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The Role of Architecture in Shaping Atmosphere and Environmental
Storytelling in Video Games
Identifying the Problem

Architecture is not used as a primary narrative device, and the focus tends to fallback on
written story and game mechanics. However, it does play a significant role within games;

e Controls and restricts player movement.

¢ Effective communication of narrative - Historical, narrative, or social themes.

e Changes tone/mood of environments - Style, layout and aesthetics create atmosphere
and emotional engagement.

e Building playerimmersion through believable environments - Different architectural
styles evoke different emotional and atmospheric effects.

Why is this project worth doing?

An emphasis on creating believable worlds in games is essential for playerimmersion, and the
environment that the player moves through is a primary focus. This project aims to enhance
storytelling and narrative by exploring architecture as a visual language.

Aims
¢ Analyse how architectural styles can influence atmospheric tone and player mood
within various genre of game.
e Explore how architecture can be used as an environmental storytelling device.
e Combine architectural theory and game design theory to understand how the two
contribute to creating animmersive experience.

Objectives

1. Identify key features used in narrative design.

2. Conduct research into player perception of architecture from an emotional perspective
using a survey, at least 25 will to be completed.

3. Analyse the use of architecture in terms of games design theory (level design, structure
and aesthetic choices).

4. Conduct a case study, exploring the use of architecture in four separate games and how
itties into the thematic elements and can affect the atmosphere/tone.

5. Combineresearched theories from architectural design and games design to create an
immersive experience, showing architecture as an environmental narrative device.

Project Success Criteria

Use primary research such as surveys and demo testing feedback to explore architectural
design and its ability to convey narrative elements, emotion and atmosphere to players.
Secondary research will also be used to support any theories presented and to aid and inform
the creation of an immersive demo showcasing the importance of storytelling through
architectural design.

Deliverables

Atthe end of the project,




1. Research Document: detailing games design theory and architectural theory; styles of
real-world architecture, and exploring how this can reflect historical periods, social
issues, and narrative themes as well as emotional impact on the public.

2. Case Study: a case study of four different games and how they use architecture as a
thematic/narrative device.

3. Player Experiences Survey: A survey that shows a study group images of architecture
within games and asks them to describe the emotion and narrative implied.

4. Survey Report: Areport documenting the results from the player experiences
survey/study.

5. Presentation and Demo: Presentation collating research carried out, showing the role of
architecture in narrative design and its impact on player emotional response and a
playable experience demonstrating the impact of different architectural environments.

Literature Review

Chapter 11 of ‘Chris Crawford on Game Design’ [1] goes into detail about effective storytelling
within games design, he speaks about the problems surrounding this, specifically in terms of
technical vs creative design.

Chapter 2 of ‘First Person’ [2] explores the use of visual language as a communicative device
within games, more specifically speaking about board games, speaking about the importance of
visual language and how this can affect player experience.

Chapter 4 of ‘First Person’[3] mentions an interview with Don Carson, a Disney Imagineer,
talking about environmental storytelling, he goes into detail about ‘infusing’ storytelling
elements into the design of the physical space.

Chapter 5 of ‘An Architectural Approach to Level Design’ [4] mentions the ‘visual power of game
spaces’ and explores how visual components of an environment can create stir different
emotions in players and affect behaviour.

Chapter 9 of ‘An Architectural Approach to Level Design’ [5] focuses on story telling in game
spaces, mentioning ‘qualities of space - size, orientation, lighting and views.’

‘Videogame Atlas’ [6] speaks about the use of architecture in games and how this influences the
narrative elements of the game and mentions its use mechanically.

A thesis from the University of Venice [7], explores ‘the role of empathy in aesthetics and
architecture’, talks about the ideas conveyed by architecture and how viewers feel.

Scott Rogers talks about ‘illusional narrative’ [8] and how players create links when they are
given two images/environments.

Models and Concepts

Narrative Immersion - Creating a transition between the player and the game world, with the
ability to resonate on a deeper level. [9]

Emotional Engagement - The ability to evoke an emotional response and create a
meaningful experience. [10]




The Aesthetics of Play - A piece of the MDA framework, created by Robin Hunicke, Marc
LeBlanc, Robert Zubek, focusing on emotional responses aesthetics can evoke. [11]

How does the project relate to the written work?

The research explores the importance of visual design in mediums such as games, and what
effect this has on narrative and emotional response. The practical project will consist of
designing a playable experience that focuses on architecture and environment design, based on
the research in the literature review.

Ethical Issues

Ensure consent is gained from survey participants and that GDPR data protection guidelines are
followed. All participants must be of appropriate age, and content must be carefully selected to
avoid negative representations.

What has already been done in the field?

[12]

The game Control’[13] makes use of strong environmental design to imply culture/social issues
and emotions without the use of text, instead using architecture to symbolically represent the
idea of bureaucracy and themes of dehumanisation.
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[14]

Another example of this is found in ‘BioShock’[15], the art-deco style architecture reflects the
dystopian ideology, playing on themes of optimism and decay.

Topic Familiarity
| have previous experience in games design from the last few years of academic study and

practical work; and have skills in 3D modelling, texturing and level construction as well as
concept design which is of importance for my demo.

| still have room to develop my skills in 3D modelling, and this project will serve as a chance to
furtherthis as | will be spending more time in MAYA and Substance Painter to create my
environment. It will give the opportunity to conduct deeper research into a topic | have an
interestin.

| have experience in Unreal Engine from previous academic tasks and have spent time outside
of this learning different techniques to enhance my workflow. | plan to utilise the research
gathered over the course of this project to enhance my knowledge of environment design and
how that affects player immersion and emotions, through the medium of architecture.
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