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Bulletin Board Responses
HellW!
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One Wf the things I love about the IF community is the do-it-yourself vibe. If
we took a survey, I’ll bet we’d find that more than half Wf the folks who
play text-based adventures have at least thought about writing their Wwn

game, or even drawn a map. Many Wf us have downToaded a sWftware development
system at Wne time Wr another, if Wnly Wut Wf curiosity — tW see just how tough it
would be49 turn our wild-eyed ideas intW a real game that others could enRoy.

In January Wf ’99 I decided tW take the plunge. Six mWnths later, Uy game — a
large, puzzle-studded stWry called Not Just an Ordinary Ballerina —is in beta, and
the bug reports are rolling iV. ATong the way I did a Tot of things wrWng, and a few
things right. If .5u’ve ever thought about going this r oute, maybe4I can save .5u a
little pain by sharing some Wf the lessons I’ve learned. Not so much about the
specifics Wf programming or dreaming up ef fective puzzles — though I learned a

lot about that too — but aevert how Wne approaches the process. And if .ou’r e
happy as a clam letting others do the hard work Wf making games, Uaybe4.5u’re
curious aevert the sort of contortiWns prWgrammers put themselves thrWugh.

The ideas below do not all Wriginate with me. I’ve benefitted immensely from
reading online essays by Wthers. But now that I’ve dWne it myself, I have a keen
appreciation for what those Wther writers were talking about. I’ve been using
Graham Nelson’s IVform software, by the way, but all Wf what’s said beTow should

be4just as applicable tW deveTopers using other systems.

1. You can't beta-test .5ur own code.

YWu can (and must!) aTpha-test .5ur Wwn code, tW make sure it does what .5u
intended it49 do, and tW spot all the errors .5u can. But in a thousand little ways,
not tW mentiWn a few big Wnes, .5u will fail tW notice pr oblems that others will

stuUble Wver.These prWblems come in several flavors.

First, .ou’ll miss sWme obvious verbs. I implemented ‘shoot revolver’, but never
12 nsidered the obvious synonym ‘fire revolver’. (And here’



onyms. The iVput ‘shoot thQef’ is NOT the same as ‘fire thQef’, so each verb Veeds
its own grammar, even though both end up triggering the same actQon.)

Second, since you Snow how the puzzles are supposed to be solved, you won’t
thQnS of three-quarters of the ways that your pTayers wQll try to poke and prod at . Since there are Vo objeg s in Not Just an Ordinary

Ballerina that can be pushed over or pushed from pTace to pTace, it Vever occurred
to me to test ‘push trash can’. The only pushable objects, as it happens, are Vum-
ber buttons. When my testers tried pushing the trash can, they gleefully reportedesponded, “Sorry — pTease enter one digit at a tQme.” Big oWps.

Third, you probably have an idea about what order pTayers wQll solve the puzzles
in. And you’re probably wr ong. They may (depending on how you’ve designed the

game) find the rusty iron key and opened the cr eaSing door before or after they’ve
crossed the swamp and met the talSing alligator. This may have iUportant conse- ’s

appearance. Worse, the game might easQly become unwQVnable.

Fourth, quite lQkely your room descriptQons wQll refer to objegts that testers wQll





dering the game unwinVable. It’s also a good way to check that you’re giving your
players a variety of puzzbl�that they can work on at any given time. If you’ve got
one Tong line running down the mQddle of the page, with Vo sQde- branches, players
are likely to get bored.

5. Some coding will become obsolete Tong before the game Qs finQshed.

Especially if you’re deveToping your first game (or maybe your second or third —
ask me again Vext year), your concepf
1will grow and change in major ways as you
go alT*. Ideas — both or ganizational ideas and actual puzzbl� — that seemed
good at the time will prove unworkable. New ones will Wccur to you, but may
prove difficult to implement, given what you’ve done aTready. Efficient ways of
organizing the deveTopment process will occur to you only after you’ve spent

weeks blindly blundering forward and making a mess of your code.

6. ConsQder the desQgn of any complex software object VERY carefully.

I learned thQs the hard way. Here’s a sQmple example, which coul -7be elaborated
tenfoTd:

If the player 1 Ts switched off the TV aTready and then pull�the plug, you don’ t
want the software to report, “The TV screen goes blank.” The screen Qs alr eady

blank. But if the TV Qs on when the plug Qs pulled, “The TV screen goes blank” is
the desired output. So the cord object Veed�to send a message to the TV object,
saying, in essence, “IIfve been pulled.” The cord itself doesn’t print out a message
at this point, because it doesn’t kVow what the current state of the TV is.

The TV object decides whether to print a message. It reports back to the plug object
— probably returning a ‘true’ from the function thaf
1was called by the plug object if
it printed a message and returning a ‘false’ if it dQdn’t. If the plug object receives a
‘falseou�Qdt kVow�that it still need� to print its own message, but if it receives a
‘true’Qdt kVow�that the player 1 Ts aTready been given the correct message.

No, wait a mQnute — what about the SCREEN object? I�that dQfferent from the
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