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Hello everyone.  Thank you for 
coming!

When I did this talk a few weeks ago 
at GDC, I had to cram it all into 25 
minutes. 
Buuuuut , my first real draft was 45 
minutes long.
I spent a few weeks trimming it back 
to 25 minutes and my delivery had to 
be pretty fast.



Iôm happy to be here today to give you 
what Iôm calling the directorôs cut which 
has several cut examples and tips.

I can also talk at a slower pace which is 
good for you.

At GDC, people couldnôt keep up and 
stopped taking notes and just let the 
firehouse of information just hit them in 
the face.

So letôs get started!



Who Am I?

David Shaver

@DavidShaver

My name is David Shaver, and Iôm a Game Designer at Naughty 
Dog. 

Before that, I was at Respawn Entertainment, Schell Games, and 
Zynga.

Iôve been inthe industry for almost 11 years and worked on lots of 
different games - the most recent you can see here.

I started out as a game programmer, and switched to game and 
level design.

Years ago, the GDC Level Design Workshop helped me realize my 
love of design and helped with that transition.

This talk is about how to guide players naturally with your level 
layout to minimize the reliance on HUD markers, forced camera 
moves, and so on.

Itôs the talk I wish someone had given to me years ago, because it 
would have saved a lot of time!



Overview

Å Terminology
Å Blockmesh Guidance Principles!
Å Bonus Tips!
Å Wrapping Up

Hereôs an overview of what Iôll be 
covering today.



Terminology

First up, letôs all get on the same 
page.



So what the heck is ñblockmesh?ò



What is ñBlockmesh?ò

ÅBlockmesh = Greybox = Whitebox, etc.

Well, at Naughty Dog, we call levels 
built with simple geometry and 
textures, ñblockmesh.ò

Unfortunately, our industry hasnôt 
arrived at a single term for this yet.  
Itôs also called greybox, whitebox, 
and more.



What is ñBlockmesh?ò

ÅBlockmesh = Greybox = Whitebox, etc.

ÅGreybox and Whitebox imply a single color ïnot ideal!

Designer: Emilia Schatz

Mostly, I prefer blockmesh because it 
includes color and lighting which are 
very important when playtesting 
layouts since they help guide players.

Also, handing off colored 
blockmeshes to your artists make it 
easier to communicate the kinds of 
textures and colors you had in mind. 
Green floor? Probably grass.  Brown? 
Probably dirt.  And so on.



Level Design Pipeline

Next letôs look at a common level 
design process at a game studio.

First, you need to establish the 
context and constraints of your level.



Level Design Pipeline

Å Environment Type
Å Time of Day
Å Location in Story
Å Available Character Abilities
Å Enemy Types
Å etc.

Å Gameplay and Narrative Beats

This includes things like environment 
type, time of day, location in the 
story, available character abilities, 
enemies types, etc.

You should decide on the gameplay 
and narrative beats too.



Level Design Pipeline

Å Environment Type
Å Time of Day
Å Location in Story
Å Available Character Abilities
Å Enemy Types
Å etc.

Å Gameplay and Narrative Beats

Once you have your requirements 
and beats, dive right into building a 
rough version of the entire level so 
you can get a sense of pacing and 
scale.

Be sure to stub in those gameplay 
and narrative beats too.



Level Design Pipeline

Å Environment Type
Å Time of Day
Å Location in Story
Å Available Character Abilities
Å Enemy Types
Å etc.

Å Gameplay and Narrative Beats

Get something playable quickly, and 
then watch other people play it. 

No need for formal playtests ïjust 
grab anybody.



Level Design Pipeline

Å Environment Type
Å Time of Day
Å Location in Story
Å Available Character Abilities
Å Enemy Types
Å etc.

Å Gameplay and Narrative Beats

The feedback you get from them will change your 
Blockmesh. 

Repeat this iteration loop until youébasically run out of 
time.

And once you run out of time, your layout is locked and 
handed off to the rest of the team to make it look 
amazing.

But your job isnôt done yet!  Your task at this stage is to 
ensure YOUR design goals mesh with THEIR artistic goals.

Keep playtesting, and work with your artists to ensure it 
still plays great with real art.

Itôs worth noting that every studio has a different 
process, but this core iteration loop is universal.



Blockmesh Tips!

Now itôs time for Blockmesh Tipsé

Our game director, Kurt, told me that 
ñtipsò wasnôt a strong enough word 
for how important these are so Iôm 
going to rename them now toé



Blockmesh Tips!

Guidance Principles!



Blockmesh Guidance Principles

Å Affordance
ÅDenying Affordance
Å Visual Language ïShape
Å Visual Language ïColor
Å Landmarks
ÅOpenings Attract
ÅGates & Valves
Å Leading Lines
Å Pinching
Å Framing & Composition
Å Breadcrumbs
Å Textures
ÅMovement
Å Light & God Rays

First up, we have affordance.



Affordance

Affordance ïñéproperties of an object that 
define its possible uses or make clear how it can 
or should be used.ò

https://www.merriam -webster.com/dictionary/affordance

One of the most powerful ways to 
guide players is by using affordances, 
which are ñéproperties of an object 
that define its possible uses or make 
clear how it can or should be used.ò



Affordance

ÅForm implies function

A classic example is a door handle.

Just by looking at a push bar or a pull 
handle, you intuit whether to push or 
pull the door as you approach it.



Ladder

UNCHARTED: The Lost Legacy ïNaughty Dog
Designer: Derek Chatwood

Ladders afford climbing.



Edges

UNCHARTED: The Lost Legacy ïNaughty Dog
Designer: James Cooper

Edges also afford climbing.


