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Introduction: The Architectural Paradigm Shift in
Level Design

For too long, level design has been treated as a purely technical exercise —
a matter of placing assets, scripting events, and ensuring gameplay
functionality. This approach often results in levels that are functional but
lack the depth and personality of truly great environments. This book
proposes a paradigm shift: applying the fundamental principles of
architecture to level design. Architecture isn't just about building
structures; it's about creating spaces that resonate with people, evoke
emotions, and tell stories. By adopting an architectural mindset, game
developers can elevate their level design to a new level of artistry and
engagement.

Chapter 1: Understanding Space and Form in Level
Design

The fundamental building blocks of architecture — lines, planes, and volumes
— are equally crucial in level design. Understanding how these elements
interact creates the foundation of compelling spaces.

Lines: Lines direct the player's eye, guiding movement and establishing
visual hierarchies. A series of straight lines can create a feeling of order
and efficiency, while curving lines can suggest fluidity and mystery. In
games, this translates to pathing, visual cues and guiding the player's
attention. Consider how corridors, walls, and fences create lines, shaping
movement and player perception.

Planes: Planes define surfaces and create the boundaries of space. The
orientation and texture of planes significantly impact the mood and
atmosphere of a level. A rough, uneven plane might suggest a desolate, war-
torn landscape, while a smooth, polished plane could convey sophistication
and elegance. In game design, planes are represented by floors, ceilings, and
walls; their texture, material, and color directly affect the overall
aesthetic and feeling of the space.

Volumes: Volumes are the three-dimensional spaces enclosed by planes. The
size, shape, and proportion of volumes greatly influence how players
experience a level. A large, open volume might create a sense of freedom and
exploration, while a small, confined volume could evoke feelings of



claustrophobia or tension. Consider how large open areas contrasted with
smaller more enclosed spaces can create dramatic shifts in gameplay and
player emotion.

Scale and Proportion: The relative size and relationship of different
elements within a level are crucial to creating a sense of believability and
immersion. Maintaining a consistent scale ensures that players feel grounded
in the environment. Strategic use of disproportionate elements can enhance
the dramatic effect and create visual interest, emphasizing certain features
or creating a surreal feel.

Chapter 2: The Language of Architecture in Games

Different architectural styles communicate different messages. A Gothic
cathedral evokes a sense of awe and reverence, while a sleek modernist
skyscraper communicates efficiency and power. By understanding the inherent
qualities of various architectural styles, level designers can use them to
reinforce the mood and narrative of their games.

Gothic Architecture: High ceilings, pointed arches, intricate details, and a
sense of verticality can create a feeling of grandeur and mystery. This style
is well-suited to levels designed to evoke feelings of awe, wonder, or even
dread.

Classical Architecture: Symmetry, balance, and order communicate stability
and harmony. This style is often used in levels that require a sense of calm
or formality.

Modern Architecture: Clean lines, minimalist design, and a focus on
functionality create a sense of efficiency and modernity. This style might be
suitable for futuristic or technological settings.

Brutalism: Raw, exposed materials and imposing structures can create a sense
of power, oppression, or even desolation. This style could be effective in
creating a gritty, dystopian setting.

By carefully selecting and blending architectural styles, designers can
communicate nuanced feelings and create a truly unique atmosphere in their
game worlds.

Chapter 3: Designing for Flow and Navigation

Architectural principles of circulation and wayfinding are paramount to
creating intuitive and enjoyable levels. Players should be able to move
through the environment effortlessly, while still experiencing a sense of
discovery and exploration.

Spatial Sequencing: Strategic arrangement of spaces to guide players through
the level. This could involve gradually revealing new areas, creating



anticipation, or using changes in scale to emphasize key moments.

Focal Points: Key visual elements that draw the player's attention and guide
their movement. These could be architectural features (statues, arches,
towers), environmental details (sunlight, shadows, water), or even gameplay
elements (enemies, objectives).

Clear Pathing: Ensuring that players can easily understand where to go next,
without feeling lost or confused. This often involves using visual cues,
environmental storytelling, and intuitive level design.

Dead Ends and Surprises: While clear pathing is crucial, introducing
occasional dead ends or surprising turns can add variety and a sense of
exploration to the level.

Chapter 4: Creating Meaningful Spaces

Architecture isn't just about functionality; it's about creating spaces that
resonate emotionally with users. By using architectural elements to convey
narrative, mood, and atmosphere, level designers can create truly memorable
game environments.

Environmental Storytelling: Using architectural details to tell a story about
the history, culture, or inhabitants of a level. This could involve using
signs of wear and tear, abandoned structures, or specific architectural
features to communicate a specific narrative.

Mood and Atmosphere: Using lighting, textures, materials, and spatial
relationships to create a specific mood or atmosphere. A dimly 1lit,
claustrophobic space might create a sense of tension, while a bright, airy
space could evoke feelings of hope or optimism.

Symbolism and Metaphor: Using architectural elements symbolically to
represent abstract ideas or concepts. A towering structure might symbolize
power or ambition, while a crumbling ruin could represent decay or loss.

Chapter 5: Level Design as Storytelling

Level design can be a powerful tool for storytelling. By carefully
structuring spaces and using architectural elements to guide the player's
experience, you can create environments that amplify the narrative. The
environment itself becomes a character.

Space as Character: A desolate, abandoned city can communicate a sense of
loss and decay, reflecting the emotional state of the characters. Conversely,

a vibrant, bustling marketplace can communicate energy and excitement.

Architectural Clues: Incorporate elements such as graffiti, decaying



buildings, or specific objects to hint at events and characters' backstories.

Environmental Pacing: Using architecture to control the pace of the
narrative. Tight, claustrophobic corridors can heighten tension, while open,
expansive spaces can allow for reflection and introspection.

Chapter 6: Iterative Design and Playtesting

Just like in architecture, level design requires a process of iterative
refinement. Playtesting is crucial for identifying issues and making
improvements. Applying architectural critique methods to level design allows
for a more structured and objective evaluation process.

Usability Testing: Observing players navigate the space to identify
navigation challenges and usability issues.

Feedback Analysis: Gathering feedback from playtesters and using it to inform
design decisions.

Architectural Critique: Applying principles of architectural criticism, such
as analysing spatial relationships, aesthetic qualities, and functional
efficiency, to evaluate and refine the level.

Conclusion: The Future of Architectural Level Design

The architectural approach to level design offers a powerful framework for
creating more immersive, engaging, and meaningful game worlds. By embracing
the principles of architecture, developers can elevate the art of level
design, crafting experiences that resonate deeply with players and transform
the way we think about game environments.

FAQs:

1. What software is needed to apply architectural principles to level
design? Many tools can be used, from industry-standard game engines like
Unreal Engine and Unity to simpler programs like Blender for modeling.
The choice depends on your skillset and project scope.

1. Can this approach be used for all genres of games? Yes, the principles
apply across genres. The specific application will vary, adapting to the
style and mechanics of each game.



1. How much architectural knowledge is needed? A foundational understanding
of basic architectural concepts is sufficient. The book provides the
necessary context.

1. Is this book suitable for beginners? Yes, it's designed to be accessible
to beginners and experienced developers alike.

1. What makes this approach different from traditional level design
methods? It shifts the focus from purely functional design to a more
holistic, artistic approach emphasizing the creation of meaningful and
engaging spaces.

1. How can I apply architectural concepts in a 2D game? The principles can
be adapted; consider how lines, shapes, and spatial relationships create
depth and guide the player even in a 2D environment.

1. Are there specific architectural styles best suited for specific game
genres? The book explores this, showing how different styles impact
player experience across various game genres.

1. How important is playtesting in this process? Playtesting is crucial. It
allows for iterative refinement and ensures the effectiveness of your
architectural approach.

1. What are the career advantages of mastering architectural level design?
It makes you a more versatile and sought-after level designer, capable
of creating more compelling and memorable game worlds.
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