and then click on one specific area, and solve an actual puzzle or play a minigame against the AI. There were all manner of puzzles - lots of ones relating to chess (the eight queens puzzle, for instance), sentence construction based on specific rules with a bunch of scrambled letters, et cetera. It may have made the game slightly easier to not have inventory puzzles, but some of those puzzles, and especially the versus minigames, more than compensated for that. But more on those later.
 

 
The skeletal hand, one of the cursor's forms (aside a spinning eye, an open skull with pulsating brain, and a drama mask... apparently spooky stuff) provide the only interface in both this and the prior game. (The 11th Hour, 1995)
 
Loom (1990) provided its own unique solution. There was only one inventory item in the entire game - the distaff - which you have for the majority of the game, and which you use to interact with things and change the environment through "spinning drafts", as the game calls it - essentially this means casting spells on items.

 
Here, you can see most of the basic interface. At the bottom is the distaff and the octave scale, right of that is the object currently selected for casting a spell on. In all cases, new drafts are shown on the distaff itself by sparkling on the section of it representing the note (which roughly lines up with the scale). The "easy" difficulty setting also has a small box that shows you the four notes played. Hard removes the scale from below, and only shows the sparkles accompanied by the tones, expecting you to be able to play the game by ear, basically. (Loom, 1990)
 
 
2.8.6. Inaccessible
 
This doesn’t technically exist, because it goes against the tenant of being able to determine when items will be used, though there is a similar concept, the pseudo-inventory puzzle, that I will discuss in the next section.
 
2.8.7. Used items
 
So for the inventories that allow you to see and access the items you’re carrying directly, there are actually a few ways in which they deal with items that have been used. Obviously, if you use an item with the environment in such a way that there is no way you could possibly carry it again, it is removed from the inventory. In the case of combining it with another item, if it consumes the entirety of the item, the original item(s) will be removed and only the hybrid item will exist. However, if the entire item is not consumed (which usually means you’ll need to use it again later for a different puzzle), you keep it (albeit in a modified state). All straightforward – if you’re going to need an item for a different puzzle, the game keeps it, but if you don’t, it goes away, clearing the clutter.
However, that’s not how it always works. Sure, sometimes you use an item in a way that would still allow you to have it, and then it vanishes, but some games let you hang on to it afterwards, which can be a red herring. I can’t think of any examples of this happening offhand, but I’m sure they exist – and personally, I think it’s bad design, as it leads the player away from their goals and clutters the experience with obfuscating, irrelevant information. So, when the player is done with an item, and never needs to use it again, just get rid of it. You don’t even have to really explain why it’s gone (e.g. by showing an animation of it being destroyed by the solving process), so it’s not like it creates a lot of extra work to just code a few lines to get rid of it once done.
 
2.9. The passage of time
 
Time in videogames doesn’t really work the same way as it does in reality, because that’d either make things boring or impossible. The three ways time is generally handled in adventure games are discussed below. Some of these are also used in similar fashion in other genres, of course, but the focus of this book is very genre-specific.
 
2.9.1. Turn-based
 
An old way of doing things that went out with interactive fiction for the most part, which means that it’s pretty much entirely exclusively used in parser-based games. The easiest way to think of it is similar to a boardgame – you perform an action, and each action counts as one turn, in between which the computer takes a turn to respond. It also means that, unlike boardagmes, as I said previously, that you can skip turns by typing WAIT.
Personally, I feel that it removes some of the tension – if you’re in a stressful situation, you have basically infinite time to figure it out. Sure, the game might make you have to do it within a certain number of turns, but you still generally have an infinite amount of time each turn to think. Well, that was my understanding of older games. More modern ones, though, when they are made on rare occasions, can handle also imposing a real-time time limit on you, forcing you to have to act within seconds.
 
2.9.2. Pseudo-real-time
 
This is probably the most common way to do things in adventure gaming. The name sounds a bit weird, so let me explain it like this – there are no turns, but time also doesn’t flow in a straightforward fashion. Rather, what happens is that certain events in the game only happen after certain actions have been performed by the player. Time is something of a series of pockets of infinite compression. Only once you complete a task do the things that you’ve been trying to make happen, regardless of whether the story states it took half an hour and you were working on it for three hours.
 
2.9.3. Real-time
 
This isn’t real-time in the same way that it works in reality. At least, not exactly. It is just to say that time moves in a uniform fashion forwards, and that things will happen or not happen based on the passage of time. Much like real life, this may mean day-night cycles that occur every so many minutes (common in other genres, not adventure so much), or just simply having an in-game clock, waiting for things to happen, and having only a few minutes of time to complete certain tasks, such as in King’s Quest III (1986).
 
2.10. Conclusion
 
Well, this section certainly seemed to cover a lot of ground about how adventure games work. I hope I don’t kick myself later for forgetting something important, but I don’t think I did.
Now that you know how they work at a mechanical level, I think we can delve into something a bit more abstract, a bit more involved, and a bit broader. Sure, it’s fine to say that they work this way at this level, but that’s only half of the discussion. Next, we need to talk about design philosophies, which are a bit detached from what design has meant so far.
 



Section 3: Design philosophies
 
3.1. Introduction
 
So, after that long look at how you play adventure games, we can have a nice examination of how adventure games play you (as such). At the very core of the genre are puzzles. Without puzzles, well, what the heck would you be playing for? You could literally just walk from point A to point B, no fuss, and just do whatever it is you were supposed to do. But, much like real life, things can't be THAT simple most of the time. The only question is - how do YOU solve the puzzles ahead of you? For the aspiring adventurer, there are a number of possibilities.
In this section, I will first look in general at how puzzles are constructed in individual settings, before moving on to more broad discussions on how they work together – or, more specifically, how various game companies decided they should work together. Some are well-thought-of, some are not, but all have been done before.
 
3.2. Types of puzzles
 
3.2.1. Inventory puzzle
 
Arguably the standard method to play an adventure game, though not an absolute - there are some games that don't do it this way. Simply, almost all adventure game player characters have one thing in common - chronic, clinically significant kleptomania. Most of the time, if it isn't nailed down, they'll steal it. Not without cause, mind you - they have a quest, and somehow, all this crap they knock off can be used to solve their various Murphyan problems. There's basically two kinds of inventory puzzles, both involving, obviously, the stuff in your inventory. I won't say one is more common than the other, they're both used extensively.
First of them is the external inventory puzzle. Describing this is incredibly banal, but I vowed to be complete - you take an item out of your inventory and use it on something in the environment to solve a puzzle. This is, quite literally, what you do 90% of the time in games with inventories in them - when you're not just trying everything else you can think of to solve the damn puzzle already, you've been stuck here for two days and it's not funny any mo-... I'm going to look up a walkthrough.
Second is the internal inventory puzzle - in this one, you take two objects in your inventory and combine them to create a new item, and sometimes you're even required to combine multiple. This hybrid item is then to be used with something in the environment to solve a puzzle. An alternate form of this puzzle is to use one item in your inventory with another in order to solve a minor problem - for instance, in The Curse of Monkey Island (1997), at one point you need to use the contents of a bottle, but it has a kiddie lock on the lid which you can't open, so you use a chisel you picked up earlier to break it open. All done within the inventory.
 
3.2.2. Environment puzzle
 
As you can imagine from the name, these are puzzles merely involving elements within the game environment. Most often, these puzzles involve manipulating something within the environment to produce a desired result, and this often means that one also has to spend time figuring out the rules of how these things work in order to figure out how to manipulate them. It’s a little different from the examples I was talking about earlier in the section non-existent inventories.
For instance, let’s take a look at a rather infamous puzzle out of Myst IV: Revelation (2004) to illustrate that. At one point in Haven, you come across a tower with three dials, and each makes a particular noise as you turn it. Below, in the valley, you can see a number of nest-like structures, and some animals (called mangrees), one of which is some sort of carnivorous cat-like creature.
 

 
You think it’s pretty, but you learn when doing it that it is pretty... pretty hard, that is. (Myst IV: Revelation, 2004)
 
So, what’s the deal? Well, it’s quite simple (on paper) – you learn by reading some notes nearby that these can be used to communicate in the mangree language, and that bursts of three specific notes of specific lengths constitute their names (and you are given diagrams explaining what their names are, and how to identify them). What you are expected to do, thus, is spin each dial in the correct order in turn for the correct length of time (half a second for a short note, 1.5 seconds for a long one), to tell them to move to the open nest, and thus trick the carnivore into a pit, then call on one of them to throw a fruit at it at the right time and knock it out, thus allowing you to pass into an area you could not previously. Thus, it is an environmental puzzle – you manipulate things in the environment with rules that govern their behaviour, in order to produce an outcome.
Of course, they don’t need to be as complex as that. Bad Mojo (1996) is a good example of a simpler take on environmental puzzles, and involved interacting with things mostly by pushing them around (such as pushing a lit cigarette around to burn a spider that is about to pounce you). It makes perfect sense here - you are running around as a cockroach, it's not like you CAN pick things up, or manipulate things too much. In fact, there is only one pseudo-inventory puzzle in the whole game, but I'll talk more about that later. There’s also another infamous environmental puzzle here, where there is a puzzle involving moving dials around to specific values... only, if you’re normal, you don’t know what the values are supposed to be. If you’re really super-attentive, however (or looked it up or had it explained to you, such as right here in this book), you find out that every single time you’ve come across any numbers written down anywhere in the game, they’re actually the numbers you needed to know.
 

 
Pretty much all you see in this game. Yes, I mean that in terms of both (lack of) interface and visual content. There is a display for number of lives left in there too, but it only pops up when you get killed. (Bad Mojo, 1996)
 
Fahrenheit [Indigo Prophecy] (2005) is also totally environment-based, and this is largely because of the way the game works in terms of control and environmental interaction, thus an inventory wouldn't really make total sense with the architecture. Plus, the game's already hard enough as it is without the inventory puzzles, thanks. This will also be explained in a lot more detail in a later section.
 
3.2.3. Dialogue puzzles
 
This could be seen as an environmental puzzle, but I felt having it separate was better. What a dialogue puzzle involves is talking to non-player characters to either persuade them to do something (thus solving a puzzle), to get an item out of them (that you need for a puzzle), or to find out information from (such as an item they need – thus creating a puzzle). The reason it qualifies as a puzzle is because, going in, you might not necessarily know what you need to do, or how to go about doing it, and thus you need to figure as much out during the dialogue, or figure out how you need to talk to the character in order to solve the puzzle. It seems to have become more common as the genre got older, since dialogue could be standardised with the parser being gone, and technology allowed for the addition of recorded voices, thus making the games slightly more accessible by eliminating the large amount of reading that would have put people off the earlier Interactive Fiction games.
Of course, the most famous example of this are the various insult games in the Monkey Island series, starting with swordfighting in The Secret of Monkey Island (1990), repeated in a different form in The Curse of Monkey Island (1997) and then lampshaded twice in Escape from Monkey Island (2000) – once as an unwinnable insult sword fight, once as an insult arm wrestling contest that only really makes sense in context.
 
3.2.4. Logic puzzles
 
Basically these are self-contained games or puzzles with no external elements to them (outside of hints, perhaps), that also do not actually directly impact the conditions of the environment as part of their solving. Again, to talk about The 7th Guest (1993) and The 11th Hour (1995), these would be most of the puzzles within – word games, chess puzzles, that sort of thing. There’s not a lot else to say about these, really.
 
3.2.5. Pseudo-inventory puzzles
 
In a game where you don’t have an inventory, a pseudo-inventory puzzle is one in which you need to have collected an item in order to manipulate conditions in order to achieve something.
One example I can think of off the top of my head comes from Bad Mojo (1996), as earlier stated. In that puzzle, you find a young roach who you give a ride to on your back. This, in turn, gives you the weight enough to overbalance a spoon. So it’s a puzzle that you couldn’t solve without collecting the roachling, but not an inventory puzzle since you do not have an inventory (and thus do not have direct control over the object you are carrying or how it is used).
The Neverhood (1996) provides a few examples, too. The game technically has no inventory puzzles whatsoever, but there are puzzles in there that requires you to have an item before you can solve it - one early on (involving needing to have a glass in which to collect water from a fountain, in order to be able to spit it out) one right near the end of the game (the video discs).
 

 
The video disc screen. You had to collect all of them in order to advance to the final area of the game, and, unlike the other inventory puzzle in this game, you could actually see how many you still needed, and thus knew to look for them. (The Neverhood, 1996)
 
This way of doing puzzles can be irritating, if you can't figure out what to do and you don't have the item and don't even know you need it in the first place (well, in the case of the water puzzle - you know in the video disc “puzzle” if you're missing one of the items). I could see this as a problem in any game applying this idea, if I could find any others. It’s very, very uncommon, needless to say.
 
3.3. Company design philosophies
 
3.3.1. Sierra
 
Since Sierra started making adventures first, this is the oldest philosophy behind adventure gaming, and there's a reason it's never used any more: it's a pain.
Essentially, in most of the older Sierra games, you could enter a game state of walking death (or dead man walking, as some people call it), which means that the game is no longer solvable. All fine and well, but more often than not, you'd unknowingly enter this state, and would only come to realise many hours later that you couldn't proceed.
These could range from simple, like not picking up a shard of mirror in Space Quest I (1986), preventing you from passing through a barrier in an area you can’t leave, to far more devious, like only being able to (and being required, by the way the game is structured) to cross one bridge exactly seven times before it collapsed in King’s Quest II (1985), meaning you were stuck on one side and couldn’t go back and solve puzzles on the other, or 
Considering adventure games existed before the internet, it's amazing that anyone actually figured out that they were in this state and didn't just chalk it up to their own inability to solve the puzzle at hand. Or, for that matter, it's amazing that anyone actually ever managed to finish these things. I'd have lost my damn mind when I was forced to restart for the third time. Perhaps that is just indicative of a more modern gamer, but I don't really think it is.
Aside from that, my experience is that they also gave you almost no direction whatsoever. Space Quest III (1989) provides an excellent example – once you get past the first act, you have a few locations you can visit, but no real sense of what you’re supposed to do as such. You don’t know where to look, or what to do... and so, the plot is walled off from you until you figure out where to find it. You find it, I wish I were joking, by completing an arcade minigame in one location, that you didn’t even know you needed to beat (and seemed like a stupid, and maybe a bit hard, distraction), but nothing more. Oh, but that’s only half of the issue... it’s fine, but you also need to have ordered a specific meal at the restaurant (again with no indication that that would need to be the case) in order to get a decoder ring in order to use on the coded message you get after beating the arcade game, which you might not even really realise is a coded message when looking at it.
 

 
Astro Chicken, or “how would I know beating this is critical?” (Space Quest III, 1989)
 
At least that is somewhat logical, but there are plenty of other examples that are not – for instance, in King’s Quest V (1990), the only way to leave the forest is to use honey and emeralds to capture a creature on a screen where nothing else has happened. Not something you can just guess, so, in other words, it’s moon logic. Sierra loved moon logic puzzles.
The arguably most infamous example of moon logic is, lucky for us, in a Sierra game: Gabriel Knight 3 (1999). It’s a bit long to explain in great depth, but the short version is that you need to hire a vehicle, so you steal a passport that doesn’t look anything like you, chase a cat with a spray bottle through a hole above which you’ve placed a piece of tape, then use the cat hair with some maple syrup to make a fake moustache (which you then combine with a coat and hat to make a disguise)... and if all that wasn’t bad enough, you still have to draw a moustache on the passport photo. Perfectly reasonable stuff to expect people to just figure out, right?
That all, I believe, sums up a lot of the problem with Sierra games and how they were designed, but I know some people love the directionlessness trial-and-error gameplay of the various Quest games. I, for one, do not, because to me it comes across as artificial extension of the game by making the player simply hope they’ll stumble dumbly over the answer, rather than giving them an indication of “you need to achieve this very broad goal... it’s up to you to figure out how to”. These games were also sometimes divided into chapters – a characteristic shared with LucasArts games (see below for more on the idea) – but not always explicitly, nor with the same restrictive rules – for instance, in King’s Quest VII (1994) and Phantasmagoria (1995) you could still go back and explore the areas you’d solved puzzles in previously, and could explore areas and collect items in chapter one that you’d have nothing to do in until later in the game.
Thankfully, though, this went out a while ago, and their newer games all but abandoned the idea, opting for something closer to what LucasArts was doing at the same time. Cynics would suggest this was all done so as to be able to sell strategy guides or hint books to frustrated players, or to get them to use a hint line, but, to be fair, LucasArts also offered such services, even in their later games that Sierra was imitating somewhat, and Sierra, too, continued to offer these services as well.
 
3.3.2. LucasArts
 
Now, to be fair, LucasArts was doing things much the same way as Sierra in terms of general design, at least up until Loom (1990).
Basically, the main difference from Sierra lies in the structure. That is to say, LucasArts games actually have structure to them, with the story being a lot more robust and taking a very active role in what the player is doing, which also has the added advantage of goals being clearly communicated, something that Ron Gilbert (1989) saw as a major issue with Sierra games, and wished to do something about.
Now I know that some people are going to find fault in this system because, yes, it does make the games a lot more linear, and perhaps easier, than Sierra games were. That, however, does not mean that the games are totally linear. In fact, were you to look at one of the available documents out there, the Grim Fandango Puzzle Document (Schafer et al, 1996), you’ll see that some tasks are fairly linear, but at most points in the game, there is a small, contained section of tasks you are due to perform, and the steps towards them (and the tasks themselves) can be done in any order – an idea that started with The Secret of Monkey Island (1990) and the three trials you had to complete, but, obviously, found its way into other games as well. The game then progresses when all tasks are complete, and the next set are laid out for the player.
These tasks were often, though not always, divided explicitly into story chapters, with the progression of the game being that one completed all tasks in a chapter, and then moved on to a new chapter that locked of a lot of (if not all) the areas accessible in the previous chapter(s), thus creating a strong feeling of forward momentum and progression. This was something they did share with Sierra, though, unlike Sierra, they actually were the first to explicitly divide the game into chapters.
People might feel that this somehow detracts from the spirit of the adventure game, because the experience is less dynamic and more straightforward than the Quest games, and the puzzles can be solved quicker and sometimes easier simply by thinking about them, but my experience, it really tightens the experience up nicely, and allows for stronger story to come through. Plus, it mitigates some of the frustration you have from being stuck on something by allowing you to work on other things while trying to think of what to do.
That’s only half of the issue, though. Something else distinguishes LucasArts from Sierra – you can’t get stuck. Well, you can, but LucasArts games are designed specifically and carefully to ensure that if you are stuck in a situation, it’s merely because you haven’t figured it out yet, not because you left some item in a walled-off area that you can never get back to. It makes for a much less stressful experience in playing, because it gives the player more control, and the onus for being stuck is on the player’s observation and skill, rather than on trial-and-error.
These two key points are what the company officially referred to as “the LucasArts design philosophy”, and were used by them to distinguish themselves from the competition, because at the time, and even for a long time after it came into play, it was reasonably different to how many adventure games were made. I can’t speak for a very broad picture here, but I do believe that many, many adventure games in more modern times owe a lot to this revolutionary way of doing things.
 
3.3.3. Cyan
 
Some of you are probably yelling at the book now, asking me what in the heck I’m talking about with saying Cyan has a design philosophy. You know the Sierra one, you know the LucasArts one, but Cyan? Not that you know of. So let me explain.
Cyan’s design philosophy is something of a middle-ground between Sierra and LucasArts, borrowing a few bits from each. The way their games generally work is that almost the entire game is open to you from the get-go. You can visit all the Ages (as the games call the various areas). You’re free to explore them and try solve all the puzzles (much like with LucasArts, except almost the entire game is open to you at once, rather than one small set of tasks). This combines the open nature of the Sierra games, with the impossibility of being irrevocably stuck puzzle structure of LucasArts. Of course, like both, there is a certain amount of linearity involved (mostly that you just have X number of Ages to solve to get some task complete so as to get to the end-game area, usually another specific Age). Thus, it’s more open than LucasArts, but also doesn’t take that in the direction of Sierra and make it possible for you to never be able to complete the game. Of course, it’s a bit more of an issue with branching this broadly that you could get to a point where the only thing left for you to do is whatever task you seemed to find impossible previously, but that’s true of any of these games.
Another thing that Cyan tends to do, and that I’m not a huge fan of honestly, is place a lot of information in books that you can read. It’s a bit annoying because puzzle solutions are sometimes hidden within these things, but it is a clever way around having to have too many NPCs running around and filling in all the blanks of the stories (something which would ruin the atmosphere of these games). My earlier complaint only really applies to the earlier titles, I found it far less of a chore when they introduced audio narration, where the game would read it to you in the character’s voice.
 
3.3.4. Telltale Games
 
Early Telltale games were basically just like old school LucasArts games, which made sense, because they used some of the same properties (Sam & Max, Monkey Island). The only major difference is that they were distributed episodically, so they’re structured a little differently. The style that defined them started with The Walking Dead (2012), which are essentially interactive movies. The basic theory of it is that they believe the game experience should be unique to every player, and so they create branching paths within their games that result from particular choices made at key points in the game. These choices would then mean certain areas or interactions would either open up or be blocked off later in the story, thus creating a unique narrative for the player (e.g. by certain characters dying in the games of some players, but surviving in the games of others). The little messages that say “X has remembered this”, to indicate that your decision has had some kind of influence on the story’s direction, are a trademark of Telltale’s. They also feel that the player should be kept moving, rather than sticking to one problem and area for too long, so there is often a lot more action going on than one would expect from your typical adventuring.
Of course, that’s all the theory. This being as complex as it is means the games end up being a lot more cramped than others, confining the actions to much smaller storytelling spaces, otherwise there’d be a huge (possibly infinite) array of possibilities to account for, so it doesn’t always translate into your choices doing much, more just “this person is alive or dead at this point”.
Anyway, most of their games post The Walking Dead (2012) are based on licensed properties, which makes them easy tie-ins with other media. A few other developers have adapted some elements of Telltale’s games, like Dreamfall Chapters (2017) and Life is Strange (2015).
 
3.4. Conclusion
 
This was a pretty short section, because there isn’t really a lot to say about these things. A lot of what was said can be construed from design choices in the previous sections, and a lot of philosophies of companies seemed to boil down to a simple “everyone does X, but we do Y instead” on a handful of features.
Still, with this, we have the very broad strokes of how adventure games work. Now we come to a far wider, far bigger topic: gimmicks that don’t appear in most games.
 
 



Section 4: Gimmicks and unusual ideas
 
4.1. Introduction
 
So we’ve gone through everything that broadly defines what constitutes this very wide genre. Here’s where we get into something unusual: things that maybe some of the games have in common, but that not all of them do.
This is a very important section, actually, because quite a few of these are things that I personally believe are critical to the ultimate aim of the book: figuring out how to preserve the genre for future. Plus, some of these things need to be noted so that they’re never done again, and the rest are just interesting and might work in games that perhaps some of you reading might have in mind, but didn’t think of.
Let’s get to them, then. There are a lot.
 
4.2. A glossary of oddities
 
4.2.1. Backstory as text
 
The most famous example of this would be in Myst (1993) and its various sequels, including Uru (2003), where the backstory appears in books, though it was also done in a different form in The Neverhood (1996) and its spiritual successor Armikrog (2015). As said, in the former, they appear as in-game books you are able to read, and often contain clues on how to solve puzzles, though Myst IV: Revelation (2004) and Myst V: End of Ages (2005), they are also given narrated options, so that you don’t have to read them yourself, but have the character read them to you (just happens in the latter, in the former this opens up to you after picking up a necklace that also allows flashbacks).
As for The Neverhood (1996) and Armikrog (2015), in both, at one point you come across walls containing a large amount of text. These walls can be examined closer and read fully, and contain vast amounts of backstory (the entire universe’s creation story as an homage to Biblical tales, in the case of the former). Reading them is not crucial to playing or beating the game, as they generally do not contain clues or information on how to beat puzzles, nor really for understanding the game, unless you’re really into all the deep backstory.
The Neverhood (1996), and indeed Uru: To D’ni (2004) both have a problem with this though – they take it to excess. The former has a 36-odd long series of screens that you have to traverse at some point in both directions in order to pick up one of the video discs, and can’t be skipped, and the latter has hundreds upon hundreds of pages of text you can read. In the case of The Neverhood (1996) it’s just a pain, because you don’t have to read any of it, but in the case of Uru: To D’ni (2004), I got annoyed quite quickly when I realised that all that reading was required because it tells you what to do, but you have no way of knowing exactly where to look, or what to look at, so as to avoid that requirement.
 

Just a little, you know. Not much more than you’d have to read in your average postgraduate philosophy class. Not like it’s a major commitment. To think they wanted to make this into an MMO, har. (Uru: Ages Beyond Myst, 2003)
 
4.2.2. Boxes
 
Just a quick one, because this was just a few-time gimmick in Gemini Rue (2011), where you could grab onto a box and, using the keyboard, move it around somewhat freely, much in the same way as with platformer games sometimes, to put in position to solve puzzles. I don’t really have an opinion, but it works in context, at least.
 
4.2.3. Branching paths and multiple endings
 
Ooh, now here’s one I’m actually quite impressed with. This is fairly stock standard of more modern titles by Telltale, such as The Walking Dead (2012), but in older games it was quite rare. As you can imagine, the basic idea is that your actions determine the path that you take in the game, and this path can lead to a different ending, which may be a less ideal one than others. Though, in more modern cases, this is not so much the case – nowadays it’s more about connecting the gamer with the story, making it “their” story because it’ll be unique to them in the details.
Before I go into detail, though, I must make a distinction – it is common practice for adventure games to have several puzzles that you need to solve at once for one overall goal (e.g. performing various tasks to obtain different objects needed in construction of a bigger one). This is not what I mean by “branching paths”, as the story is ultimately still fairly linear, you are just not set in what order you want to solve things. A very overt version of this sort of thing can be seen in Myst (1993) and its various sequels, where you are able to deal with the Ages in whichever order you see fit to do so. It’s a form of branching, but one that has no impact on the story. Branching paths, for this discussion, are strictly those that actually have an impact on the story, ending, or broader gameplay experience for the player.
Now that we’ve got that out of the way, let’s get back on track. Probably the earliest example of this idea, and quite ahead of its time, was The Black Cauldron (1986) and it holds extra interest for being unusual as a Sierra game as well, in that some events that would end the game in other games of theirs, and that some tasks that you don’t complete that would’ve made other games unwinnable, basically just amount to you having to perform extra tasks and solve an extra puzzle or two to compensate for your mistake. No, I also can’t fathom why they didn’t stick with this way of doing things, especially since it was very forward-thinking. Perhaps the forward-thinking was its downfall.
The next fame Sierra would make with a branching path was King’s Quest VI (1992), and this time the actual ending changed based on the path the player decided to take through the game. The player could take a shorter, easier path to reach the end, or a longer path, with more challenge and puzzles, which not only provided some replayability, but also rewarded the player with a better ending if they went down the more complex path, as the longer path involved explicitly resolving some of the conflicts that arise in the story. King’s Quest VII (1994) also had a more minor version of this, where the ending was truncated if the player didn’t solve all of the puzzles or perform particular actions earlier in the game. The Legend of Kyrandia 3 (1994) had a simpler version of this, where it allowed you to solve the first chapter in a few different ways (though not in a way that affected the game long-term), and the ending would vary a bit depending on how you went about solving the last chapter.
LucasArts games also did a version of this. As I discussed before, Loom (1990) actually had three difficulty settings, which dictated the amount of interface the player could see, with the hardest setting requiring you to play the game by ear (and yes, most of the spells were randomised for each play through).
Indiana Jones and the Fate of Atlantis (1992) had an odd form of branching, but one that suited the game and the character – you could pick how you wanted to solve the game – by teamwork, wits, or fists. Each had its own series of unique locations, cutscenes, and puzzles. Quite an interesting and ambitious example, and one that really added replayability – though, I’m sure, was also rather nightmarish to keep track of during development.
Another interesting example is The Curse of Monkey Island (1997), where right at the beginning the game explicitly gives an option between normal and what it calls “Mega Monkey” mode, which made the game a bit longer by giving more puzzles in some sections where there were none, upping the difficulty of others, but not really offering any overt reward to the player for playing in such a mode, aside from a few things here and there and the pride of having beaten it in that mode. No special ending or anything, though. The original version of Monkey Island 2 (1991) also did something like this, but this was dropped for Monkey Island 2: Special Edition (2010) that only allowed playing in hard mode.
 

 
The difficulty selection at the very beginning of The Curse of Monkey Island (1997). Being a Tale of Masochism, or of Masochism Plus™.
 
This was also done by Thimbleweed Park (2017) in the exact same way as Monkey Island 2 (1991) The Curse of Monkey Island (1997) as part of the broad homage to the genre, LucasArts’ way of doing them in particular, that the entire game served as.
In other games, I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream (1995), had a version where one’s moral standing through the game determined whether one could get the best ending or not. There was also a simple version of the same idea in The White Chamber (2005), where the player was scored on morality, and their final score dictated what ending would be shown – more on both of these later. Finally, Night in the Woods (2017) also had a form of branching where you decided who to spend time to, having impacts on the story down the line in terms of who Mae became close to, and whose side story she got to see (and thus certain dialogue is altered), though the overall story of the game remains the same.
 
4.2.4. Cellphones and similar devices
 
There’s only really four games I know of that use long-range communication devices, all of them have science fiction stories – The Dig (1995), 6 Days a Sacrifice (2007), Gemini Rue (2011), and Thimbleweed Park (2017), and all of them are cellphones, or some sort of equivalent – one could argue that the PenUltimate in The Dig, for instance, is somewhat akin to a modern smartphone, as it allows for video communication as well.
 

 
The PenUltimate – almost the last phone you’ll ever need! (The Dig, 1995)
 
I can understand why this is pretty uncommon – a lot of the settings for games just wouldn’t be able to accommodate such devices without breaking the in-universe laws. Plus, of course, the cellphone is a reasonably new device, so it’s outside the technological scope of the era in which some games existed. Handheld transceivers, however, have existed for a while, so their lack of use in games generally is a bit odd.
Anyway, a bit on this – I do like the inclusion of them, because one of the more irritating things about adventure games can sometimes be all the back-and-forth running around to all sorts of places, some of which can be quite a distance away. When the game doesn’t really offer any shortcuts for moving around, this can be a form of artificial lengthening of the game. Long-range communications, thus, at least cut out having to walk back to an NPC when you need to talk to them, which means you can stand near a puzzle you’re trying to solve, talk to an NPC, hear a clue from them that gives you an idea, and be able to work on the puzzle right away, saving time and frustration. Though, in Thimbleweed Park (2017) you don’t really get to do that – the cellphone in that case is mostly used to phone specific numbers you find in-game, so that you can solve puzzles. To be fair, though, there aren’t that many NPCs you need to talk to, and you’re done talking to most after the first conversation, save for the rare need to have different player characters get different things out of them.
However, as said, it can be tricky to include such things because finding a way to integrate the technology into the universe without breaking it causes problems. You could not, for instance, include a magical device in a medieval fantasy game that allows such communication, because the first thing people will compare it to is a cellphone and the anachronistic nature of it will jar them from their immersion.
 
4.2.5. Chase sequence
 
When I was reading up on Phantasmagoria (1995) before playing it, and was told there was a chase sequence right at the end of the game, I was hesitant about it. I was nervous that it would ruin the game by being too frustrating in requiring fast responses and confusing paths aimed at catching the player out and giving them a never-ending stream of game over sequences. However, on playing it, I was actually pleasantly surprised. Stressful, quick-fire and at times a bit confusing it is, yes, but it was never actually frustratingly hard either. If anything, I feel it actually added to the game, giving it a tense climax.
Now, before you go using my praise as a reason to throw it in to a game, consider this – Phantasmagoria (1995) is a horror game. A bit campy perhaps, but still. It might not necessarily fit with the tone of something else. Though, if you do think it would fit in with a tense moment, also consider that pulling off a balance between tension and difficulty is a bit trickier than it seems. I can’t tell you where that balance lies, or how to strike it – in fact, I don’t think there is a theoretical explanation for it. If you want one of these things, I highly suggest you play Phantasmagoria (1995) to see how it was done there, and indeed have the sequence you’ve created playtested very extensively by a wide group of people.
 
4.2.6. Cinematic active control
 
We’re finally getting to talking about Fahrenheit [Indigo Prophecy] (2005), as I hinted in previous parts of the book. There are three particular ways of controlling the game that make it unique and unusual.
First, the stock standard one you use most of the game, showing different actions you can perform by holding the left mouse button and dragging the mouse in the appropriate direction (character control done via keyboard). It's also how dialogues work - each direction corresponds to a topic, though you have a limited amount of time to pick a subject, and the game picks one for you (not necessarily the best one, either) if you run out of time.
 

 
Drag and act (Fahrenheit [Indigo Prophecy], 2005).
 

 
If you ever felt like talking to people is a drag, this is probably why (Fahrenheit [Indigo Prophecy], 2005).
 
 
Second, the balance indicator. This bar would periodically drift towards one side or the other, and you were expected to push the arrows in alternating directions to keep it in the middle. Let it drift to the end, and you'd fail the section.
 

 
Balance is the key to success in life. Or just videogames maybe (Fahrenheit [Indigo Prophecy], 2005).
 
 
Third, the action interface. In more action-oriented sequences, these things, basically a videogame equivalent of playing two copies of Simon (1978) together, would pop up - the left corresponding to your character controls, the right to the numpad by default. And yes, that screenshot there has the game asking for you to press right on both sets simultaneously. I promise you, this can get a hell of a lot harder than it looks when the patterns get complicated. Also of note is the indicator for lives - you lose all those, you have to restart the whole sequence over, which also often includes sections of the next interface discussed.
 

 
Simon says... you’re a bit screwed without a numpad, considering the one on the right runs off of that. Also shown in the top left corner: the number of “lives” left (Fahrenheit [Indigo Prophecy], 2005).
 
Finally, the left-right bar, also for action sequences. The personal bane of my time with this game, it expects you to alternate pressing left and right rapidly to move, and keep, the meter at full. I actually got permanently stuck late on in the game thanks to an over-hard example of that in action. Thankfully, the internet and downloadable saves that let me skip that bloody part exist and let me actually see the bit I skipped and then finish the rest of the game for myself.
 

 
Simon says... you’re a bit screwed without a numpad, considering the one on the right runs off of that. Also shown in the top left corner: the number of “lives” left, the number of times you can make a mess of the sequence before having to reload (Fahrenheit [Indigo Prophecy], 2005).
 
Having played Fahrenheit [Indigo Prophecy] (2005), I did actually like it. It was interesting and different, which I appreciated, but... I had some very serious issues with it in some places. It was unreasonably hard sometimes because of the latter two, and I was playing on easiest. Further, some of the actions requiring mouse drags were unintuitive, which made them artificially hard - climbing up fences and such became really hard, especially since each step up was timed, so if you screwed up once, you'd likely fall off and possibly die.
In terms of what I liked though, the first interface was a particularly interesting idea, and added a certain immersion to the game in some cases though, again, it made some bits of the game quite hard. So, overall, it was not really a success, but an interesting idea at least, and not enough to put me off playing other, similarly-done games by the developers.
 
4.2.7. Commentary
 
This is a rather novel, if very modern idea – thank you, film on DVD, for creating demand for this. Basically, what this involves is that, upon turning it on, the player is presented with a slightly altered version of the game, whereby there are things at various points that can be clicked on that provide insights, notes, and behind-the-scenes information from the developers, relevant to whatever is going on in the game at that point. It’s up to you as to whether this interests you or not, but I think that it’s a rather neat addition to a remake of an older game, providing new information to players that might have extensive knowledge and understanding of the game after having played it for many years.
 
4.2.8. Cultural and linguistic puzzles
 
Now when designing games, one doesn’t always tend to think of translation, because it’s not always an option open to us. So, sometimes, puzzles and their solutions can be lost in translation a bit.
The most famous example of this would be the “monkey wrench” puzzle in Monkey Island 2: LeChuck’s Revenge (1991), where you needed to use a monkey to undo a water pump. Problem is, it was based on a pun that, at the time at least, was something only Americans really understood (this has changed in the years since, though), meaning that, to almost everyone else, it came across as moon logic.
Another particularly famous example is from The Curse of Monkey Island (1997), in which one small section of the game that involved a song that relied on rhyming had to be dropped in other languages because it was basically untranslatable. Not as huge a problem as above, but still a bit messy.
More recently, Thimbleweed Park (2017) had not only a puzzle that involved being aware of the particular slang of 1980s America (which could be a pretty big problem going forward, as that cultural knowledge is inevitably lost to the common person), but also a separate puzzle involving knowing particular trivia of the same space and era. The former is a bit more complicated to learn about, and will only get harder. The latter can be easier to research down the line, but is also subject to a certain amount of social decay over time.
So, basically, with all of this – better not to do puzzles involving too much culturally- and linguistically-specific information, unless you have an exceptionally good reason to do so. At best, it means that a section of game might be lost to other languages, at worst it might make it nearly unsolvable to people even of the right culture, as the knowledge becomes lost from common discourse over time.
 
4.2.9. Day/night cycle
 
This is a pretty uncommon thing to do in adventure games, as most don’t tend to have time limits or run in real-time as such. So, there are two different ways I have seen this done.
First is the way Liath (1998) handles it. Simply, there is no cycle as such, but at least one of the puzzles has a requirement that it be implemented overnight. What the game does, then, is allows the player to switch between day and night as they wish to, and obviously this means certain areas are not open to you at night. It’s a little weird, perhaps, but it works.
The other way is in King’s Quest IV (1988). Your quest is supposed to be completed within a day, and night will fall eventually regardless, but it is also triggered as a plot event, making the game somewhat more like a pseudo-real-time sort of game than what it suggests.
Of course, if you want your game to have a lot of the same areas open at night used to mean a lot of work getting the colouring right for both, though nowadays I suppose it’s more an issue of how the scene is lit than anything else.
 
4.2.10. Dying
 
Boy did Sierra love killing the player character. So yes, death is pretty much exactly what you’d imagine – a game over state where the player character is killed off. Earlier Sierra games required loading of a save game when death happened (so you bloody well better hope you saved the game often), but the more modern way of handling it, and indeed how Sierra would handle it in much later titles as well (starting with the keycard puzzle in Space Quest V (1993)), would be to pop up a box in a game over situation (either due to death or due to screwing a puzzle up and rendering it unsolvable) that tells you that you messed up and offers to let you try again, planting you right back at just before the point where you screwed up.
I know the older crowd will feel that it is some of the appeal of the game, especially when it gets played up for comedic effect, but it doesn’t make it very pleasant for players – or maybe I’m biased because I grew up on LucasArts. Granted, adventure was new and the era of dying every five seconds is part of the earlier games, where they didn’t have a go-to way of telling the player that they were screwing up, so I can forgive it – what I can’t forgive is how outright brutally unforgiving some of them were, like the bridge that would collapse after seven crossings in King’s Quest II (1985) – something that you’d only learn about far too late.
Yeah, we can also say it makes it feel more open for the player, letting them into places they shouldn’t go (yet), but I’d still argue that’s a false feeling of freedom, one that shattered pretty quickly (for me, at least). Sometimes the developer needed a quick easy way of stopping the player from doing things the designers didn’t want them too, but again, that can be handled differently, and is nowadays – mostly just by the character saying “no”. I prefer it that way, but I can see why some people would not.
Ultimately, the point I’m making is: we’ve moved past the Sierra way of killing you off. Deaths can be a pain, so if you’re going to allow it, I highly recommend that you do it the more modern way to save on frustration for the player.
 
4.2.11. Feelies
 
This is something that’s basically never done any more, as it was a thing from an era when you actually had to leave the house to achieve anything. Your game would come in a huge box, and within the box would be the discs and documents. Though, of course, it’s a bit silly to just have discs and manuals in the box, because there’s a lot of space left over, so what companies used to do was produce other items – extra documents (like diaries), code wheels (for copy protection), and various other knickknacks that added to the experience of the game, giving you something to grasp and look at, which also often contained hints or other information, such as extra backstory. These extra bits were what were called “feelies”.
Aside from the copy protection angle, these weren’t always imperative to the experience of playing the game, but in cases like A Mind Forever Voyaging (1985), you’d get a map that would be exceptionally helpful to understand the scale and layout of the game – thus it was something of a substitute for it having no graphics, which could make it all very confusing.
 
4.2.12. Flashbacks as story
 
Fairly early on in Myst IV: Revelation (2004), you acquire a necklace that, when the icon for which is clicked on, activates flashbacks of events that happened in your present location, most if not all of which can be viewed as many times as you like. Naturally, this is not the only way to do this, but I quite like the idea actually – in allowing the player to decide when to activate flashbacks, and allow them to watch them as many times as they like, you not only provide a pretty neat way of providing backstory without too much expository dialogue or writing, you also allow for a decrease in frustration, as they will be able to pick up clues they may have missed the first time they saw the flashback.
 
4.2.13. Full Motion Video (FMV)
 
Back in the nineties, there was this big new trend that involved having “photo realistic” graphics in games, and thanks to various advances, this meant putting actual real photographed images into games, which later also meant filming people and using the footage as the animation sprites. There were two ways of doing this: firstly, filming the actors in front of a blue or green screen and having them placed into rendered computer images. This was done in games such as Phantasmagoria (1995) and The 7th Guest (1993). Though these two had important stylistic differences – the former involved creating the illusion of real people in the environment, but the latter was specifically done with transparent images to give the impression of ghosts being seen acting out their last days over again in a kind of limbo.
 

 
A real woman looking at a fake fountain. (Phantasmagoria, 1995)
 

 
Ghosts haunt these walls. (The 7th Guest, 1993)
 
Secondly, simply filming the actors on sets and using the footage as all of the game graphics. This was how it was done for Phantasmagoria: A Puzzle of Flesh (1996), though there is a weird example in The 11th Hour (1995) where the gameplay elements were entirely rendered, but the cutscenes were almost entirely shot footage with few CG elements.
 

 
“Photo realistic” graphics in a gameplay portion of Phantasmagoria: A Puzzle of Flesh (1996).
 
These things don’t tend to age too well, because technology limits video quality firstly, but also because a lot of the time the acting is very badly done and makes it cheesy (The Beast Within (1995), however, is considered one of the few success stories, as it is an FMV game still thought of very highly to this day) – a bit of a problem when the game was supposed to be horror, and is now coming off as funny instead. One of the few games of the era that really embraced this was the Tex Murphy line of adventure games (Under a Killing Moon (1994), The Pandora Directive (1996) and Tex Murphy:
Overseer (1998). Though they could afford a few C-level celebrities and character actors, most everyone else were no-name actors, and the protagonist, the eponymous Tex Murphy, was actually played by Chris Jones, one of the developers. It knew it was a low rent and cheesy, and played it up for humour, which means that it also aged much better than most others, enough so that a latter day sequels was developed: Tesla Effect (2014). 
Though that doesn’t mean it doesn’t work. Myst (1993) and its sequels up to Myst IV: Revelation (2004) but excluding Uru (2003) manage to do the “real actors greenscreened over CG elements” method in a way that doesn’t grate too much, most likely because these elements are used very sparingly (usually only right at the beginning and end), whereas games that jumped on the bandwagon because it was all the rage tended to overuse the elements and expose the problems with it. Of course these also had developers playing characters: Rand Miller took the role of Atrus Myst (1993) and all its sequels, and he and his brother Robyn also played Achenar and Sirrus respectively, though were replaced by professional actors for Myst IV (2004).
Even all of that is a bit misleading though, because technically both The Neverhood (1996) and Armikrog (2015) are “FMV” in the sense that they were done entirely in claymation, using the same idea of sprites, and while the latter looks better thanks to advances in image quality and technology, the former still looks pretty damn good and hasn’t aged at all badly for the most part. Not having humans in it probably helped though, because it created a barrier of mysticism between us and the game – that is to say, we’re less critical of it because we know it’s animated and “not real”.
A pretty big problem with this, though, is that often the videos that were used for cutscenes were of significantly lower quality than the graphics themselves were, as computers were not able to run video at as high a quality as they were able to handle static graphics. The way around this was to use interlacing – basically, every other line of it is blank space so as to be able to stretch it out bigger. It makes it look pretty washed out, though.
 
4.2.14. Gunplay
 
A very uncommon thing (at least), it’s something seen in only a few games. Gemini Rue (2011) had a pretty complicated format. It involves the player character being behind cover, and popping out at the opportune moment on one of the sides in order to shoot the enemy NPC. It also has a “hold meter”, I guess you can call it – if you allow it to rise to the green range and then take the shot, it will down an enemy in one shot as opposed to the several it usually takes. Further, the player character also has a health bar and can die, which results in the game reloading at the point just before the fight starts.
 

 
Imagine how much more complex diplomacy controls must have been if they thought shooting was the best way to resolve conflicts. (Gemini Rue, 2011)
 
So in this screen, the controls are that W and A move you in and out of cover, S returns you to cover immediately. W switches between targets, R reloads your gun, CTRL holds your breath for the accurate shot, and Space is to fire. It sounds complicated but it’s fairly simple to actually play.
There were two other games that also did it, albeit in a different way: Policenauts (1994) and Snatcher (1988). In both cases, gunplay was in first-person, and, if you were playing on a system that has one, could be played out with a light gun. I personally think it goes a bit far out of what adventure should be to include first-person shooting sequences, but hey, Japan rarely plays by the rules. Besides, the Gemini Rue (2011) example is weirdly complicated and probably not the cup of tea of a lot of adventure game players, too.
 
4.2.15. Height and limited reach
 
Of course there are plenty of games out there that involve trying to get something that is out of reach, but this is different because of the ability to adjust height allowing some such items to be got. Again, this is something I’ve only ever seen done in one game – Machinarium (2009). Seeing as you play as a robot, you can actually adjust the height of the player character in order to perform certain tasks and reach certain items, because ultimately you can only interact with objects directly within your grasp.
The latter is a bit of a departure from normal for adventure games, most work that if there’s an object you can work with on the screen, you can click on it and the player character will move nearby and interact, but in the case of Machinarium (2009) you have to move the player character to near the object first. Even though it’s odd, you get used to it quickly at least. 
 
4.2.16. Hint systems
 
A much more modern way of dispensing hints for players is to have a system within the game itself that dispenses hints, either in the form of an item on the pause menu, a pop-up on-screen that gives hints of what to do on that screen, or having an NPC character dispense hints when asked certain questions. Ususally they are offered in tiers – first a very vague prompt to get you thinking, then a more specific prompt of what you might need to use or find out, and then finally detailed instructions on how to perform the task at hand.
 

 
The in-game hint system from Liath: WorldSpiral (1998). The progress indicator, highlighted, tells you how far into the game you are. The buttons on the left, next to the fairy, are for hints. The score is pretty arbitrary, as it always is in adventure games, but it costs you points to get hints – the higher the hint level, the more points are taken away. 
 
I know that the older crowd might think it sacrilegious to have such things, but I personally think it’s a great idea, especially for novice adventure players. Let’s face it, these games are hard, and it takes getting used to the way they work, so throwing a player a lifeline that will help them enjoy it will create new fans for the genre, which will help prevent it from dying off completely.
 
4.2.17. Icons for dialogue
 
Here lies the one piece of praise I can give the interface of Sam & Max Hit the Road (1993): the dialogue screens. Here, instead of the stock-standard method where you'd have a list of text options which your character would repeat exactly, icons were used, which made the dialogue more unpredictable - a good thing in comedy games, though, ironically, I can only remember it being used in one other game - The Dig (1995), which was sci-fi drama.
 

 
Yet another iconic dialogue scene from the brilliant crime-fighting duo. (Sam & Max Hit the Road, 1993)
 
Of course, most games simply provide the exact text of what the player character’s responses could be, and you pick that way, so this is quite novel, considering there are very few games that don’t do it that way.
Speaking of this, but going on a tangent for a second, there is a good gag used in The Curse of Monkey Island (1997) that screws with the text-listed response system - you're asked if you trust someone, and all the answers you pick are some form of "no", from simple to quite insulting, and no matter which you choose, Guybrush just ends up saying "...sure, of course I trust you."
 
4.2.18. Idle animations
 
Okay, this is one that is done quite often in other games, especially platformers, but not really in adventure games, which is odd. What this refers to is the player character performing animations when being left alone for a while, always something that has no impact on the game itself – they stand in one place and do things such as act impatient, chastise the player for not doing anything, and so on.
There is an unusual example in Phantasmagoria: A Puzzle of Flesh (1996) that I thought was a very neat addition, actually – in a lot of screens, when your cursor passes over an object that can be interacted with, not only does the cursor change, but the player character actually looks in the general direction of the item. Of course, in later 3D adventure games this was also done, but when I first saw that happen in Phantasmagoria: A Puzzle of Flesh (1996), I was struck by just how unusual an additional detail it was, and was actually impressed, regardless of whatever good or bad can be said about the game otherwise.
 
4.2.19. Journals
 
Now here’s something I don’t understand why games refuse to use more often. It works for almost every single technological level, and can make a big difference to how the game plays and the experience the player has.
It’s basically what you think it is – there is an in-game journal that the player has access to, which either records important information (such as clues, maps, objectives, and dialogue transcripts) automatically, and/or otherwise allows the player to do so manually. Back in the older days, you were expected to do it manually in physical reality, but now that the technology allows for it easily, it really is something that no game should be without.
Thimbleweed Park (2017) had a particularly important and interesting take on the idea that I want to talk about now. The journal did take a couple of notes automatically, none of them all that useful to the game (more just adding to the understanding of characters), though it did have one important feature – every character had an explicit list of things they needed to do, and an indication as to whether you’d done them yet. This is a great example of how journals should be used in-game, Ron Gilbert (1989) wrote about this exact problem of often not knowing what the hell you’re supposed to do in an adventure game – no surprises here that he was one of the leads on the project.
Also Night in the Woods (2017) had an unusual take on journals, but one that I liked – as the story progressed, Mae would draw pictures in her journal of things that happened and observations she made. It’s not very “helpful” in the way I talk about above, but I felt that it achieved two great things – firstly, it provided an insight into her psyche that you couldn’t get from dialogue, and secondly, it provided a nice, simple way of reminding you of plot details and experiences, prompting you to remember what the sketches were about, which is great for reminding the player of a lot of detail about the story in a very concise fashion.
 
4.2.20. Labyrinth at character level
 
The title here might not make much sense, but you’ll understand what I mean when I explain, I hope.
Essentially, at some point, you encounter a maze of some sort, presented at the level of the character (either first-person or seeing it at their level), rather than overhead. This way you can only really see what the player character can see, making the maze trickier and often requiring you to draw a map of it.
Inherit the Earth: Quest for the Orb (1994) further confused matters by shifting the orientation around. So, let’s use an example – you enter a screen of the maze, and there’s the way you came in behind you, and another path to the right and ahead. You go ahead, but come to a dead end, so you return to the prior screen. Now that the player character is facing the screen from the other side, the path originally to the right is now situated to your left. The way you came from, thus, is always to the bottom of the screen.
However, this is not always how it was done. Various mazes in King’s Quest VI (1992) simply kept the screen orientation the same no matter what direction you approach it from. So the way you came from could be on any side of the screen.
The 7th Guest (1993) also had a particularly nasty, disorienting labyrinth in it. Since the game was in first-person, the maze was too, and it would zip you around the place down paths and around corners until a junction, where you’d have to pick a direction to go. There was actually a map for it elsewhere in the game, but it was a rather complex maze that was hard to navigate.
Thankfully this isn’t too common. I personally do not have anything against them, but it would be tiresome if each and every single game did it.
 
4.2.21. Magic
 
There aren’t many games that have magic in them, so there’s not much to say. The only ones I know of are Loom (1990), The Legend of Kyrandia 2 (1993) and Liath (1998).
I’ve already talked fairly extensively about the interface of Loom (1990), so the only thing left to say is how spellcasting in the game works. Often, you come across in-game items that, when clicked, play a four-note tune – these are the drafts you have to spin to perform certain actions. These work that playing the song in one direction – let’s just say ACAB as an example – will perform a particular action, and playing it in reverse – BACA – will perform the inverse. For instance, one spell you learn turns gold into straw, so the inverse turns straw into gold. Spells that are irreversible are always palindromes – e.g. ACCA. Performing a spell is as simple as clicking on the object you wish to cast the spell on, and playing the tune.
The Legend of Kyrandia 2 (1993) also used magic as a way of structuring the game around a particular mechanic, albeit in a slightly less unusual way. To solve a lot of puzzles, you’d collect items, as is tradition, and then, with the help of a spell book, figure out how to combine them in your interface-based cauldron to create spells that will solve problems for you.
Liath (1998), on the other hand, treats spells much simpler than this. In your inventory menu there is a submenu for spells. Select the spell you want to cast, and hey presto, the player character casts it. Or not, if it doesn’t do anything on that screen. I feel it’s maybe a bit too simple – it takes away from the special feeling of using magic a bit by simply making it another inventory option, but also it’s a pity that there are no instances where spells can be cast outside of when needed and cause things to happen that are not necessary to the solving of puzzles, which would add depth and make them feel more powerful. Though, on the other hand, that might confuse players too much with false positive effects that they assume are solutions to puzzles, so I can understand from a design perspective why this was not done. Only problem with that statement is, if I recall correctly, there are a few spells you never use anywhere in the game, so including them seems to run contrary to the streamlined design of making spells only useable in their correct places.
 
4.2.22. Magnifying glass
 
A lot of older games are quite small resolution, sometimes as low as 320x240, so when I saw this feature in DreamWeb (1994), I was actually pleasantly surprised by it.
 
 

 
The atypical interface of DreamWeb (1994). It’s a bit weird that the game only takes place in that small area in the middle, and that you have other stuff around it (such as a static portrait of the character), but oh well. The “magnifying glass” (in the strict sense of the word) is the area in the bottom left.
 
Look, the game has a weird interface that doesn’t make a lot of sense really, and being overhead doesn’t help, but they negated that with an optional feature that magnifies the general area of the game screen that the cursor is hovering over, allowing one to see things better. It’s still pixelated as hell, since it’s basically just a blown-up version of the original image, but it’s quite useful actually. Not something I’d use in any game really, but if the art style you want is retro low-resolution pixel, and there’s a way to integrate it that makes sense, sure, why not?
 
4.2.23. Maps as interface
 
I think the title is pretty much self-explanatory, but basically this refers to games that allow easy and (sometimes) instantaneous travel between locations, by use of an in-game map. The player opens the map, selects the destination, and travels there.
This is something I really wish more games would do, because it really streamlines the whole process, by allowing the player to skip over what is sometimes very arduous backtracking. Plus, in some cases, such as was the case in Inherit the Earth: Quest for the Orb (1994), it adds a feeling of a grander scale to the whole thing.
Of course, like with RPGs, there are limitations that are often observed – for instance, you cannot necessarily travel to each and every screen this way, just to a general area (which is the most common way of doing this), or, befitting of the feeling of progress and quite obviously, it will only allow you to travel to locations that you have either accessed before, or have now unlocked, which is also fine by me, as one of the main points of adventure games lies in the exploration. Streamlining it too much would ruin the feeling.
 
4.2.24. Maps as puzzles
 
Now before anyone gets confused, this is a very different thing to the above idea of a map as an interface. What this refers to is a specific kind of puzzle, where the player is presented with a location that, at first, seems impossible to navigate. The player is going around in circles, not achieving anything.
So, how does one navigate? Simply put, there is a set of information given that often seems to pertain to nothing in particular, or is clearly a map but with cryptic symbols or clues on it. The puzzle, then, lies in reading this information and deciphering how the clues relate to the navigation of the area.
The best way to explain this is to cite an example. In Escape from Monkey Island (2000), you come across an area on the second island called the “Mysts o'Tyme Marshe”. There’s a raft, and you can cast off and go around, but nothing really makes sense and you don’t go anywhere. So, in the process of the story, you get framed for a crime and have to identify the real culprit, a man with no nose. Upon finding his fake name out through rather typically complex means, you come across his prosthetics record, which, upon reading, appears to be a train schedule, listing times and directions. But that still doesn’t really seem to help, so you obtain a clock, place it on the raft, and, what do you know, it starts showing times. As you move around the screens, the time on the clock changes at random. The solution, then, is that you read the time on the clock, check the schedule, and travel in the direction indicated.
 

 
The confounding marsh in Escape from Monkey Island (2000), with the clock telling you the time in the bottom right, and the basic cardinal directions in the top left. Of course, LucasArts took the opportunity to make sure a pun was not Myst.
 
4.2.25. Minigames
 
There are a few important key features that distinguish a minigame from a regular puzzle, which I will describe here. I’m not going to go into a long, detailed description of each and every single minigame ever put in an adventure game, because there are a very great many of those, far too many to effectively cover, I’d say. I’m sure, if you were really keen to include one in a game you were making, you could think of many examples anyway, and be able to fairly easily come up with one of your own. For the sake of ease, I’m going to include arcade sequences in here too, not distinguishing them as a separate thing, but I’ll get to them in a bit.
The thing that defines a minigame in the broadest sense is that it is a small game within a larger game, but that’s far too broad a definition to be worth much. So, for the sake of argument here, I’ll be defining a minigame as a game with its own set rules and goals that the player must achieve, also being somewhat non-linear in how the player achieves the goal of the game, and allow for a state of failure for the minigame, but not necessarily the overall game as a result of that failure. Further, it should have at least one of the following elements: random chance, strategic thinking, and/or competition against an artificial intelligence opponent. The latter aspect is something I want to focus on right now, the AI minigame.
I like playing some games against AI (and do so often), but in the middle of adventure games? Not really. That’s not what I’m playing the adventure game for. I haven't yet encountered one with an adventure game that is actually something tolerable. Interesting, sure, but these can be way too difficult, and leave you very stuck at one point in the game while you try to solve them. As you can probably tell from the name, these are basically minigames where you are pitted against the computer in playing some form of game, usually turn-based. All fine and well, but it does require a different sort of rationale to, say, knowing to combine two random items you picked up.
A particularly infamous problem from a well-known example is the microscope mini-game in The 7th Guest (1993). Based on a reasonably obscure arcade game called Ataxx (1988), it seems harmless enough, right? All you have to do is, basically, dominate the grid with your own colour's microbes while your opponent tries to do the same, until the board is full. The rules are that moving one of your microbes one space will cause a new one to appear in the previous space, where moving 2 spaces does not, and if you move to a space adjacent to your opponent's microbes, they will convert to yours.
 

 
The microscope puzzle: proof that, in the 1990s, they couldn't begin to conceive of these "gigahertz" that are all the modern kids are talking about. But hey, at least the game lets you skip it. (The 7th Guest, 1993)
 
So what's so bad about this? Simple: they based the strength of the AI on your CPU speed. So, back in the 90s, this was probably somewhat beatable, but today? The AI can see hundreds of moves ahead, in a game that doesn’t typically take hundreds of moves to play. But clearly they didn't learn, because there's a hexagonal blood and honey version of it in The 11th Hour (1995), as well as a way-too-complicated mouse maze and an increasingly hard (so you don't get to see all 3 endings) bean puzzle in there too, but anyways.
Aside from anything else, these things are just a pain. A really, hugely, massive pain that can break the flow. It's one thing to be stuck on a logic puzzle, but being stuck on one of these always just feels completely unfair. Out, out with it, I say.
An arcade sequence, then, is basically just a really fiddly minigame that hearkens back to the levels of saintly patience you’d need to get anything done, usually involving having to have very deliberate movement or fast reflexes, and often a lot more repetitive than your other minjgames. The Quest games are full of these things, like dodging tentacles in Space Quest II (1987) or trying to climb anything in almost any King’s Quest game, or even the bike warfare of Full Throttle (1995), to some extent.
There are many other examples of minigames in many games, and indeed in some cases minigames were once fully-blown games themselves, as we’ve just seen, and they range in complexity according to the specific needs and overall aims of the game in question. Not all of them are bad per se; I just am not a fan of AI ones in particular. So ultimately, I’d say the best thing to do is either make them optional, or make them something you have the option to skip if you really can’t do what it asks of you.
There are two particularly interesting examples that invert the norm by being full games-within-games. Firstly, in Day of the Tentacle (1993), at one point you can actually play the entirety of its prequel, Maniac Mansion (1987) from a computer within the game. A more interesting example, though, is the Demontower game-within-a-game in Night in the Woods (2017), which is actually basically an entire, fully-fledged, original and separate game that could easily have been released on its own. Neither of these is critical to anything, but their addition is, I dare say, actually rather awesome.
 
4.2.26. Multiple characters
 
Most often, games only really ask you to play as one character. However, sometimes, you’re given the opportunity to play as a few. This doesn’t necessarily have an impact on the game all that much, but it is an interesting idea for shaking things up and providing multiple angles on a story.
Maniac Mansion (1987) was the first example, and had had a rather complex version, where you selected a few characters from a group, and which characters you had chosen would have impact on the progress of the game, in that certain characters could solve some puzzles, but not others, or had different ways of solving them, or were otherwise more or less versatile than others, which would change how hard the player would find the game. My understanding is that the game is fairly nonlinear, so it’s not like you can pick a “wrong” or “right” group. Plus, of course, characters could work in tandem to solve problems – a key feature of this idea in most cases that would come later.
The simplest example comes from Gemini Rue (2011), where, for most of the game, you can switch between two characters and work on advancing each of their plots, with the game only allowing a certain amount of progress each time before it forces you to go solve the other character’s problems, and then letting you move on with both.
There’s another simple version of this in Ankh (2005) and Thimbleweed Park (2017), where you can alternate between several characters in order to solve puzzles – either because one character is unable to access certain areas, but another is, or just to speed up solving some puzzles. Though in the case of the latter, on more than one occasion you are required to position as many as three of them in different places so that you can solve time-limited puzzles – this is another great justification for having more characters, and really adds extra depth to puzzle design.
Day of the Tentacle (1993) also had a version of this idea where you’d switch between three characters in three different time periods in order to solve time-travel-related puzzles, but more on that later.
I suspect having more than one character at a time isn’t done often because it does tend to make things a little more complicated design-wise, and it’s also not imperative to the game in most cases.
 
4.2.27. Navigational cursors
 
Now here’s a little something I only really came to appreciate after playing a lot of Sierra games that annoyed me for their lack of this. Simply put, what this refers to is that, when the cursor is moved to the edge of the screen, and the player can move to another screen in that direction, the cursor changes to an arrow to indicate that this is possible, and clicking the cursor in this state will move the player character to the screen in that direction. In some cases, double clicking also instantaneously moves you to the next screen.
LucasArts seem to be the ones to pioneer this idea, as it pops up earlier in their catalogue than in Sierra, but it may have existed in other games before then as well, though I’m not sure about this. The thing that I feel makes this absolutely crucial was the sheer frustration of playing Sierra games lacking this, as what you would have to do would be to have the cursor right on the edge of the screen with the MOVE cursor before the click to move to the next screen would register.
The problem with this is twofold – most of the time, I was playing in a window in ScummVM (2001–), and so I’d sometimes accidentally click out of the window when trying to do this. Secondly, it registers false negatives, and creates the assumption of false positives, for the player sometimes. In terms of false negatives, the player tries to click on an area where there is a new screen, but there is no reaction so there is the assumption that there is nothing there. Once discovered, however, false positives can also be assumed, where the player does not immediately get a response from the game, and so keeps trying where there is no new screen, and becomes frustrated at the fact that they can’t get to a new screen they assume must be there.
So, in short, having cursors that tell you that you can go off the screen at that point are streamlining, but also an absolutely crucial design element that you really will notice and causes problems if not included. I wish this didn’t have to be in the “gimmick” section of the book, but unfortunately it was not originally part of the way these games were made, so ultimately has to be considered as such, rather than a key feature of the design.
The Curse of Monkey Island (1997) needs some special attention here, as it took this one step further: by double-clicking when you could navigate, it allowed for instant travel to the screen in that direction. Very helpful.
 
4.2.28. Open House save
 
The “Open House” save file was a reward (I guess is what you’d call it) that both The 7th Guest (1993) and its sequel The 11th Hour (1995) gave the player for completing the game, the name of course coming from the fact that both games were set in a house.
The games both had only some puzzles open to the player at any given point, with further puzzles needing to be unlocked or otherwise completed and not solvable again, so the save file, generated on completion of the game, opened up a slightly modified version of the game area, where the player could access any and all puzzles offered in the game, and complete them as many times as they wished.
The appeal of such a feature is no doubt limited, but it’s an interesting idea nonetheless, one I’m somewhat surprised other games have not done, though also understandable in that both The 7th Guest (1993) and The 11th Hour (1995) are very puzzle-oriented and have puzzles not directly related to the plot, as opposed to other games in the genre.
 
4.2.29. Photography
 
A pretty simple thing, it does exactly what it says on the box – allows you as the player to take an in-game image of a particular scene (a screenshot of sorts, in other words), and to be able to consult it later, often via the in-game journal, if such a thing exists. I get that technology limitations prevented this from being viable for a long time, and that it is something that can be hard to justify in the universe of the game, depending on their technology level, but the fact that I’ve only really seen it done in one game – Myst IV: Revelation (2004) – is a bit beyond me, because it is actually exceptionally helpful, as it is better and more accurate than any hand-written notes you could possibly take.
 
4.2.30. Platforming elements
 
Earlier, I did say that adventure games tend to not have jump controls, but that is not to say they never do. In fact, jumping is an integral part of Night in the Woods (2017), and, to a lesser extent, its supplementary game Longest Night:
Lost Constellation (2014). In the latter, it serves as key to solving one particular puzzle, but in the former, it is an important part of exploring the setting of the game, as there are quite a few hidden and optional areas and events that are not immediately obvious to the player. The difference between this and a proper platformer game, as explained earlier, is that there is no overt punitive reaction from the game for missing a jump – the player character cannot die from missing a jump (as in platform games), nor suffer injury from it (as in most games with some kind of health system), it is merely a setback of progress – the player basically just has to go back and try again.
 
4.2.31. Point systems
 
An odd, outdated product of an old era and way of looking at videogames, what this refers to is that, as you progressed through a game, you would be awarded points, or have them taken away, based on your actions. I assume the obsession games had with points dates back to the arcade era, where points were everything, but I don’t think it really fits in with adventure games, even though Sierra included them in their adventure games a lot. There was always a maximum possible high score, quite feasible to actually get, which somewhat defeats the purpose of the scoring system.
However, it does have an interesting effect as well – aside from giving you a sense of how much you’ve done and how far into the game you are, it provides feedback on whether an action you performed was, in fact, the right one or the wrong one. Still, it’s not my favourite feedback system for this, especially since it doesn’t tonally fit with the notion of adventure games to assign arbitrary point numbers to actions.
 
4.2.32. Portraits
 
For whatever reason, only the two SAGA engine games – those being Inherit the Earth: Quest for the Orb (1994) and I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream (1995) had this feature. In both cases, a portrait of the main character was located in the bottom left of the screen, giving a much closer-up look at their face than was possible in the regular screen area.
 

Rif’s audience with the elk king, showing off one of his facial expressions. (Inherit the Earth: Quest for the Orb, 1994)
 
I believe the reason for this was largely to create a stronger emotional connection between player and player character, by conveying facial expressions to the player, and thus emotion. Indeed, the character expressions would stay in one default image most of the time, but would change according to events happening on screen – Rif’s portrait in Inherit the Earth: Quest for the Orb (1994) would change expression based on how he felt about what was happening, and all the characters in I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream (1995) would change expression based on player actions being “moral” or “immoral”, but more on that specifically in a later section.
 
4.2.33. Random chance
 
A favourite trick of some games was to have screens where, seemingly, nothing was happening, but on occasion, by random chance, an event would happen, often one you as the player would require at a particular time. This was quite common with Sierra games, they first put it in King’s Quest (1983) and then continued to do it in other games. Other studios emulated it later as well, since Sierra’s design philosophy was one of the models of how to make adventure games – see, for instance, Westwood’s The Legend of Kyrandia (1992).
Now, I really have a problem with this for a number of reasons.
Firstly, if the player does actually know what they need to do, it creates frustration and annoyance, as they have to go back and forth, constantly entering and exiting the screen until the game decides that it’ll make that thing happen. Secondly, because if the player does not know that that event happens on that screen – which is quite plausible – they will find themselves stuck, which is also a source of annoyance and frustration. Thirdly, if the player knows about it, but isn’t sure what to do, there might be a chance they don’t do it in time (if it’s a timed sequence as some of these are), which means they then have to spend time trying to trigger it yet again simply to give it another shot. Finally, some of the random events are ones you need, some are not, and even if the player knows that that is something that happens on that screen, it might not always be clear whether you want that condition or not, which again leads to confusion.
So, in short, just don’t do it, it’s lazy design that only causes frustration, annoyance, and artificially lengthens the game in a very obvious fashion.
 
4.2.34. Recipe puzzles
 
Recipe puzzles are odd ones, and often involve repetition. The most famous example would probably be the voodoo doll puzzle in Monkey Island 2 (1991), though there is also the hangover cure puzzle in The Curse of Monkey Island (1997) and the Ultimate Insult in Escape from Monkey Island (2000) – in all cases, the game had you solving a puzzle that had a particular recipe, and then later in the game creating another concoction from the same recipe, but with different (albeit similar if you squinted) items.
I’ll focus on the simplest one of these for this argument – the Ultimate Insult. In one entire chapter of the game, you spend a lot of time finding three items that constitute the parts – a gold body, a silver monkey head, and a bronze hat – the items turn out to be a diving trophy, a mug with the face of a monkey (that you steal from a restaurant), and a bronze hat that was removed from a statue. Later in the game, you have to make another one – so the items this time around are a gold banana picker (with a handle shaped like a person), the famous Giant Monkey Head of Monkey Island, and a hat you win from the super-intelligent leader of the monkeys on the island.
The others are a bit more complex – in the case of the voodoo doll, you need, and I quote “something of the head, something of the thread, something of the body and something of the dead”. The hangover cure involves like an egg, pepper, and “hair of the dog that bit you” (literally hair from a dog that bit you – and not necessarily a “real” dog either), and, if you don’t know a lot about practical real-world things (e.g. that “pepper” can mean two different things) can be a bit fiddly the second time you need to make it.
 
4.2.35. Running and changing speed
 
Okay, this is two-fold because the ideas are at least somewhat connected. There’s not much to say about them, but they do warrant their own section, because usually games have one speed at which characters move.
Let’s talk first about altering the game speed. In older Sierra games, you could manually adjust how fast the game was running, and that would alter the entire game. Back then, these games would run at different speeds on different processors, so if the game ran at one-speed-fits-all, it’d be unplayable in a lot of cases, either because it was chugging along way too slow, or was zipping by at warp speed. It’s obviously not useful any more though, and nowadays you need to play most of them at near-full speed to keep your sanity – or at least, that’s my experience through emulators.
Still, there is a version of sorts that exists in modern games – the ability to run. A godsend, this is. Usually characters in these games amble about their scenes quite happily, not really in a rush, and it can be annoying when you have to travel across a few screens to get to a puzzle that you suddenly figured out how to solve. Enter: the ability to make the character run. Getting there is still not as quick as the instant travel I described The Curse of Monkey Island (1997) having thanks to navigational cursors (see the section above), but if a game has this, I’ll take it anyways.
 
4.2.36. Role-playing elements
 
So, this is a bit more complicated than you might think from the outset. Essentially, most people will think of this as meaning the inclusion of statistics and numbers, and it does indeed include that, but, initially, role-playing games and adventure games were seen as one and the same thing, and lumped together into the same broad category in the 1980s. The reason for this was because, basically, they had the same broad idea – narrative and exploration. Eventually, the terms grew to mean two different things entirely – “adventure” now refers to the kinds of games that this book deals with, where “role-playing” now refers to games with heavy elements of numbers and statistics and whatnot. There can also be a distinction in the use of violence – RPGs rely mostly on violent means to an end, adventure games more often rely on pacifist means, but even this is not particularly distinct – see, for instance, the fact that there are three different ways to complete Indiana Jones and the Fate of Atlantis (1992) – “Team”, “Wits” (which is more like an adventure game), and “Fists” (which is more action-oriented). The line started blurry, but nowadays, bar a few exceptions, doesn’t remain that way. So, this section is going to deal with the times when the line does get blurry, and the main focus is on what we think of as “adventure” today, but with the statistical element we think of as typical of RPGs today integrated in some fashion or other.
Early examples can be found, of all things, in the Interactive Fiction genre, for instance in Beyond Zork (1987). The series, up to that point, had been interactive fiction, but this entry involved some rudimentary aspects we associate with role-playing games today – character levelling, statistics, and RPG-style combat. The game Circuit’s Edge (1989) is another rare example of this blend between IF and RPG and, indeed, an example of why the two genres were often conflated in the early era.  Such games are, as you can imagine, none too common. Plus, this wouldn’t be very confusing at that point in history, but it does seem rather odd now, especially considering these are both IF games.
Sierra was a great fan of doing this as well, and it varied as to the level of “RPG-ness” involved. On the one side of the spectrum, the game Quest for Glory (1989), and its various sequels, were basically Sierra-style adventure games, with the interface expected of adventure games from them at that point, but with statistics that would have an impact on what you could actually do in-game, and different abilities based on what class you picked also impacting what you can and can’t do. This has the advantage of creating a lot of nice branching and opportunity for players, but at the same time also detracts from the “adventure-ness” of the game – though your opinion of this might vary as to whether it’s bad, considering it does make puzzles less moon logic-y.
On the other side of the spectrum, you find King’s Quest VIII (1998), which plays a lot more like an RPG, with combat, statistics, and useable items, but is more adventure-like than a typical RPG in that there is still a focus on puzzles, no class dynamics, and the story is completely straightforward, requiring you to perform all the specific tasks in order to progress (whereas in typical RPGs, you can ignore some sidequests with little to no real effect). Personally, I found the RPG elements far too shallow to actually carry the game much, and the game felt like it could never decide what it really wanted to be or do.
Let me elaborate a bit – by blending the two, I’ve always found that one side of it suffers, and it almost never feels quite right. Either the RPG elements are very strong, which can make it feel like an exceptionally shallow adventure game, or the adventure element is strong, which ends up making the RPG elements feel unnecessarily tacked-on and annoying. Genre-bending is fine, but I’d argue against it in this case, unless one day I happen to play an RPG-adventure game that changes my mind, in which case I’ll gladly be crowing about it in this section in later editions of the book.
 
4.2.37. Slate
 
A thing only used in Myst V (2005), you are, at various points, given access to a stone slate, upon which you write symbols that help you to navigate the world and cause some effects.
The way it works is thus: there are entities (called Bahro) in the game world that respond to these symbols. So what you do is you draw on the slate with the mouse, then drop the slate and walk away, and one of the Bahro will appear and do what the slate says. There are various stands around the environment upon which you can place these slates, or upon which the Bahro can, if the symbol corresponding to that stand is drawn on the slate. As soon as a slate is placed on a stand, you can instantaneously travel to that stand by clicking its symbol on the stand right at the beginning of the area, and can travel from any stand to that first stand, which is often critical for navigating the environment, allowing access to areas you have no way to access. Beyond that, some of the symbols also cause the creatures to create effects in the environment – such as, for example, making it rain for a short period of time, often needed for some puzzles to be solved.
 

 
A slate, with symbol drawn on it, sitting on a pedestal. (Myst V: End of Ages, 2005)
 
It’s an interesting idea, but at times it can be a little fiddly and frustrating, especially since the symbols are sometimes overly complex. Ultimately, I’m neutral on this one – do it if you must, just make sure you allow a pretty wide range of flexibility in the game’s understanding of symbols the player draws, otherwise it is frustrating at best, impossible to complete the game at worst. Earlier versions of the strategy game Darwinia (2005) also used a similar idea, so looking at that as well might help understand the idea in more depth.
 
4.2.38. Sound puzzles
 
Thankfully not one that happens too often in games, ergo why it’s here and not under puzzles in general. Myst (1993) has a particularly infamous example. The one from Myst IV: Revelation (2004) discussed in the environment puzzles section does not count, even though it is about sound, as the sort of puzzle I mention here is about reproducing complex sounds by ear, whereas that one gives you written instructions.
So, back on track, the famous Myst (1993) rocket puzzle. You are given a series of notes, and, upon entering the rocket on the island, find a keyboard on which you can play them. Behind you is a series of sliders, and the idea is that you listen to the notes as you play them on the keyboard, and then reproduce the tune on the sliders in order to unlock the linking book. Problem is, for anyone who is not really trained to do music by ear, it can be a very fiddly process, and very difficult, as the sliders are also quite sensitive and often it’s hard to tell notes apart.
So please, avoid doing this in your game.
 
4.2.39. Status indication
 
Surprisingly, there are actually a few games that do this, even if for slightly different reasons and to slightly different ends. Amazing, isn’t it? So we’re going to deal with them chronologically.
 

 
Ellen showing off the morality system in I Have No Mouth and I Must Scream (1995).
 
First up, then, is I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream (1995). Somewhat unusually for an adventure game, there are often multiple ways of solving a puzzle, and these are usually morally “good” or morally “bad”, in the strict sense of the word (we are talking about a game here with a lot of moral grey area). This indication of your “moral” standing can be seen in the character portrait. The brighter the shade of green behind the current character's picture, the better you're doing. White means perfect, black means complete failure or otherwise that you haven’t made progress yet. This only really comes into play at the end of the game, where it determines whether you can get the good ending or not.
Similarly, in The White Chamber (2005), there are various optional actions one can perform that increase one’s moral score, which is displayed to the player on a chalkboard as strange markings that the player has no idea the meaning or significance of, unless they carefully observe them. The score at the end of the game determines what ending the player is given.
Fahrenheit [Indigo Prophecy] (2005), on the other hand, uses status indication for a totally different purpose – mental state. Certain actions you perform raise the level, certain events cause it to drop. Letting it hit zero for any character lands one on a game over screen of sorts where the character commits suicide – in some cases, the game might continue, but in others it won’t. Problem is, this could lead to a situation where the player is permanently stuck, because they can’t solve and issue and will have their mental state drop to zero, but still a pretty interesting idea for a way to engage the player.
 

 
Lucas is feeling a little better, as you can see from the indicator in the bottom right (Fahrenheit [Indigo Prophecy], 2005).
 
4.2.40. Time as puzzle
 
Sometimes, time isn’t as passive as in most games. Sometimes, it seems, time is used by games in a much more active way with how it plays in to puzzle solving. Sometimes the NPCs aren’t just sitting around waiting for you to do the right thing. Such is King’s Quest III (1986). The clock at the top of the screen shows how long you’ve been playing for. Some in-game events only happen at specific times reflected on the clock (and then never happen again), some require the passage of a certain amount of time after a particular event.
 

 
That’s the clock at the top of the screen, in roughly the middle (King’s Quest III: To Heir is Human, 1986).
 
As you can imagine, from all I’ve said about Sierra games, this can be annoying as hell if you don’t know what you’re doing, and can easily make the game unbeatable, at least in the case of one-off events. In the case of waiting for things to happen, it’s just bloody annoying. If you’re going to insist on doing this, rather go for a day-night cycle where events repeat day after day, and things remain in a form of limbo until the player has done everything they need to.
 
4.2.41. Time-critical puzzles
 
Sometimes, it’s not bad enough that a puzzle relies on lateral thinking or even moon logic, but you have to be a bit quick off the mark to be able to solve it as well. These are those puzzles.
Arguably the slowest and easiest of these is the underwater puzzle in The Secret of Monkey Island (1990), where you’re given ten minutes before you drown (one of the few examples of getting killed in a LucasArts game). You’re tied to a heavy idol, so you can’t just walk off, and there are a lot of sharp objects that you could cut the rope with lying around... but slightly outside of your reach. The joke of course is that the puzzle is so easy that you overlook the obvious answer – picking up the idol – that it becomes hard, and it apparently caught out a lot of people back in the day.
Full Throttle (1995) also had one of these, where, right at the end of the game, you’re hanging on to the front of a truck as it’s motoring down the highway. You only have a certain amount of time to solve it before the whole thing reset and you had to try again (the closest later LucasArts games came to killing you off).
Broken Sword (1996) had an example considered particularly nefarious, because it threw people off for being completely different from any other puzzle in the game before: the goat puzzle. What happens is that you need to progress, but you can’t make it past a tied-up goat that keeps butting you. So, you need to let it butt you (which is already counter-intuitive), then, as it walks back, quickly click on a piece of machinery, which causes the player character to jump up, run to it, and adjust it, so that the next time the goat makes a run for you, its rope gets tangled up in the machinery and you have the space to avoid it.
There were also several examples of time-limited puzzles in Fahrenheit (2005). Some of them lead to losing a life and having to try again if you messed up, but there was an interesting one involving trying to find hidden children in a warehouse to save their lives – being a flashback, failing this didn’t have much effect on the game, bar on the mood meter.
Some puzzles that involve diffusing bombs (or some other such action that involves stopping something bad from happening shortly) might fall in to this at times to add extra atmosphere and pressure to solving it (or frustration, alternatively), though I cannot think of any examples of games that have such puzzles, aside from newer puzzle games (those bastard children of adventures) that involve doing nothing but diffusing bombs.
 
4.2.42. Time travel
 
This is probably going to be known as “the part where I go off the rocker a bit and say some controversial stuff”. Understand that I’m approaching this from the perspective of a postmodern fiction author, rather than simply as a player, so I have a very deeply-entrenched perspective on storytelling. Part of the backbone of the genre is the use of various forms of irony, which makes me a lot more sensitive to its use, and can radically change the way I think about how storytelling works. Since storytelling is critical to adventure games, it’s something I can’t really ignore either.
The whole point of Day of the Tentacle (1993) is the time-travel plot of the game, and this differs from time as a puzzle as described earlier. In essence, what I’m talking about here are puzzles that play off the time travel element, and not time per se, as the puzzles don’t rely on a form of real time the way time as a puzzle does. The game is full of examples of this, so I’ll just pick one of the more convoluted ones. At one point, you need vinegar in the past section of the game. In there, you can find a bottle of wine. So you place the bottle of wine in a time capsule, meaning that it gets buried. At some point before the future setting, it’s dug up, and so placing it in the time capsule makes it appear, as a bottle of vinegar, in the future. So you retrieve it from there, and send it back to the past, so that it can be used. Or perhaps we should talk about the one where you freeze the hamster, and then have a sweater tumble-dried for a few centuries to meet it on the other side to warm it up when it thaws out. Or the one where you change the constitution of the USA so that it says every basement should have a vacuum cleaner, so that one appears in the future. Cherry-pick your favourite one, and think about it in context while I go on about this.
Personally, I feel like this entirely broke the game – an opinion I know I’m going to be unpopular for, as it is a very highly-regarded game. It’s a very clever idea, sure, and I like it on paper, but I feel that it breaks two important laws – one of fiction, one of time travel, and that ultimately means that the game just doesn’t work for me, and I can never understand why it’s almost always considered one of the best adventure games ever (I also find it painfully unfunny, but that’s a different problem that may just be contextual to me). It’s a genius way of dealing with puzzles, changing the past to change the future, but I just struggle to completely overlook the other problems it causes me, which is why I have to go on about this a bit, despite not disliking the idea per se.
The law of fiction it breaks is that it relies on the plot working due to dramatic irony – that is to say, as the player, you know what is needed and can guide the characters to perform the required actions, but it renders the plot entirely nonsensical, as, contextually, they would have no way of knowing that actions were required, due to not being able to communicate with one another. This shatters suspension of disbelief. Thimbleweed Park (2017) managed to solve a similar issue with information and inventory item lists being “magically” shared between characters through the fact that almost all the characters could talk to each other, so it was conceivable that information might have been shared between them off-screen. Day of the Tentacle (1993) makes characters talking to each other impossible, meaning that you’re not sure how they’d share information with each other, which is why it breaks the flow of narrative.
In terms of time travel law, and I know some people are going to be a bit annoyed with me being so picky about this, but this one is quite simple – in the future, you should not have to wait for someone in the past to do something before the future is changed. Simply by being in the future, it has already happened. For instance, the bottle of vinegar should be there right from the get-go, not requiring you to wait for the character in the past to put it in to the time capsule, as any and all changes they’ve made to the past already happened. I know that this fundamentally breaks the game to do it that way, because it would undo the need to even do certain things in the past, and lead to a potential bootstrap paradox. But that’s an effect of the game insisting on letting you switch between different periods at will that causes this problem. This is one of the rare occasions where I think the route of old Sierra would have worked well – make it so you have to play through the different periods separately, and anything you don’t know, or forget, to do in one has impact on what you can do in others. Though, on the other hand, I can’t always stand Sierra’s way of doing it, the way to do it LucasArts style is only end the section once every required action has been done. The problem, of course, is that it would require a really radical restructuring of the game to make this so, and still doesn’t deal with the dramatic irony problem (unless that’s also dealt with in the restructuring).
An example of a game that uses time travel well, in limited respects, is Dontnod’s Life is Strange (2015). It’s structured very much like Telltale’s games, in that there are many decisions you can make that have greater affects later on in the game. The heroine, Max, has the ability to rewind time, so at every decision, you can make a choice, see how that would play out, then rewind if you don’t like the outcome. There are a few areas where this will allow you to overcome some trial-and-error sections, but it’s a useful narrative device, because there is almost never a proper “correct” choice. Your actions will always help someone while hurting someone else, or ingratiate themselves to one character while offending another, so it’s up to the gamer to prioritize those feelings. 
Ultimately what I’m saying is this: if you want to use time travel elements in your game, just be careful about how you use them, because otherwise it’ll break the game. It can be great, but if it pulls the player out of the game, it causes disengagement with it, and that can have a serious impact on how well they like their experience. Or maybe that’s just a problem I have.
 
 
 
4.2.43. Unusual verbs
 
SWALLOW is a verb that is totally unique to I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream (1995), I think the only reason it really exists is for a visceral horrified reaction from the player, as it is a horror game. It only really comes in to play at a few points – most commonly when Benny is trying to eat food (and cannot without severe physical pain), but also at one point when Gorrister comes across faeces-coated bread and the assumption by the player is that he must eat it to progress (spoiler alert: that’s a red herring). Still, an interesting idea, if rather under-developed, though it does a nice job of showing how developers can invoke reactions from players through unusual means, if nothing else.
SMELL and LICK were just gag verbs included in Space Quest
IV (1992) and the VGA remake of Space Quest I (1991) as gags, pretty much for the same effect as SWALLOW, but aimed at playing off the comedic relief of the repulsiveness rather than horrifying the player.
Full Throttle (1995) had KICK as one of the items on the verb coin, which, aside from matching the personality of the main character, actually was used a few times to solve puzzles, including one particularly annoying one where you have to find the exact right spot on a wall to kick in order to open a secret entrance.
Of course, back in the days of parsers you could type anything you wanted to into them, which sometimes had the effect of doing something funny – or just yelling at you for swearing. These verbs can be seen as throwbacks to that whole idea.
 
 



Section 5: Conclusion: So what ultimately makes a good modern adventure game?
 
5.1. Introduction
 
A friend of mine, a science fiction geek like myself, once tried to play I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream (1995), but had to give up very early because, as he put it, the interface was “clunky”. Naturally, I found this a bit frustrating, because sure, it is, but it’s not a problem once you’re used to it, and there are shortcuts that make it more streamlined and easier. This, however, highlights the exact problem with these games – they’re impenetrable, intimidating, and, let’s face facts here, a bit dated sometimes.
The genre is also dying. In fact, it died in the early 2000s, and is now having something of a resurgence, but still not at the level it was. To some extent, this problem is of our own making, a romanticizing of the past, clinging to the “good old days” without really regarding what exactly this means in great depth. Looking at this is what I set out to do, and I’m hoping I managed to achieve what I wanted to with the action – making people rethink things, through my perspective – the perspective of someone who came late to the genre, and understands more modern sensibilities, but has enough passion for it to understand and appreciate where it came from, too.
The last thing we need to do, then, is figure out how we can learn from this and have the genre live another day, attract new players, and flourish; but without completely destroying everything that makes the genre what it is (I’m glaring at you, stupid hidden object games). I’m not going in to great detail here, read the sections about these things again for that, this is just a prompt for the directions to look in the book. Anything not talked about here, I’m leaving up to you as the reader to decide if it fits, because those could really go either way, depending on the game.
 
5.2. Do this
 
So, firstly, let’s discuss what should be done.
In terms of the interface and the way it plays, there are a few things that I feel should be noted. Firstly, I’m not going to tell you whether to use active or passive control, it’s up to you to decide which suits the mood you want for the game. All I will say is: make sure it works smoothly. There are games with active control that work amazingly well, such as Night in the Woods (2017). Plus, you should streamline the interface as much as you can; older interfaces are very clunky and confusing for some people, and this puts them off. A good example of a streamlined, easy-to-use, but still reasonably detailed, interface would be the verb coin – rather that than verb-cycling, or an interface where one mouse button is USE and the other is LOOK.
As for first- vs. third-person, just consider this: they say different things. First-person has the player as the player character, thus making it their story in a sense, third-person has the player controlling a character and seeing their story, and which you wish to use depends entirely on what sort of role you want the player character to have in the story. Some stories would just not work with first-person, because of the assumption of certain traits of the player which are crucial to plot.
Inventory is something you should probably keep if you can, as it creates more depth. Now, granted, there are games that don’t use it, but if you’re having puzzles that use items you picked up, it’s better to have an inventory than a pseudo-inventory. However, don’t just throw one in for the sake of there being one.
In terms of gimmicks, there are a few I’d say should really be considered. First, we need to talk about interface-related ones. Journals and photography, now that the technology can handle them, really should be included – there’s no excuse for making player have to draw or write things down on paper any more. Navigational cursors should NEVER be excluded, and along with them, some kind of fast travel between screens (or ability to run at the very least) should also be included. Maps as interface can really make the game pacing better by removing a lot of back-and-forward tracking (though, of course, if part of the point is exploring and seeing how things change over time, then you can justify not including it). Cellphone-like devices also help eliminate a lot of this wondering. Hint systems, unpopular as I’ll be for saying it, are particularly important, as they will help new players get the feeling for the game – but since older players are fussy, make sure it can be turned off or otherwise very obviously ignored by those who don’t want to use them. Magnification, if using a pixel art style, can also be very helpful for small, fiddly things.
As for other gimmicks, consider the following. Branching paths create replayability in your game. Minigames, depending on what they are, can often add depth and variety.
Finally, don’t be afraid to mix genres up a bit to create freshness. One of my absolute favourite adventure games ever, Night in the Woods (2017) is actually sort-of a mix of platformer and adventure, and the platforming elements help create an extra feeling of space by adding verticality to explore, which often hides surprises in the form of extra things to see and optional things to do. I’d just advise caution on which genres you mix adventure with, depending on whether you want a game that feels like an adventure with extra elements, or a game of another genre that has adventure elements to it, as I’ll discuss below.
Ultimately, what you want to do is make a game that’s easy to get into, but not so easy that it alienates people for being a dumbed-down version. It’s a tricky balance, but careful design and testing of interface in particular go a long way to those ends. Make the game friendly to the player, and the player will reciprocate with attention, interest, and actually finishing it.
If you want a great (though not exactly totally perfect) case study in modern interpretation of how to do old design, as well as a good postmodern take on what adventure games are from some of the old guard designers, be sure to get hold of Thimbleweed Park (2017).
 
5.3. Don’t do this
 
Now we discuss things not to do.
In terms of interface and design, here are my thoughts. I told you to simplify and streamline the interface, but there’s a danger that oversimplifying it will make the game too easy, or too simple, and make it boring, plus it removes a certain amount of depth that can come from players doing things they’re not required or supposed to do. Granted, this creates quite a bit of extra work, but it really adds to the atmosphere. One-click-everything games can sometimes feel a bit shallow.
Still, there are some things I can say for sure – avoid parsers. They’re outdated, even more clunky than on-screen verbs, and annoying to use. There’s a time and place for them, depending on what you want to do, but that’s the exception, not the rule. Ditto for on-screen verbs – they’re good for capturing the mood of the early 90s, but unless that’s the explicit aim, it’s too unwieldy for most people nowadays, and going for that would limit the audience for your game. Verb cycling also overcomplicates things, because cycling through them is annoying, and you likely don’t really need all those verbs anyway. Pseudo-inventory is also not the best idea, because it can be very confusing for the player.
There are other ways to make the game friendlier to the player, through game design. Never have unwinnable situations, for instance – I know some people will crucify me for this, but even Sierra knew it wasn’t working by the late 90s. One-off events are also annoying if crucial to the game, but if they’re optional extras it’s fine – see Night in the Woods (2017), where you can only spend time with side characters one some days, but not others. Done right it can actually encourage replaying, but never use it in a way that creates unwinnable situations. Random chance of something happening or not can also cause similar frustration and a false sense of being stuck, at least if part of a puzzle the player needs to solve to progress. Time as a puzzle can lead to unwinnable situations at worst, when things never repeat, frustration at best if there’s a cycle of it happening every X minutes (because the player has to wait for them).
As for gimmicks, there are only a few I really hate and would never suggest you put in your game. A hell of a lot of reading that’s not directly related to any of the story, because it destroys the pacing. Long dialogues are fine, but don’t make me read 500 pages of journals just so I understand what’s going on. AI minigames and sound puzzles are annoying and can be overly hard, so unless you put optional or skippable ones in, just don’t do it, don’t make the player have to be stuck on something they simply can’t beat. A point system is, well, pointless, just a relic of an understanding of what videogames were from a bygone era. 
Finally, as said above, if you want a game that feels like an adventure, be careful of which genres you mix it with. As I said about King’s Quest VIII (1998), it can sometimes feel like a shallow imitation of both, and work as neither. It ended up feeling like a way-too-light RPG more than an adventure game, or a way-too-light adventure game with unnecessary combat elements, depending on how you looked at it.
Again, though, design isn’t entirely theory, it’s up to you to figure out what you feel works and doesn’t work.
 
5.4. Preserving the past: a final conclusion
 
Ultimately, what needs to be understood here is this: you have to understand the audience of gamers today. While some might like slow-burn games where you can be stuck for hours or days, and nostalgia-riddled clunkfests, gaming today is a lot more fast-paced. More games are released more often, limiting attention, so the audience for these older things is often very limited, sticking too much to certain things limits who will play them, and who will finish them.
The whole point of this book was to show that we can keep things that define the genre, while still adapting it for more modern audiences. You just have to understand where we’re coming from with everything, a large amount of things that built up, what worked and what didn’t, before you can figure out how best to adapt to today’s gaming milieu.
If you’ve read all of this, this thing that took me a few years longer to complete than I anticipated it would, I am extremely grateful for your sticking it out, and I hope that it inspired you towards whatever reason you initially had for picking it up. If you’re a developer, I hope it inspired you to look at the genre as viable for one of your next projects. If you’re a gamer who is curious but has never touched one, I hope it makes the genre less intimidating and inspires you to try one out. If you’re already a fan of the genre, and wanted to see what I had to say, I hope this has stimulated you to think about your own experiences of the genre, and to re-evaluate some assumptions you might have had.
No matter what you were here for, I hope this book existing means that, somehow, we can preserve this genre going forward.
 
 



Glossary of terms
 
Active control: a control system whereby you directly control the movement of the player character within the game world, such as by guiding them with the keyboard.
See also: passive control, parser.
 
Anime: animation made in Japan, usually with a very distinctive visual style that is immediately recognizable. Often adapted from manga, though not always; and usually has the same visual style as manga, albeit in colour. Well-known examples in the West, outside of the usual anime geek circles at least, are the works of Studio Ghibli. In Japan, however, anime is a generic term for all animated works, including foreign ones.
 
Anthropomorphic: see anthropomorphism.
 
Anthropomorphism: the assignment of human characteristics, whether physical or mental, to entities that do not have said characteristics – most commonly animals, though also used when the same is done to inanimate objects (e.g. vehicles). All characters in Inherit the Earth: Quest for the Orb (1994) classify as anthropomorphic animals, though it can range from the full-blown, two-legged, human-like characters in that, all the way down to the simple talking animals that are popular in fiction.
See also: furry.
 
Avatar: see player character.
 
Choose Your Own Adventure: a particularly famous gamebook series. The term, or abbreviation CYOA, is sometimes used to refer to gamebooks in general.
 
Control system: a broad version of how a game works. Links in with graphical user interface.
See also: active control, passive control, parser.
 
CYOA: see Choose Your Own Adventure.
 
Dead man walking: see walking death.
 
Degrees of freedom: movement that is allowed in a particular direction within an area of space. There are six in three-dimensional space: forward/back, up/down, left/right, yaw, pitch, and roll. Look up these in a book on flight dynamics if you want to understand them better, detailed explanations of these are beyond the scope of this book.
See also: free-look.
 
Dramatic irony: a term in used in fiction analysis, plays in particular, to denote the occurrence events that are ironic (in the Greek sense) due to the audience (the player in this case) having information that the characters do not.
See also: irony.
 
Eroge: short for “erotic game”, though often more accurately it is a pornographic videogame, as it includes sexually explicit situations. Usually used to refer to visual novel or dating simulator games. Not necessarily anime- or manga-styled, but when they are, they are a form of hentai, specifically if coming out of Japan.
 
First-person: any form of perspective in a game in which the player character is off-screen and the player sees the game from their direct perspective.
See also: third-person, node.
 
FMV: see full motion video.
 
Free-look: usually this refers to being able to look in any direction in two of the six degrees of freedom – specifically yaw and pitch.
See also: first-person.
 
Free movement: being able to (relatively) freely traverse the in-game world from a first-person perspective, rather than being tied to particular nodes. Generally also means the player has free-look as well.
 
Full-motion video: pre-recorded video that’s used in a game. What this means, then, is that real-life actors are filmed, and the video of them places them within the game world. This can range simply from simply being the characters superimposed on to a pre-rendered environment, such as in Myst (1993), or be an “FMV game”, which means having the entire game rely on images and videos filmed with real actors in real sets and locations, such as in Phantasmagoria: A Puzzle of Flesh (1996). 
 
Furry: a geek sub-fandom with specific interest in anthropomorphic animal characters. Term is also used to refer to a member of the fandom (plural: furries). Quite a broad topic to cover, and often hard to define precisely in few words, so I suggest you go look into work done by the International Anthropomorphic Research Project (IARP) if you want to know more. Can also, on rare occasions, refer to anthropomorphic animal characters themselves, such as those in Inherit the Earth: Quest for the Orb (1994), though this use is considered archaic – the term was more commonly used in this way in the 1980s; today, “anthro” (or some variation thereof) is more common.
 
Gamebook: a genre of literature where the reader assumes the role of the protagonist in a book, is asked to make choices at various points and jump to specific pages in the book to see what happens next, until an ending (not always ideal) is reached. Digitized versions are considered Interactive Fiction.
 
Graphical user interface: simply put, the visual components of the interface of the game – on-screen information pertinent to the game, indicating information and conditions that are important for the player to know in order to properly play, as keeping track of that information may be difficult, if not impossible. Often also includes aspects relating to control of the game that the player needs to know (e.g. a list of keyboard keys and their function), or can use directly (e.g. a button that allows a particular action to be performed).
 
GUI: see graphical user interface.
 
Hentai: a term for pornographic anime or manga content. Also includes eroge since those are usually done in that art style. The literal English translation is “pervert”.
 
Hint book: a book sold by developers with prompts that point the player in the right direction, rather than give direct solutions (though they may also do this as higher-tier hints)
See also: hint line, walkthrough.
 
Hint line: a phone number players could call, operated by the developer, where they could obtain hints or solutions to puzzles in order to progress in the game.
See also: hint book, walkthrough.
 
Hotspot - an area on-screen over which the cursor passes and is able to interact with the object you wish to interact with.
See also: pixel hunt.
 
Hunt: any form of mechanical difficulty involving having to search for something that is not particularly easy to find, for one reason or another.
See also: pixel hunt, word hunt.
 
IF: see Interactive Fiction.
 
Interactive Fiction: another name for a text-based adventure game, coming from the fact that it’s a bit like a novel you interact with. Not to be confused with visual novel. Something of a digital gamebook, albeit much more complex.
 
Inventory: the collection of in-game items you acquire during your playing of the game, that you have at least some control over the use of. They’re most often needed to solve puzzles.
 
Irony: used in the Greek, rather than common sense, this refers to a literary technique where the actions of the characters are significant to the audience, but not to the characters that perform the actions.
See also: dramatic irony.
 
Manga: comics made in Japan, usually with a very distinctive visual style. Often adapted into anime, and usually has the same visual style as anime (at least in modern manga), albeit almost always published in monochrome.
 
Mechanical difficulty: a form of difficulty created from the way the game works or was programmed (such as the interface), rather than as a product of the challenge of the puzzle/s one is attempting to solve at that point.
See also: word hunt, pixel hunt, verb hunt.
 
MMO: see MMORPG
 
MMORPG: short for massively multiplayer online role-playing game, a modern genre of game that is based entirely on the idea that people connect to the internet and join a server hosting the game, so as to play with or against other people. Cannot be played offline. You can somewhat choose to pretty much ignore what everyone else is doing if you prefer playing solo, though this approach might not work so well in games with player vs. player elements.
 
Moon logic: the solution to a puzzle that essentially would be unsolvable by rational means, and can only really be discovered with trial-and-error, or by already knowing the solution (e.g. with the help of a walkthrough). Called as such due to the joking notion that you’d have to be a lunatic to be able to figure it out.
 
Node: a feature of first-person adventure games, these are specific points in the game world in which the player character is able to stand and move between. In fact, these are the only places in which the player character is able to stand. The player may only ever move between them.
See also: first-person.
 
Non-player character: any character encountered within a game that the player is never in control of, and that the player may or may not be able to interact with, depending on the particular needs of a game. The opposite of the player character, in essence.
 
NPC: see non-player character.
 
On-screen verbs: a form of graphical user interface where verbs were presented on-screen to the player, and they could click (or press a keyboard key) to highlight it as their chosen interaction for their next click on an object.
See also: verb hunt.
 
Parser: a control system that pops up a text box that you type commands into in order to play the game.
 
Passive control: a control system whereby you indirectly control the movement of the player character within the game world, such as by clicking on where they should go.
 
PC: personal computer, or sometimes player character.
 
Pitch: see degrees of freedom, free-look.
 
Pixel hunt: a form of mechanical difficulty in which the hotspot for an item is extremely small and easy to overlook by the player, causing them to have to carefully look for it, assuming they know that it is there of course.
 
Player character: any character within a game that the player is in control of, whether simply for short periods, or throughout, also sometimes called the “avatar” of the player. The opposite of the non-player character, in essence.
 
QTE: see quick-time event.
 
Quick-time event: a style of gameplay that requires one to press a very specific button at a very specific time in order to perform an in-game action. The requirement is also explicitly stated on-screen at the required time. Failure to do so will often result in some form of penalty. It differs from “regular” gameplay in that it is often used to trigger animation or action that would not normally be offered to or asked of the player (for instance, a special finishing move on an enemy, or the character having to jump from a falling building in a game where the player is not given the option to jump in regular gameplay sequences). These are also often presented as a specific series of events required to be performed rather than one-off “press X to do Y” things – most require pressing X to do Y, then pressing A to do B, and so on and so on for several actions.
 
Roll: see degrees of freedom.
 
Real-time: a game mechanic whereby time passes in a manner that can be measured uniformly.
See also: pseudo-real-time, turn-based.
 
Pseudo-real-time: a game mechanic where there are no turns for actions to occur in, but time only tends to pass once all the necessary actions have taken place. This means that the player usually has an unlimited amount of time to figure things out, and the passage of time is purely for story purposes.
See also: real-time, turn-based.
 
Six degrees of freedom: see degrees of freedom.
 
Sprite: an image that forms part of the animation sequences for an object in two-dimensionally rendered games. Often objects had multiple sprites from multiple angles to give the impression of a three-dimensional object without having to have proper 3D objects in game. Mostly a product of the technological limits of the time.
 
Strategy guide: a book containing a walkthrough for a particular game, as well as potentially some other information about the game and its development.
 
Third-person: any form of perspective in a game in which the player character is on-screen in some fashion or other.
See also: first-person.
 
Turn-based: a game mechanic, similar to how most boardgames work, where time only passes once actions have been undertaken by the player and/or they declare their turn to be over. The player may or may not have an unlimited amount of time in which to decide on their actions before performance thereof.
See also: real-time, pseudo-real-time.
 
Unfocus: a form of mechanical difficulty from active controls whereby the player struggles to interact with an object due to struggling to place the player character correctly in relation to the object. The player character, thus, is struggling to "focus" on it.
See also: third-person.
 
Verb: an action word – basically, an instruction for what exactly you want a character to do. Can be inputted by parser, displayed as on-screen verbs, presented in the verb coin, or represented by an image or symbol.
 
Verb coin: a display of verbs that typically hosts images representing them in a small interface that pops up on particular clicking on objects.
 
Verb cycling: when one clicks the mouse and the verbs that are available are cycled through in specific order, until one gets to the one they wish to use.
 
Verb hunt: a form of mechanical difficulty in games with on-screen verbs, where, in some cases, very specific verbs would need to be selected in order to perform actions – e.g. USE on a door does nothing, you’re supposed to select OPEN.
 
Visual novel: a type of game, usually made in Japan, in which the player reads through stories (accompanied by manga or anime style art) and, at some points, make choices that may affect the direction or events in the story later on. Not to be confused with Interactive Fiction.
 
Walking death: a state of game where the player is still able to play the game (insofar as they can still interact with it), but (likely unknowingly) is no longer able to complete the game, or progress from the point that they are at. Sometimes called dead man walking.
 
Walkthrough: a detailed explanation of how to solve a game from beginning to end. Usually this refers to unofficial versions, official versions may be sold as strategy guides (for a detailed explanation) or a hint book, or the information may have been offered via a hint line.
 
Word hunt: a form of mechanical difficulty common in parser-based games, where one tries to figure out what to call an object they need to interact with. For instance, a person may be trying to pick a BOOK up, but the developer programmed the game to call the item a COOKBOOK, and not have aliased BOOK as another name for it.
 
Yaw: see degrees of freedom, free-look.
 
 
 



References
 
An explanation of the reference method
 
When I originally started chugging away at this tome with the intent of maybe getting published online as a long essay (or a series of essays), I figured that I’d just name the games that I want to talk about, and that’d be okay. However, the tome took a slightly more serious tone (though clearly I didn’t get the memo, since I still wrote in a conversational fashion), but that switch to hoping for it to be taken seriously meant that I needed to set another precedent.
So, with that in mind, I present you another theoretical aspect. In our modern world, we have a lot of information coming from a lot of different places, and yet, videogames (and games in general) are still seen as “just entertainment”, and not necessarily always taken as seriously as, say, film. But since this book did take them seriously, and in the hopes that we might deal with games in more serious light, I decided to take the typical Harvard method of reference that I am so used to using, and adapt it in to a new format to accommodate necessary information from videogames. For instance, it needs to accommodate information about which platform the game was played on to obtain information, because there are differences between them that often make information in some platforms irrelevant to others (think of the difference between using a keyboard vs. a mouse vs. a PlayStation controller, for instance). Granted, the games that I played are all on the PC in some way or other, but if this is to be a thing used later on (I hope it is), it needs to accommodate aspects that I don’t need, but others may in other analyses of other games in other genres, and even in other media forms (such as boardgames, for instance).
So, that’s what I’m here to explain, so that you’re not totally lost with the next section.
 
The format is thus:
 
In-text is simply the full game title (italicised), followed by year of publication.
e.g. “In the game The Dig (1995), we see that...”      
e.g. “We can see here (The Dig, 1995), that...”
The latter is probably rarely used, mostly for captions and not really in-text referencing, I’d say.
 
And the reference list is done thus:
 
Title [a.k.a. Alternate Title]. Year. Game type: Platform (if applicable). Developer(s), Publisher: Country.
 
Game type can include “Board game”, “Electronic game”, or “Videogame”. The latter can be substituted for “Software”, or perhaps “Application”, where appropriate. The last thing listed before the country will always be the publisher.
 
e.g.
Gemini Rue. 2011. Videogame: Windows. Nuernberger, J., Wadjet Eye Games: United States of America.
 
If Publisher and Developer are the same, or if one is unknown, then simply omit one, e.g.
Dig, The. 1995. Videogame: MS-DOS. LucasArts: United States of America.
 
Also if a title begins with an article, whether definite or not, one can (and should) slap it after a comma at the end of the main title, and before the colon for the subtitle, as seen with The Dig above, just to make things easier for everyone.
 
When there’s an AKA, it looks like this:
 
Fahrenheit [a.k.a. Indigo Prophecy]. 2005. Videogame: Windows. Quantic Dream, Atari: France.
 
Which in-text would be:
e.g. “In the game Fahrenheit [Indigo Prophecy] (2005), we see that...”      
e.g. “We can see here (Fahrenheit [Indigo Prophecy], 2005), that...”
 
Lastly, open-source software is listed with the dates between which it was developed, and instead of country and development team, simply write “open source”. Write the date in the same way in-text as in the reference list.
 
e.g.
ScummVM. 2001–. Software: Windows. Open source.
 
e.g. “When using ScummVM (2001–), you should...”
 
Simple enough for everyone? I hope so. It might be a bit bold and arrogant for some people that I go drafting my own academic standards, but oh well, this is still my book.
I am aware that the fact that I choose to list title first, rather than author or publisher, is going to be contentious for academics, but I feel this is a better system of doing it because only rarely within text would one refer to the creator of the game, but rather to the game itself, and the nature of the information gained is a little different than what one would get, for instance, from a book with a particular author. So it’s much easier to try first to find the title by name than to, say, try to determine exactly who is in charge of creating the game (there could be 200+ people per game), and the publisher often simply publishes it. That, and also it’d be a total pain to try to look through 20 entries all starting with “Sierra” to find the one game you want to know more about, for instance.
Also, I’ve found that trying to nail down exactly what to list as the country is a bit tricky, because of the huge international scale and the multinational nature of the publishing companies, so in most cases, I’ve tried my best, but might not be accurate. What I opted to do for most is to list the country in which most of the development took place, but even that can be a bit inaccurate.
 
A note on the references
 
For the sake of sanity on my part, I’ve decided to divide this list in to sub-lists. The first of these is all adventure games, all of which I have played in their entirety, and which I’m most likely to reference things from. Putting them in their own sub-list means it’s easier for you to determine what my level of expertise is, and maybe also give you a few games to try yourself. I’ve decided to list episodic titles collectively as a whole, rather than each and every individual episode as a separate game. Episodes are released separately, yes, but they are designed to be a small chunk of a complete whole, hence the decision for this method.
The second sub-list, under its own heading, will be one for other games I make reference to that are perhaps not adventure games, or if they are, are games that I have not played (some of these will be original releases of games that I have played later re-releases or remakes of). Still, even without direct experience, there are things that I know about those that do help immensely with my arguments in the text, so I feel the need to still list them anyways.
Next, there is a list of older versions of games that I have not played, but that I have played a newer version of (e.g. Myst (1993) is listed in the section of older games, whereas Myst: Masterpiece Edition (2000) is the version I have played). The reason for this is because I sometimes played newer re-titled and/or updated versions, or versions on other systems than the original release, and so the references in-text refer to the older version of the game in most cases, but I can still talk about them at least somewhat since I have played a version of them.
After that, there’s a section on adventure games I haven’t played but talked about at some point, then non-adventure games and software that I mention in the text, and finally, a section on books, articles, websites and projects I either consulted extensively, and/or wish to bring attention to for being excellent resources on the subject of adventure games.
 
Adventure games I have played significant amounts of, if not completed
 
5 Days a Stranger: Special Edition. 2003. Videogame: Windows. Ben Croshaw: United States of America.
 
6 Days a Sacrifice: Special Edition. 2007. Videogame: Windows. Ben Croshaw: United States of America.
 
7 Days a Skeptic: Special Edition. 2004. Videogame: Windows. Ben Croshaw: United States of America.
 
7th Guest, The. 1993. Videogame: Windows. Trilobyte, Virgin Games: United States of America.
 
11th Hour, The: The Sequel to The 7th Guest. 1995. Videogame: Windows. Trilobyte, Virgin Interactive: United States of America.
 
AmerZone. 1999. Videogame: Windows. Microïds, Ubisoft: France.
 
Ankh. 2005. Videogame: Windows. Deck13 Interactive, BHV Software: Germany.
 
Ankh 2: Heart of Osiris. 2006. Videogame: Windows. Deck13 Interactive, BHV Software: Germany.
 
Armikrog. 2015. Videogame: Windows. Pencil Test Studios, Versus Evil: United States of America.
 
Bad Mojo Redux. 2004. Videogame: Windows. Pulse Entertainment, Got Game Entertainment: United States of America.
 
Beneath a Steel Sky. 1994. Videogame: MS-DOS. Revolution Software, Virgin Interactive: United States of America.
 
Botanicula. 2012. Videogame: Windows. Amanita Design, Daedalic Entertainment: Czech Republic.
 
CSI: Crime Scene Investigation. 2003. Videogame: Windows. 369 Interactive, Ubisoft: United States of America.
 
CSI: Dark Motives. 2004. Videogame: Windows. 369 Interactive, Ubisoft: United States of America.
 
CSI: Miami. 2004. Videogame: Windows. 369 Interactive, Ubisoft: United States of America.
 
Curse of Monkey Island, The. 1997. Videogame: Windows. LucasArts: United States of America.
 
Day of the Tentacle. 1993. Videogame: MS-DOS. LucasArts: United States of America.
 
Dig, The. 1995. Videogame: MS-DOS. LucasArts: United States of America.
 
Escape from Monkey Island. 2000. Videogame: Windows. LucasArts: United States of America.
 
Fahrenheit [a.k.a. Indigo Prophecy]. 2005. Videogame: Windows. Quantic Dream, Atari: France.
 
Flight of the Amazon Queen. 1995. Videogame: MS-DOS. Interactive Binary Illusions, Renegade Software: United Kingdom.
 
Full Throttle. 1995. Videogame: MS-DOS. LucasArts: United States of America.
 
Gemini Rue. 2011. Videogame: Windows. Nuernberger, J., Wadjet Eye Games: United States of America.
 
Grim Fandango. 1998. Videogame: Windows. LucasArts: United States of America.
 
I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream. 1995. Videogame: MS-DOS. The Dreamers Guild, Cyberdreams: United States of America.
 
Inherit the Earth: Quest for the Orb. 1994. Videogame: MS-DOS. The Dreamers Guild, New World Computing: United States of America.
 
King’s Quest I: Quest for the Crown. 1990. Videogame: MS-DOS. Sierra On-Line: United States of America.
 
King’s Quest II: Romancing the Throne. 1985. Videogame: MS-DOS. Sierra On-Line: United States of America.
 
King’s Quest III: To Heir is Human. 1986. Videogame: MS-DOS. Sierra On-Line: United States of America.
 
King’s Quest IV: The Perils of Rosella. 1988. Videogame: MS-DOS. Sierra On-Line: United States of America.
 
King’s Quest V: Absence Makes the Heart Go Yonder!. 1990. Videogame: Windows. Sierra On-Line: United States of America.
 
King’s Quest VI: Heir Today, Gone Tomorrow. 1992. Videogame: Windows. Sierra On-Line: United States of America.
 
King's Quest VII: The Princeless Bride. 1994. Videogame: Windows. Sierra On-Line: United States of America.
 
King's Quest VIII: Mask of Eternity. 1998. Videogame: Windows. Sierra Studios: United States of America.
 
Liath: WorldSpiral. 1998. Videogame: Windows. Amber Company & Exortus, Project Two Interactive: Russia.
 
Longest Night: Lost Constellation (Night in the Woods Supplement). 2014. Videogame: Windows. Infinite Fall, Finji: Canada.
 
Longest Night: Night in the Woods Supplement #1. 2015. Videogame: Windows. Infinite Fall, Finji: Canada.
 
Loom. 1990. Videogame: MS-DOS. LucasArts: United States of America.
 
Machinarium. 2009. Videogame: Windows. Amanita Design, Daedalic Entertainment: Czech Republic.
 
Monkey Island 2: LeChuck’s Revenge: Special Edition. 2010. Videogame: Windows. LucasArts: United States of America.
 
Myst: Masterpiece Edition. 2000. Videogame: Windows. Cyan Worlds, Mindscape: United States of America.
 
Myst III: Exile. 2001. Videogame: Windows. Presto Studios, Ubisoft: United States of America.
 
Myst IV: Revelation. 2004. Videogame: Windows. Ubisoft: Canada.
 
Myst V: End of Ages. 2005. Videogame: Windows. Cyan Worlds, Ubisoft: Canada.
 
Neverhood, The [a.k.a. The Neverhood Chronicles]. 1996. Videogame: Windows. The Neverhood Inc., DreamWorks Interactive: United States of America.
 
Night in the Woods. 2017. Videogame: Windows. Infinite Fall, Finji: Canada.
 
Phantasmagoria. 1995. Videogame: Windows. Sierra Entertainment: United States of America.
 
Phantasmagoria: A Puzzle of Flesh. 1996. Videogame: Windows. Sierra Entertainment: United States of America.
 
Riven: The Sequel to Myst. 1997. Videogame: Windows. Cyan Worlds, Red Orb Entertainment: United States of America.
 
Sam & Max: Beyond Time and Space. 2008. Videogame: Windows. Telltale Games: United States of America.
 
Sam & Max Hit the Road. 1993. Videogame: MS-DOS. LucasArts: United States of America.
 
Sam & Max Save the World. 2007. Videogame: Windows. Telltale Games: United States of America.
 
Sam & Max: The Devil’s Playhouse. 2010. Videogame: Windows. Telltale Games: United States of America.
 
Sanitarium. 1998. Videogame: Windows. DreamForge Entertainment, ASC Games: United States of America.
 
Secret of Monkey Island, The: Special Edition. 2009. Videogame: Windows. LucasArts: United States of America.
 
Space Quest I: Roger Wilco in the Sarien Encounter. 1991. Videogame: MS-DOS. Sierra On-Line: United States of America.
 
Space Quest II: Vohaul’s Revenge. 1987. Videogame: MS-DOS. Sierra On-Line: United States of America.
 
Space Quest III: The Pirates of Pestulon. 1989. Videogame: MS-DOS. Sierra On-Line: United States of America.
 
Space Quest IV: Roger Wilco and the Time Rippers. 1992. Videogame: Windows. Sierra On-Line: United States of America.
 
Space Quest V: Roger Wilco – The Next Mutation. 1993. Videogame: Windows. Dynamix, Sierra On-Line: United States of America.
 
Space Quest 6: Roger Wilco in the Spinal Frontier. 1995. Videogame: Windows. Sierra On-Line: United States of America.
 
Tales of Monkey Island. 2009. Videogame: Windows. Telltale Games: United States of America.
 
Thimbleweed Park. 2017. Videogame: Windows. Terrible Toybox: United States of America.
 
Trilby’s Notes: Special Edition. 2006. Videogame: Windows. Ben Croshaw: United States of America.
 
Uru: Ages Beyond Myst. 2003. Videogame: Windows. Cyan Worlds, Ubisoft: Canada.
 
Uru: Path of the Shell. 2004. Videogame: Windows. Cyan Worlds, Ubisoft: Canada.
 
Uru: To D’ni. 2004. Videogame: Windows. Cyan Worlds, Ubisoft: Canada.
 
White Chamber, The. 2005. Videogame: Windows. Studio Trophis: United Kingdom.
 
Other versions of adventure games that I have played
 
Bad Mojo. 1996. Videogame: Windows. Pulse Entertainment, Acclaim Entertainment: United States of America.
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Déjà Vu: A Nightmare Comes True!!. 1985. Videogame: Macintosh. ICOM Simulations, Inc., Mindscape: United States of America.
 
Dragon Quest. 1986. Videogame: Famicom. Chunsoft, Enix: Japan.
 
Dreamfall Chapters: The Final Cut. 2017. Videogame: Windows. Red Thread Games, Deep Silver: Norway. 
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Common Grounds. 2012. Videogame: Windows. Fupoco: United States of America.
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Hatoful Boyfriend: A School of Hope and White Wings. 2011. Videogame: Windows.  PigeoNation Inc., MIST[PSI]PRESS: Japan.
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Simon. 1978. Electronic game. Baer, R.H., Morrison, H.J., Cope, L., Milton Bradley: United States of America.
 
ScummVM. 2001–. Software: Windows. Open source.
 
Sims, The. 2000. Videogame: Windows. Maxis, Electronic Arts: United States of America.
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Schafer, T., Tscale, P., Ingerson, E., Mogilefsky, B. & Chan, P. Grim Fandango Puzzle Document.  1996. LucasArts: United States of America.
 
Kalata, K (ed.). 2011. Hardcoregaming101.net Presents: The Guide to Classic Graphic Adventures. CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform: United States of America.
 
MobyGames. [Online]. Available: <http://www.mobygames.com>
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Notes for a potential second edition
 
So one of my undergraduate university majors was psychology (I actually got two degrees in it before realising it wasn’t working for me), and in that time, I got to know the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (or DSM, as the psychologists call it) a little. Within that massive tome, there is an appendix section that lists areas and disorders that require further research in the future in order to put in later editions of the manual.
Taking inspiration from that, I present here a list of my own personal notes taken while writing this book about the various things that I feel may need adjustment or improvement in later editions (if, indeed, later editions become a thing). I present it here, as a starting point of discussion on the text, but really, any critique given will be considered for future versions.
 
	Play more games between editions, list in reference list, and talk about anything new learned from them. Most likely to learn from newer games, old game information reached something of a saturation point, I believe. There are some really glaring omissions from the list of things I have played, though, even with my fairly extensive experience.
	Probably also means I should play some interactive fiction games. I think I covered the important points about that, so I’m not sure if playing IF would do anything, but it’d still be good to get that experience.
	Potentially alter the reference method? Depends on feedback. Not entirely sure it's right, because I'm not really an expert on referencing, outside of using existing methods in academia.
	Speaking of the reference method, I’d like to see what people think of my decision to list episodic games as their final collected whole, rather than individual episodes. I might change it, if enough people seem to think I should list episodes individually and can give good justification as to why.
	Fix any errors that I made in regards to the country listed for the game, if proper justification for why the country needs to be what is suggested is given. It's a fiddly business, so I might well be wrong about some of those.
	More contributions from others? Would love to include, say, the Ron Gilbert article referenced in text as an extra chapter, as well as his article on puzzle dependency. Would be nice to get some input from Sierra as well. Perhaps OMM article "Death of Adventure Games" as well? Something to think about.
	There’s also actually a wealth of old adventure game design documentation that’s been dripping out over the last few years (especially LucasArts ones, and many for projects that were cancelled or morphed later into other games). Would love to find a way to integrate all that information in to this project somehow, or maybe do something else comprehensive with them, since some of them are hard-to-find nowadays. Suppose this would all depend on reaction to this book, what use this book is put to, and what uses the information within the documents themselves could be put to.
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