8 Kings Art Document

Evaluation of style

The original influences for 8 Kings were the pen and ink drawings of comic books. The large flat chunks of colour with black outlines, and dynamic camera angles suit the game well. 

8 Kings, the game, is set loosely in a 1930’s Chicago style city. This era instantly conjures up images of black and white gangster movies and comics where long deep shadows hide loitering figures. The streets are dark, grey and dirty. Functional looking buildings have exterior fire escapes to climb down, and every window in the block looks the same.
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But within this decade, Art Deco appeared on the scene. More thought was being put into how everyday objects looked. Vehicles and architecture started to become grand and elegant, along with their owners. More shape, colour and form was designed into the surroundings.

It seemed natural to use these various influences. By showing the juxtaposition of styles at specific areas in the game, we can emphasize certain locations and pick out parts we wish the player to notice.

Although conveying tradition Art Deco style everywhere throughout the game would be difficult considering the constraints we have, introducing elements at certain points and times can change the importance of locations and pick out situations as we wish. Offices, vehicles and specific buildings can be emphasised by using a noticeable Art Deco style within a scene.

By carefully placing simple details such as a styled doorway or car the style has been put across to the player without cluttering the screen.

Colours can be darker or more muted for less important elements of the background; so again, emphasis is placed on individual units, specific buildings and game elements.
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Film Noir and black and white gangster films are another big influence. They frequently had plain backgrounds, covered by shadow, or a simple decoration like a door or light. This focused the viewer’s gaze to the foreground where the action was taking place. This is not to say they lacked depth! Where to use detail and space were calculated and carefully thought out and how they affected the viewer.   

Frequently the screen was kept simple, with just one character on screen at any one time.  
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By styling 8 Kings in this manner, textures can be kept small, and polygons can be used wisely. With the use of flat slabs of muted colour and simple shapes used in the backgrounds we can draw the players eye to focal points in the same way.

Using dark lines on the edges of some of the textures, we can define corners and angles, giving more shape to the models. Again these references to comic and cartoon artwork help us define graphics on the screen.

Camera techniques similar to films and comics can be used. We can carefully angle shots, exaggerated perspective and have focal points to pick out details and draw the eye to where we want the player the look. 

The player can be led into the game by simply controlling what is in the frame and how the rules of perspective guide the viewer. We can even use false perspective to imply depth and 3D.

Therefore, influences from traditional gangster movies, comics and architecture of the era, along with specific elements of Art Deco have influenced the style of 8 Kings.

Although not as ‘simple’ as classic comics, it uses some of the ink drawing style, but takes it further. 
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Game design 

Introducing 3D into a game like 8 Kings has a huge effect on the art style, and what we can achieve. 

In general, 3D will have more impact when moving on screen, either by the camera or the units themselves animating. Therefore, it will fit well with using interesting and exaggerated camera angles used in comics and cartoons.   

The two main camera views are the map screen and the 3D battle or office screens. 

The map screen is where most of the game play takes place overlooking the landscape where your units are placed. This terrain is made up of individual building blocks, which can build totally unique maps like a jigsaw. Small 3D models representing each unit roam over this landscape.
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The battle or office screens are closer views into the action, using cameras and animations in various ways to bring interest and dynamism to the game. Whenever a battle between two sides kicks off, detailed cut scenes of the action appear. These are the screens where we can show more detail and style of the game at their best.

Because of these two main camera views, we need to have a style that is clear, well defined and consistent across both, taking into account the technical constraints, but also keeping the playability paramount. A unit needs to be clear and identifiable in the map screen, whilst staying inside the polygon constraints. At the same time it needs to be recognised as the same unit and detailed enough when the player is taken to the battle screens.

There is no point trying to force detailed Art Deco designs into models on the map screen, when the camera is too far away to show them. It’s more likely to cause confusion and clutter on a screen.
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Therefore, a lot of the art style will come through in the areas where the camera can get in closer, and the graphics can be scripted to show at their strongest. Screens like at a battle and in the office come into this category.

We have to be careful with how we use curves and shapes that don’t work well with low polygon amounts. Taking elements that fit our needs, like the straight lines of certain Art Deco designs and the simple angles from 1930’s architecture is relatively 

easy.
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As well as the main 3D elements of the game, information windows, text screens and other 2d aspects of the game are needed to inform the player. These will vary in how functional and decorative they are depending on where they appear in the game. 

Any windows where the game flow stops, such as end of turn, the screen can be more styled to the game. The current plan is to make a newspaper style front page, with the correct newspaper style headlines and pictures. 

In game information windows and screens that have to pass information in the clearest form possible will be much more functional in style.
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Technical 

The hardware and the game engine have certain requirements that needs to be taken into account when the game style is being decided upon.

By keeping the background style simple with generally flat colours, we can keep texture size and colour to a minimum. This takes up less memory on the n-gage allowing more freedom for loading speeds, frame rate and even more graphics.

Although we don’t have a high frame rate and don’t need one the same as if we were doing a racing game, it is an issue. By keeping it as high as we can with low polygon models and small textures, the game will not stutter and pause when units are moving.

Also because there is no hardware polygon sorting on the N-gage, the more polygons there are on screen the more likely there will be problems with faces flickering incorrectly.

Both polygon sorting and texture warping are two issues that don’t work well with dynamic camera movement. By keeping polygons flat on to the screen, warping is eliminated, and the Z sorting can be controlled. 

But we want to move the camera around, tracking vehicles and zooming past buildings to a character! Therefore a compromise in the detail of the backgrounds and how the camera is angled will be needed.

To improve texture warping and polygon sorting, the artist can break big polygons down into smaller ones. This obviously adds more polygons into the scene with no visible difference in detail.

Once again, using flat shades of colour help us, as these textures don’t show distortions as much.

It’s a fine balance to achieve!

The screen size and shape also influences the style and when to use it. There is no point designing a game with exquisite detail if the maximum size of the screen stops the viewer seeing it. Therefore any detail needs to be quite big on screen. Small textures are kept quite plain and simple to stop aliasing and flickering. Any references to Art Deco or other individual styles need to be quite bold.     

The shape of the screen is portrait in shape instead of the traditional shape of a computer monitor. This certainly affects how the camera is used, and generally more geometry is needed to put in the height of buildings and ground to stop edges showing. Also more planning is needed so important graphics fit into the frame and isn’t clipped off at the sides. 

In 3D, unusual situations can arise on small screens where the camera shows a 3D model at an unclear angle. This is obviously unsatisfactory and has to be kept to a minimum by carefully checking the models from different locations.  
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Desired Hardware advantages (Ngage 2)

There are a number of technical areas that ideally we would like to see resolved either in hardware or software, thereby making 3D games on the N-gage much more powerful.

Some sort of z buffer or polygon sorting routine in the hardware would be a huge benefit to the game. This is one of the biggest weaknesses running 3D models on the N-gage, because of the noticeable tearing and flickering of polygons.

Perspective corrected texture mapping would improve the quality of textured objects in the game, allowing more detail to put on screen.

Hardware shaded would allow the models to look far more detailed and improve the perceived sense 3D on screen. Vertex shading and general lighting effects are all slow in their current incarnation.  

More memory and a more powerful processor are all obvious pluses to improving the quality of the graphics. A faster processor isn’t such a necessity if certain graphic routines are moved over to the hardware but more RAM is useful for a multitude of things like shadow mapping, more detailed textures, and more resolution in the characters. 

Other relevant games 

Advance wars
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Games like Advanced Wars certainly have a more simple style than 8 Kings. Using 2d graphics gives them more control of the detail shown because the sprites always show flat to the screen, and you can always predict how it will look at any time. 

The style given by Advanced Wars is clearly softer and more innocent than 8 Kings. With a strong oriental influence, the graphics are more curved, iconic and childlike. The characters in the game are either children or have naive tendencies. There’s very much a toy soldiers feel about the graphics with bright primary colours and cute 

units.

We want a harder edge to 8 Kings, where the characters are more grown up and have more depth. The landscapes will be more varied and interesting. There will be a stronger feeling of interacting with the map than other games of this type. 

Colours will be more varied and we won’t be afraid to use more muted shades and shadows.

Fire Emblem
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Other than Advanced Wars, the other main game that is worth mentioning is Fire Emblem on the GBA.

A game that is heavily styled towards the fantasy, Fire Emblem is a 2d RPG with characters strongly influenced by Manga. The type of game play is a similar type to 8 Kings and Advanced Wars, with a main map where you over look the strategy and move the units around. There are also individual screens showing close up battles and other information like characters dialog.

With similar reasons to why Advanced Wars is not what we want as a style, Fire Emblem is even more fantasy based. 

The style may be not as naives, with the characters more weapon laden and looking more aggressive but its still not the hard, dark look we are after with 8 Kings.
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Future plans

There are a number if issues we are still working on with 8 Kings to get it looking better.

We are starting to make the landscape in the map view more organic with curves, and irregular shapes. Originally the landscape looked like it was made out of building blocks and it had a chequered pattern to it. By introducing more of a natural look to the map, it looks far more interesting whilst at the same time; buildings and road are easier to distinguish   

The colours of the map screen are being worked on to give the most effective contrast between important locations, and areas of special interest. This will give the player a better idea of the overall plan of the map, and what their priorities are.

Also on the map screen, the type of unit for each side needs to be clearer and animated to ensure they stand out.  This along with moving water and other details will make the screen come alive!

