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From the Editor
by Michael Swaine

About this free article.

Chris Crawford was at one point the best-known computer game developer
on the planet. That was back when he was training game developers at Atari
under Alan Kay, launching and running the Game Developers Conference,
editing and writing much of The Journal of Computer Game Design, writing The
Art of Computer Game Design, and collecting royalties on best-selling games
like Balance of Power.

Then one day he gave a famous speech that ended with his drawing a sword
and running out of the room shouting “Charge!” and never returning. He was
off to fight the dragon. From that point on he dedicated himself to the quixotic
quest to create a new kind of computer game, a new approach that didn’t
glorify combat and small-muscle skills, that was built around realistic human
emotions and interactions.

He’s still at it, and he recently released a tool that he thinks might be a key
component of that new kind of software. It’s an editor for character interactions.
It’s fun to play with, and it suggests interesting applications. Because Chris
sees his new kind of game as more than entertainment: it’s interactive
storytelling, it’s sales training, it’s a new category of software. Or it will be, if
he manages to slay that dragon. This month we report on his quest and this
new tool for editing interactions.

Feel free to share this article with your friends. If you’d like to read the whole
July issue of PragPub or to subscribe, you can do that here [U1].
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Chris Crawford vs. the Dragon
One Man’s Quest to Remake Gaming

by Michael Swaine

He was at the top of his game. And then one day he
walked away from it all.

This is no way to fund a software project.

This is no way to fund anything. There is no funding here at all. No seed
money, no salaries, no promise of money to come.

“The ultimate goal … is to have lots of people like you writing Encounters
that we will include in the final game. There will be no payment of any kind
for your services. This entire project is a non-profit community effort in which
nobody gets paid.”

And the user experience is encumbered by what the author blithely calls user
animosity. There is no Undo. It appears that one user can easily overwrite the
work of another. This is experimental software, the author warns, and can
explode in your face at any time.

Still, I find myself intrigued, much as I was drawn in by an earlier incarnation
of this long-term development project eleven years ago. I download and install
the jar file and start playing around with this thing.

I create encounters and exclude some characters as possible protagonists or
antagonists in particular encounters. I set up prerequisites for encounters to
take place. I construct optional actions I want to give characters in these
encounters and edit their emotional reactions to these options. I tweak how
each character is perceived by each other character, at least initially, because
this will change through the play of the game, and do this on several different
dimensions. I fiddle with sliders to adjust character inclinations. I hit the Test
button to see in action the algorithms I have generated by these steps.

This is fun, and it’s addicting. I am tempted to join in as a tester. Because I’m
building something emotionally rich and intriguing. Because it’s easy to get
into and clearly has a lot of depth.

But especially because it’s Chris Crawford.

Balance of Power
He was at one time arguably the most famous computer game developer on
the planet. BYTE magazine called him “easily the most innovative and talented
person working on the Atari 400/800 computer today.”

His game Eastern Front (1941) was the first truly serious computer wargame
and was a huge best-seller.

He literally wrote the book on computer game design for that era, in The Art
of Computer Game Design. He launched the Computer Game Developers
Conference (later called just the Game Developers Conference) in his living
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room. He created, edited, and wrote most of The Journal of Computer Game
Design.

In the mid-1980s his game Balance of Power was a massive success as well as
being critically acclaimed. Computer Gaming World called it “one of the most
innovative computer games of all time.” BYTE called it “the best game I had
ever seen on any computer.” Jimmy Carter’s Deputy Assistant to the President
for National Security Affairs, David L. Aaron, called it “about as close as one
might get to the cut-and-thrust of international politics without going though
confirmation by the Senate.”

But Balance of Power wasn’t a wargame. It was a game of strategy, an
avoiding-war game. Although his first success was with a wargame, he was
moving away from action and violence, toward a new kind of game not yet
seen.

Chris hadn’t set out to be a computer game developer. He just sort of stumbled
into it. But he clearly had a gift for game development. And he had a vision
for where game development should go, and he had the ear and respect of
game developers. He was a bona fide legend.

And then one day he walked away from it all.

The Dragon Speech
It was actually one specific day; in fact, it was one specific hour. It was in a
talk Chris gave at the 1992 Computer Game Developers Conference, and for
those who experienced it, it was one of the most memorable talks ever.

Chris had grown fed up with the game industry, with its relentless focus on
point-and-shoot, kill-or-be-killed, mindless trivia. This, he was sure, was a
new medium of art, and it needed its own Charlie Chaplin to show what
heights of art it was capable of. But it didn’t even have its own D. W. Griffith
yet. Chris didn’t know if he could be that artist of games, but he knew he had
to try. And in that talk, he set out to share his vision, his passion.

For the speech, he took as his model not Charlie Chaplin or D. W. Griffith,
but Don Quixote. “Where other people saw a windmill,” Chris said, “he saw
a dragon. Yes, Don Quixote was a crazy old fool. But, you know, he was more
honest about his dream than most people, and for that, I honor him. I have
committed myself, I have dedicated myself, to the pursuit of the dragon.”

The speech ends like this:

“And having made that commitment ... all of a sudden, I can see him! There
he is, right in front of me, clear as day.... You’re so much bigger than I ever
imagined, and I’m, I’m not so sure I like this. I mean, yes, you’re glorious and
beautiful, but you’re ugly, too. Your breath reeks of death!… Am I so pitiful
that you can sneer in my face like that? Yes, yes, you frighten me! You hurt
me! I’ve felt your claws ripping through my soul! But I’m going to die someday,
and before I can do that, I’ve got to face you, eyeball to eyeball. I’ve got to
look you right in the eye, and see what’s inside, but I’m not good enough to
do that yet. I’m not experienced enough, so I’m going to have to start learning.
Today. Here. Now. Come, dragon, I will fight you. Sancho Panza, my sword!
For truth! For beauty! For art! Charge!”
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But you can’t just read it. You have to watch it [U1] for yourself. You really do.
And be sure to watch right to the end, to get the audience reactions.

Building Storyworld
So — wow. What do you do next when you’ve set yourself this kind of
challenge?

To make it possible for anyone to build interactive storytelling: that was the
challenge, and he knew full well that it was a huge task. This was the dragon,
and Chris was Don Quixote. Crazy, maybe, but a good kind of crazy.

What do you do? Well, you might try leveraging your reputation to get seed
money to begin solving the problem yourself because you are apparently the
person who most clearly sees the problem, the one who most acutely feels the
problem. That’s what Chris did in 1992.

“I decided nobody else is going to do it, I’ve got to.” He knew it was a big task.
He just didn’t know how big. “I was naive. I thought it would happen soon.”

It didn’t happen. More funding did not appear. Years went by. More than a
decade.

“I went into a sort of hibernation,” he said. “I continued to work on the
technology, improving it. But I spent time working with NASA on research.
I flew some airborne missions. I wrote some books. I taught some courses.”

This was no way to slay the dragon.

Around 2004 he tried a different approach. Don’t hire a big team, don’t talk
to VCs. Start with just you. If a friend gets sucked in and is really committed
to the project, that’s fine. Over a couple of years, allow a small core of principals
and volunteers to accrete.

Go outside the system, way outside. If what you’re looking for is a way to bring
reality into games, get close to reality. Move into the woods. Get friendly with
the local bears and other wildlife. Work on the project at a human pace. Stay
grounded. But stay crazy.

By 2006 he had the vision clearly in mind and a lot of the pieces in place.

He called it Storyworld. Storytron was the name of the engine that powered
two other programs: SWAT, the authoring tool, and Storyteller, the consumer
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program. An author, or storybuilder, would use SWAT to build a storyworld,
an interactive story. The consumers would then use Storyteller to play the
storyworld; i.e., to interactively “read” the story.

The tough part was the language. “You can’t design anything interactive unless
you can program,” he told me. “But artists shouldn’t have to learn Java.” He
needed a programming language that anyone with the motivation to do so
could learn.

What he came up with was a scripting language called SWAT. It was all
point-and-click. No typing. Datatypes all pre-defined and color-coded. He
invented a numeric datatype to more accurately reflect subjective qualities
like honesty and faithfulness. Runtime errors could occur but were survivable.
But he knew it was still nowhere near good enough. He kept working on it.

The market for the games that storybuilders would build was not the
conventional game market, but Chris saw that it wasn’t limited to the game
market at all. These interactive stories were in effect social interaction simulations.
They could be used in education, in corporate training, or military training.

“You could easily do a salesmanship simulation where you get ten different
kinds of customers coming in and you try different sales pitches and you realize
everybody has to be treated differently.”

Interactive storytelling, he was convinced, was not a subset of games or fiction
or training: it was a superset of all of them. If it comes together, he told me in
his office in the woods in 2006, it will be huge.

The Last Battle
Flash forward eleven years. The project is a failure. It has not taken off as
hoped. Storyworld has failed to find a market and failed to meet Chris’s
expectations for the software. Problem not solved.

But while he does unabashedly tilt at windmills, Chris Crawford is no deluded
Don Quixote. He’s a smart software designer, a passable storyteller (his
characterization), and a level-headed idealist. And he is patient. Incredibly
patient.

So the project has not succeeded after all these years. All right, why has it not
succeeded?

What is the next problem to solve?

Analyzing the data collected, the feedback, his own realizations and reactions
over the years, Chris concludes that the problem is that the audience for
Storytron was too small. It is the intersection of two nearly incompatible groups
of people: those who can tell stories and those who can think in
process-intensive terms.

“I built my Storytron technology,” he says, “as a way for artists to build
interactive storyworlds with a much reduced technical burden.” But reduced
is the key word. “No interactive storytelling technology can dispense with
process-intensive thinking.”

Professional storytellers employ their emotional intelligence to reach readers
at an emotional level. Software developers understand how to embody processes
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in algorithms. Neither skill alone is adequate for interactive storytelling. You
need both. More than that: you apparently need both in the same person. “This
explains the failure of the Storytron technology to catch on,” Chris explains,
“It required a combination of skills that exists in very few people.”

So how do you solve that problem?

Teaching software developers how to tell stories was never going to be the
answer. The idea was always to give storytellers the ability to think
algorithmically.

That was the plan, but the reality is that for many storytellers, that’s probably
not in the cards. Their brains are not wired that way or their prejudices are
stacked against the very idea of algorithmic thinking, or something. It’s just
not going to happen.

So part of the challenge is identifying the small number of storytellers who do
have a proclivity for process thinking. Or allowing them to self-identify.

And so, emboldened by this new perspective, he’s back at it. And has created
a new tool, something he calls the Encounter Editor.

“I designed the Encounter Editor,” he says, “as a clean, fairly simple
introduction to the idea of creating algorithms for basic interactive storytelling.
It truly is the simplest possible introduction to the fundamentals of interactive
storytelling.”

But simple or not, the Encounter Editor is not going to be easy for all
storytellers. It is an immersion in a kind of thinking that may be difficult,
uncomfortable, or objectionable to them. So while it is a tool for part of the
process of building interactive stories, it is also a test to find potential interactive
story authors.

“The Encounter Editor,” he says, “is an instrument for measuring the number
of people who possess a modicum of process-intensive thinking and storytelling
talent.”

The Encounter Editor allows one with no programming skills to construct
small interactive elements. These are not themselves stories, but they capture
some of the most human and interesting parts of stories: meaningful encounters
between characters. The raw material here is not swords and jewels or
disgruntled birds, but human motivations, human traits, interpersonal
assessments. You can download it here [U2].

“After many years of trying,” Chris says in the Encounter Editor Manual, “I
have learned the hard way that the procedurally intense interactions provided
by the Storytron technology lack the color that most people expect from
traditional storytelling. There’s a repetitive, mechanical feel to those
interactions, and while they are dramatically more intense, more significant,
they are like the skeleton of the story, the core elements, in need of fleshing
out with muscle and skin. That’s the purpose of Encounters. They provide a
more data-intense form of interaction that is shallower in dramatic significance,
but more colorful. I believe that a proper balance between the strong
interaction of the core technology and the greater color of the Encounters will
provide a powerful dramatic experience.”
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It’s not clear that this latest endeavor will succeed, although there is some
early evidence that it has sparked interest: within 24 hours of his posting to
his Facebook page a call for people to look at the Encounter Editor, the page
had been viewed 1400 times and the software downloaded 76 times.

But the dragon may just be a windmill after all. Chris knows that.

“If the Encounter Editor fails to attract a modicum of authors,” he says, “then
I must conclude that there is nobody to whom I can pass the baton, and that
my work has been futile.”

But if it is possible, if anybody alive can slay the dragon, my money’s on that
guy with the sword.

About the Author

Michael Swaine is the editor of PragPub
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