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Commandopede – Production Notes

Concept: An unwinnable game where the player must attempt to stop an infinitely long Centipede before it reaches his side of the playing field. Due to game conventions, the player does not know the game is impossible. There is no scoring system.

Overall Representation

What does the Commandopede itself represent?

Here is the important question: what is the Commandopede? The Commandopede is composed of either green army helmets or white stars – both symbols of the United States. Because the Powell Doctrine is also American in origin, Commandopede clearly comments on American military strategy.

However, the green helmets of the Commandopede could be any number of armies: the Chinese, the Japanese in World War II; many armies in the world use green uniforms.  Likewise, we could easily replace the green army helmet designs with the helmets of any other army – they are effectively interchangeable. Thus, while the symbols of the Commandopede are primarily US symbols, the Commandopede itself can represent any army using a strategy of Overwhelming Force. Therefore, the Commandopede is the winning side, and the Shooter the losing side. The Shooter could be the Japanese fighting the Russians and the Americans at the end of World War II, it could be the Germans at the end of Stalingrad, or any other losing side that was forced into a battle against Overwhelming Force.

So the Commandopede thus has two meanings: as an Overwhelming army and as America's Army. This becomes much more specific in Tank, White, and Blue. 

This raises obvious questions: why would I want to fight my own army? I am supposed to be supporting these people, and I have friends or relatives who are in the armed forces or have served in the past. Such similar questions may be raised in Japanese-made games like 1942 where you play as a US navy pilot shooting down Japanese planes in the Pacific. I once experimented with swapping the graphics so you were instead a Japanese pilot shooting down American planes to view the effect: once play begins, you concentrate so much on the action that you forget who and why you are fighting. In some ways Commandopede is merely a continuation of that experiment.

Just WHO is the Shooter?

As a tank, the player becomes empowered. He doesn't feel so hopeless. This change is reflected in the addition of a rule allowing the player to fire up to three bullets at once – he is given a lot of firepower, when the Commandopede has none. Unlike Space Invaders, the Commandopede also does not fire back. Nearly every shot is a hit – which is pretty rewarding.

However, if the Shooter is fighting the American Army, then who is the Shooter? Is the Shooter a terrorist? Few people would want to play as a terrorist, especially for fun and I certainly did not want to design such a game. And for another, the terrorists do not fight with tanks.

When the Shooter is fighting the US, the shooter becomes whatever enemy of the United States would fit (and there are unfortunately far too many people who want to fight). Take your pick: Axis of Evil, Nazi Germany, the Viet Cong. The Shooter is all of them and none of them, an abstraction of the opposition to Overwhelming Force. The Shooter may feel like he has a chance of winning – maybe he truly believes that it is a good thing to shoot the Commandopede. But he can never beat it.

Bear in mind that playing as the Shooter does not mean the player will somehow accept the values of the Shooter and become what it abstracts. It is clearly obvious that this is not the case, just as one does not become a Nazi by playing Patton vs Rommel or a pill muncher by playing Pac-Man. Playing as the Shooter simply makes us question the system in which the Shooter and Commandopede take part – namely the horrible machine of war and its operation under the Doctrine of Overwhelming Force.

Overwhelming Force and Modern Warfare

The tragic part of this game is the fact that the Commandopede does not implement its strategy very well. Soldiers march in one direction until they hit an obstacle, then they move forward a row and reverse their direction. For this reason, they are slow, easy targets. While the Shooter will inevitably perish, he can take down hundreds of soldiers before he dies. The segments of the Commandopede are thus interchangeable pieces of cannon fodder – the commanders do not care how many soldiers die in the process of destroying the Shooter so long as the Shooter is destroyed, through whatever tactics necessary.

Under such logic, human life becomes worthless. 

Further, there is no score, no tally for the player, just endless rows of mute white crosses.

Overwhelming Force is supposed to minimize casualties on the side that implements it by preventing the opposing side from gaining an opportunity to strike back. A strategy of equal force would only apply minimal force to a situation and theoretically result in higher casualties on both sides and a longer conflict. The classic comparison of Vietnam as a strategy of equal force and the First Gulf War as a strategy of Overwhelming Force illustrates this point: one conflict was bogged down in endless slaughter, the other was quick and decisive.

Yet there will always be casualties on the side using Overwhelming Force, even though they may not be as many as on the opposing side. Overwhelming Force focuses on the ends rather than the means – the process. 

Human life is beautiful and valuable. Yet in war, it is wasted. It is wasted when a commander sends good men out as cannon fodder. It is wasted when soldiers must shoot other soldiers because if they don't they'll get shot themselves. In both cases, death is tragic and appalling, though perhaps even more so in the former instance because an officer is supposed to value the lives under his command and is obligated to them and responsible for them.

But ultimately it is war itself that is the enemy, not the opposing army. The war makes one man fight another. The Shooter must destroy the Commandopede because the rules of the conflict say that if he collides with the Commandopede, he will die. We don't know if the Shooter hates the Commandopede or if the Commandopede hates the Shooter. All we know is that if the Shooter wasn't there, the Commandopede soldiers wouldn't die and that if the Commandopede wasn't there, the Shooter wouldn't die. But they exist together in conflict, and when the soldiers finally leave, all that will be left is an empty field of crosses..

Differing Levels of Representation

Having so many different decals on the helmets raises an interesting question. Are the decals too distracting? Or would the helmets be better without them? Without the decals, the helmets become more abstract – they are not Vietnam helmets or some crazy new age clothing style. They are generic green army helmets from the generic green army. While they do provide a visual sense of movement, it may be better to simply remove or change some of the logos. There can still be variation in the helmets, but it is no longer this potpourri mix.

At the very least, a wide range of helmet designs can be used in a separate graphic.

Horizontal vs Vertical Display

The original Centipede used a vertical display. The Shooter was at the bottom of the screen and fired upward. The screen was also much wider than it was tall.

Infinipede may be displayed in two modes: horizontal or vertical. In horizontal mode, the Shooter must be on the left side of the screen and fire towards the right. Culturally, we expect this because we read from left to right. When it is displayed vertically, the shooter is on the bottom. Ideally, the game should be played vertically.

However, the positioning of the screen affects the character animations. How are the soldiers running? Which direction are the helmets facing? Incidentally, in the original art, the helmets faced right; they had to be mirrored after being imported so they would face left and appear to be advancing towards the Shooter.

For this reason, as the game becomes finalized, horizontal and vertical versions will have to be made. Characters will be rotated 90 degrees as necessary to take this into account.

DESCRIPTION OF GAME COMPONENTS AND THE DESIGN PROCESS BEHIND THEM

The Title

There are several different titles I worked with for 'Commandopede.'

Infinipede – references the infinitely long Centipede. Probably a bit too dramatic and glorifying, as it references more the original arcade game. It suggests more 'Centipede forever!' as much as it does the infinitely long Centipede.

Colin Powell Centipede; Colin Powell's Centipede – This is the more technical version and references the basic design variation, as forwarded by Rafael. The Powell Doctrine of Overwhelming Force is a strategy of almost guaranteed victory. The 'infinipede' is the Powell Doctrine in action – an infinite supply of soldiers sent to destroy the opposing force.

Commando-pede or Commandopede – References the soldiers. Probably works better with the drawn soldiers, though they do not fit too well into the game. This title was eventually settled on as the title.

Tank, White, and Blue – The abstracted version of 'Commandopede' uses white stars on a blue background. The tank is the shooter. This title is thus references the three basic elements of the game. Crosses may or may not be optional. In addition, 'Tank' replaces 'Red', though it has connotations with red through its military use.

The Visual Elements

The Centipede

Initial Designs

Several designs were used for the Centipede parts. The original test used green circles, and later gas company logos with dollar signs for bullets. As these semiotics weren't exactly what I wanted to use, I changed them for the rebuild.

The rebuild was a rewriting of all the original game rules and addition of more rules. In this version, I used the basic filler graphics, stars. So for a time, every object in the game was a star – the Centipede, the shooter, and the bullets. Incidentally, the first original graphic was the cross. Interesting enough, the star was red, which while besides looking visually pleasing also referenced Communism and the Domino theory. However, this graphic would obviously have to change, not for the least part in the fact that the game is not about fighting Communism in the Cold War.

From this point, questions of symbolism arose – how would the Centipede be represented based on the antiwar theme?

The Running Soldier

The initial suggestion from Rafael was to draw helmets from above. They still retain the spherical shape of the Centipede body in the original game, but are more representational through shading. As I do not have any sample images or a model helmet to work with, drawing an overhead helmet became very difficult. I instead opted for two different representational strategies.

The first was to draw an animated soldier. Initially, Commandopede used 32x32 tiles, which allow for more expression. Early concept drawings gave the soldier an interesting facial expression reflecting the situation, but the difficulty of creating a detailed 32x32 sprite quickly became apparent. When I received the idea to create the game using 16x16 tiles and a much larger playing field (33x70), this solved the problem.

A 16x16 running soldier was actually easier to draw. This is because the character's size is smaller, meaning it is much easier to create the character's silhouette. Using Samus Aran sprite sheets (Metroid Zero Mission), Turrican animations, and Pitfall animations as a guide, I created a 10-frame running animation using around 11 colors. The running animation is actually quite easy to make once you realize that it is really only five frames – the forward motion of the right leg is the exact same as the forward motion of the back leg, so once the silhouette has been created for those five frames, it is easy to simply swap out the colors. It's slightly more difficult when using a larger character like Samus, because there is more detail involved.

Unfortunately, when the 16x16 soldier sprite was implemented in the game, it caused several problems. First, the 10 frames of animation slowed the game down considerably – it had to process dozens more commands with each tick of the clock, which slowed down and already slow program. Second, the running animations were simply not very compelling when viewed in-game – it was impossible to tell that motion was occurring. Third, it also became apparent that a 16x16 soldier with 10 frames of animation was simply too ridiculously detailed given the resolution. Provided the screen was only 640x480 pixels or smaller, the detail would be much more noticeable, though computers these days have a vastly higher resolution. 

For these reasons, the 16x16 running soldier will not be used in Commandopede but may be used in other projects, such as a pixel image. The red background color for the soldiers creates an incredibly dramatic setting – multiple running soldiers on a red background creates a very compelling image indeed! For instance, one early test image shows the running soldiers on the bottom half of a vertical rising sun flag.

The Helmet

The second approach was to draw the helmet from the side. This was much easier to do than the overhead helmet as there are several photos available. I used a Vietnam-era helmet found on Wikipedia to create the silhouette by shrinking the helmet down to initially 16x16 pixels and then 14x14 pixels (when the 16x16 helmet was implemented, each helmet was touching creating a less-attractive display). Using a 9-color scheme, I painted the helmet green and shaded it. The end result was the basic side-view helmet.

After this was implemented, I created multiple variations of the helmet by creating decals. There are currently 12 variations total. When multiple helmets were implemented, they produced a visible motion that had not previously been present – it was now easier to tell that the centipede was moving because the parts were in motion. Because all the running soldier animations were so similar, such motion was not apparent.

Unfortunately, adding multiple helmet decals creates a complex semiotic structure. Why are some helmets using certain designs? Are the designs clearly visible? Further, what happens when a particular rule is added to one helmet (the officer helmet or the medic helmet) and why is there no unique rule for the others.

Currently, the only rule I can settle on is that regarding the officer's helmet. When a soldier in the line is shot, the man directly behind him immediately becomes promoted to an officer – somebody has to lead the new head of the Commandopede. Currently there is one exception to the rule, and that is if the soldier is shot against a wall. There is no rule that says the soldier behind him will become an officer because it is currently too difficult for me to figure out.

In the case of the proposed Medic rule, when a Medic is shot, he will create a red cross when he dies. When a soldier runs into the red cross, he will immediately start moving downward until he hits another obstacle or is shot. Are the soldiers so enraged over the dead medic because everybody liked him? Was he an indispensable soldier to the platoon? Or is it because shooting a medic is generally considered a dirty (though powerful) tactic in war? Aside from the problem of actually identifying the medic from clear on the other side of the board, this rule raises interesting questions regarding other helmet designs, such as the peace helmet. Why is there no rule for the peace helmet then?

The other major problem that arises with the use of the helmets is that they are more representational. As we know from art design (particularly Scott McLeod), the more detailed an object, the more physical it becomes. The more an object is abstracted though, the more we think about what it is. Abstraction and detail are thus two different strategies that produce different results. As the helmets become more detailed and representational (particularly with the decals) the appearance of the decals and the details of the helmet may become too distracting from the fact that it is an actual helmet. This in turn clashes with the rest of the game's design, which is abstract.

The White Star

This brings us to the third strategy, which was forwarded by Rafael. Because his current alpha of the game was using the abstract stars, he suggested using white stars on a blue background to suggest the American flag. Thus we have a simple design (abstract star) which is easily recognizable and has additional connotations within its context. Because the star is so powerful an icon, this version will most certainly find its place in a final version of the game.

The Mushroom

In the original Centipede, when a Centipede segment was shot, it turned into a mushroom. Given the other characters in the game (spiders, fleas, scorpions), the mushroom fit well with the game's visual design and constructed world. So what should the mushroom be then for an anti-war game?

The immediate answer was a gravestone. However, there are several choices for a gravestone – you can use a cross or a slab. The cross, while being more recognizable, also has connotations with Christianity; a slab is less identifiable, but is more neutral. Historically though, crosses were used as gravestones in World War I. Thousands of non-Christians were thus buried in graves marked by a Christian symbol. Today, we have become more observant of this symbolism and thus use the more neutral slab. Keeping all this in consideration, I chose the cross as the best representational symbol due to its ready identification and historical context (further, Death Race also used crosses).

It is also easier to represent damage taken to the cross. In Centipede, mushrooms could be destroyed by firing four bullets at them. The damage was represented by destroying a corner of the mushroom. This simple but logical and effective design made it easy to tell how many shots were required to destroy the mushroom and how many it had taken. 

A similar technique was used for the cross. When a cross is hit, part of it will be broken off, first the left side, then the right side, then the top. 

Of course, the most interesting point about this rule is the fact that you can actually destroy the crosses. The fact that the crosses can be destroyed illustrates two things. First, the bullets do not care if they shoot a man or a religious symbol/symbol of remembrance: the bullet will destroy each. Second, the player controls where the bullet is fired. Players who do not want to destroy the crosses must simply take careful aim. The rule regarding the destruction of the crosses is thus not meant as defacing religious symbols but first off, a holdover from the old Centipede's rules and second a more specific meaning in relation to the other objects.

Whether or not I decide the rule of destroying the crosses is not effective to the game will be seen in future versions, particularly Tank, White, and Blue.

The Bullet

This is the easiest design. It is simply a small circle. The original circle was black as it stands out well against a white background. However, when the background was changed to black, it had to be painted white.

This change illustrates another flaw in Stagecast's paint tool – you cannot change the background color from white. For this reason, it is incredibly difficult to tell if you have drawn a white circle for a bullet or any other white object! Unfortunately, this interface flaw will never be fixed as Stagecast is for all intents and purposes dead software.

The Shooter

The design of the shooter has been the most difficult part of this process. Centipede's shooter is a very abstract object that could be a spaceship or some sort of insect – perhaps it is meant to be both. When modern versions of Centipede are made though, it is almost always a vehicle of some sort. However, neither of these designs will work very well given the context of the game's other visual elements.

For the longest time, the shooter was the default green star. The ironic thing is, green is actually a symbol for Islam, which caused particular problems when played in the white star version. Of course, the graphic could not remain as a star-shape anyway, considering how stars do not fire projectiles.

The first idea was to use the running soldier animation. If it came down to it, the running soldier could be colored red or blue to represent the opposing force. The side view of the soldier would work well when the game was viewed on a horizontal monitor.

However, this wasn't working either particularly when I considered what the shooter would represent. If the Commandopede suggests the US Army (or an opposing army in a war of vastly unequal resources), then who should the shooter be? Obviously a terrorist would not be a good choice, so this was not considered.

The first major step was using Bill Rizer from Contra. Bill is a Rambo archetype, a shirtless hero with a machinegun. Because the ideal presentation of Commandopede would be with a vertical rather than horizontal monitor, I took the 'Base Stage' animations and shrunk them down to 16x16 tiles. The result is actually visually stunning – there is far more color change per area of pixels than in the originals, and in addition, more colors were used in the overall sprite. Bill looks particularly stunning when placed on a black background. Unfortunately, connotations with Contra aside, the idea of a shirtless Rambo blasting away at an endless wave of soldiers didn't exactly seem to fit the antiwar message, regardless of how well he looked.

The Centipede Shooter

I experimented a little with modifying the shooter found in the original. The shooter is actually incredibly small and has only two colors – white and red. The red dots could easily be viewports or eyes – the character is very abstract in comparison with Centipede's other objects. I toyed for awhile with using a modified version of the shooter, or perhaps even a wedge-shaped spaceship from Asteroids, but quickly dropped the idea. Using a larger shooter was simply too abstract and the red eyes didn't' look like much.

I next started looking for symbols of war. If the rest of the characters could be abstract (say white stars), then perhaps the shooter should be abstract as well. Unfortunately, obvious war symbols were not easy to come by. There is certainly the Mars symbol, which was a bit too symbolic for me, as well as bombs (which are dropped rather than fired) and a tank silhouette (which was a bit too representational at the time).

Other Symbols

Further research pulled up the Spade from cards. While looking visually similar to the Shooter, the Spade has interesting connotations in culture. In the late Middle Ages, the Spade was used in a card game to represent a caste of society – the Nobility or the Warrior class depending on who you ask. In addition, the spade has other military connotations, such as its similarity to the Spanish word for 'sword' and its use in the Normandy Invasion. The Ace of Spades has also been a good luck charm in the military due to its high status in cards. It was also erroneously though that the Viet Cong were deathly afraid of the Ace of Spades, and so US marines would drop the cards on the bodies of their enemies in an attempt to frighten the enemy.

Unfortunately, while the Spade is abstract, its symbolism is not widely known, making it less effective.

I had also considered using something representing 'death', like a skull and crossbones. Unfortunately, Death has never been about killing people with guns – he is a symbol who uses a scythe and is really a more abstract form of death. Further, the skull and crossbones can also represent piracy or poison – and is unfortunately also used as a hate symbol. While such a symbol might be compelling given an unwinnable game (hate never triumphs), it is simiply too loaded a subject and would mean this game would not be about antiwar.

Enter the Tank

Finally I went back to using a tank. The tank is readily recognizable as being part of war, and is a dangerous and frightening part of the modern battlefield. In addition, I used a giant tank from Combat in Giant Tank, so this would be a thematic connection.

For the more abstract version of Commandopede, Tank, White, and Blue, I used the Combat tank again. The Combat tank does not have a turning animation – the turret and wheels remain in the same position, so the tank unrealistically slides sideways along the bottom of the screen.

For the more representational versions, I wanted a much more detailed tank. Because a tank obviously cannot move sideways in relation to its treads, I would also need an image where the turret was aimed perpendicular to the treads. Unfortunately, with no such bird's-eye images of a tank available (and no models at my disposal), drawing a overhead tank from memory became very difficult. For this reason, I eventually resorted to finding a screenshot of the old SNK game, Iron Tank, which uses a World War II tank with a rotating turret. I took the 24x24 sprite and shrunk it down to 16x16 as a basis for the detailed representational tank, adding more than twice the colors used in the original.

While I am not completely satisfied with using someone else's art as the basis of my own, hopefully this tank is different enough and well-enough drawn (and its source obscure enough) that it won't seem like I'm taking too many shortcuts.

Unfortunately, the biggest problem with the tank is that it empowers the player. The tank is a very powerful vehicle. In some ways, it is as empowering as the shirtless Rambo archetype. However, the tank really cannot win – it will eventually be overwhelmed by the sheer numbers of the Commandopede. No one, not even Rambo, can survive in the face of Overwhelming Force.

The Spawner

The spawner is an original character I created for the purposes of Commandopede and the limitations of Stagecast. The Spawner makes new Centipede segments appear. It also cannot be destroyed so it will always produce more Centipedes.

But how should the Spawner be represented? Currently there is no graphic for the representational version of Commandopede – the spawner is still the yellow star placeholder image.

On the other hand, Tank, White, and Blue simply uses a white star as the Spawner – the fact that it cannot be destroyed is a moot point. 

One spawner is also not quite like the other. Due to the way the Spawner was designed, there are two rules that indicate when a centipede segment will spawn. There is a spawner in either corner of the screen. To differentiate them, I placed a black dot in the middle of one spawner, creating a new graphical skin. The dot is not very noticeable, though considering how the rules might instead have been written, I don't think having two different images of the spawner is really necessary. 

The Tank Flag

Settling on the design for the Spawner was another difficult part of Commandopede's design. Though the spawner was initially a star, leaving it as a star would clash with the other character designs. Having the soldiers emerge from a base or troop transport would also clash with the real-world logic: as the Shooter, shouldn't the tank be able to destroy the base or transport with a few shots?

I eventually settled on the use of a flag. The flag represents a military base in the abstract; it is the point around which the soldiers rally and stand for review. The flag indicates the identity of the army and is a powerful symbol representing their ideals.

However, the flag should not specifically belong to one country or another as this would directly and unalterably place the game within a specific historical or regional context. As such, I wanted the Commandopede's flag to represent something abstract; I wanted it to be a symbol of war rather than a symbol for a particular country.

It is notable that while there are symbols for peace (two raised fingers, the Peace circle, the dove, the olive branch) there are few abstract symbol representing warfare. Symbols of radiation and the skull and crossbones represent things other than death and warfare and are thus unusable. Other symbols such as the sword, the spear, the handgun, and the Mars symbol do not apply well to modern warfare or represent things other than warfare (i.e. violence, masculinity). Other symbols such as crossed swords or rifles were deemed too complex to draw on such a small image and further were specifically American military symbols. A single star of command, either gold or white, (and the circumscribed star of the US Army) was deemed unusable for similar reasons. The two best symbols I could come up with are the bomb and the tank.

Of these two, the bomb was the least useful symbol because it not only represents the atomic bomb, and thus an entirely different kind of warfare, but also because bombs are dropped from aircraft and not used by footsoldiers.

The tank design went through several iterations. Initially, it used the tank design from Combat (also found in Giant Tank), but placed alone on a flag, such an abstracted overhead shot of the tank was not easy to identify.
 Larger and more detailed drawings of the tank made the flag too complex and less abstract, undesired qualities. I eventually settled on shrinking and editing a found image of a tank in profile, which was much more recognizable.

Some versions of the flag have animations; whether or not the animations are necessary and if they simply slow the program down too much will be determined through continual testing.

The Background

The last major component is the background. Stagecast's default background is plain white space. Most of Commandopede's early versions used this white background. However, Commandopede should take place somewhere other than plain white space.

I had thought of using representational terrain, say a desert scape or a jungle. While I never imported sample images from other games to test how this would look, I am not convinced that this would be the correct answer, especially since the animated running soldiers would not be used, who would definitely require a representational landscape.

For now the background is black. It is amazing how well the green helmets, tank, and Bill Rizer sprite look on a black background. However, a black background also references early arcade games like Centipede, which used a black background with white or illuminated characters due to technical limitations preventing them from displaying actual background images.

There is also Tank, White, and Blue, which uses a dark blue background on which the white stars appear. This abstract game will certainly need no further detail!

The Title Screen

The title screen was one of the final graphics designed for Commandopede. I wanted to illustrate something that was both reminiscent of earlier arcade games and also contained a new aesthetic only possible through the use of a 16x9 screen format.

The font used for the game text is Arcade Classic, and was chosen for its similarity to fonts used in early arcade games. I had experimented with a wide range of fonts, including the possibilities of drawing the entire title based on Centipede's font. Eventually I settled on a font that looked digital but was not likely to be easily recognized, particularly in such large size, the menu font from Metal Gear Solid 2. Because the 'O' and 'D' characters are identical, I modified the 'O' by placing a square in the center, a less-elegant but functional solution.

The title screen was designed to be semi-interactive, with animations and instructions depicting how the game should be played. The original Centipede's title screen was much more elegant as it depicted the game in action, though it did noticeably lack the game's title (a fact that didn't matter much, considering how the title was written on the arcade cabinet itself!). In Commandopede's title, the characters' movements are unfortunately constrained by the limited space and so are not as clearly visible as I would like.

The box containing the different game modes was supposed to look similar to a control interface you might find in retro-50s computer terminals, specifically on nuclear weapons launching computers. It is symmetrical to the 'game demonstration' box.

All the boxes are bordered by a row of crosses, reminding the player of the cost of war. The myriad of crosses surrounds symbols and acts of war as well as the propaganda and descriptions of war found in the instructions and Powell Doctrine description. The officer's helmets suggest the voice of authority.

Lastly, the sign 'Go To War' is significant. While most games would describe this as 'start', 'start game', or 'go play', when we start to play Commandopede, we are actually playing an abstraction of war. This flashing red button that compels us to press it, though slightly humorous, also underscores the seriousness of this fact, something that is usually forgotten in the voice of entertainment.

The Helicopter

The Helicopter was a final character added to the title screen. The Helicopter is a modified version of the life counter in Sega's Choplifter for the Master System. The Helicopter serves no purpose other than as a place for the soldiers to exit the title screen. A bomb shelter or other form of structure could have been used, but the helicopter, an iconic symbol from the Vietnam War, is a vehicle used for transporting soldiers to and from the battlefield. The helicopter on the title screen thus serves as a launching point for the Commandopede and suggests they are continually being airlifted to the playing field. The fact that the helicopter is much smaller than a single helmet and is carrying a large number of soldiers should not pose any problems unless the player dwells too deeply on it.

Other possible Characters

Centipede had three other characters that interacted with the Mushrooms: the spider, which would eat mushrooms, the scorpion, which would poison mushrooms, and the flea, which would drop more mushrooms on the screen. All three creatures created an excellent relationship surrounding the mushrooms, which has been deeply analyzed in other texts. (see the Rules of Play Reader)

At the moment I do not think adding other components related to the crosses would fix existing problems and may in fact make the game overly complicated. Thus the only components that remain will be the shooter, the crosses, and the Commandopede.

Audio

Commandopede's only sound effects are the relentless marching of soldiers. The abstract Tank, White, and Blue, will likely have no audio.

Older design notes (in italics below) indicated a desire for a sound effects for the tank, bullets, and hits. 

However, the more representational Commandopede should have audio. I intend that each time a helmet or soldier moves, it should play a marching sound. The more helmets are on screen and the closer they are to the player, the louder the marching. Eventually, it will explode the speakers.

The tank will make a rumbling sound as it moves. This should sound similar to that used in Combat. Currently I have no method of producing the sound and no sound samples. I do not want to resort to copying the Combat SFX but would rather learn how to produce my own.

There would also have to be SFX for the gunshot, hitting a soldier, and hitting a tombstone. The death SFX should not be very obnoxious, same as the gunshot and tombstone hit. This audio should be subdued, not loud and distracting.

Unfortunately, due to limitations in Stagecast's implementation of audio, even the marching sound effect has been difficult to implement. This means that only one sound effect is played at a time, and this is used for the sound of marching soldiers that progressively becomes louder the more soldiers are on the screen.

I am currently still experimenting with the proper marching sound effect, which has been difficult to locate. I have considered using audio from Leni Riefenstahl propaganda videos, though this might cause unnecessary negative coloration to the game.

The largest problem with the audio has been its tendency to crash the program. Stagecast will attempt to play the same audio track several times in a row, particularly in the smaller display mode, which seems to overload the program's audio buffer and crash the game. There appears to be no elegant solution for this at the moment and is a problem that must still be addressed along with the game's speed issues.

Title, Controls, and Game Over

One concept of what a game should include are the title screen, 'how to play' screen, and a game over (or game complete) screen. Commandopede combines both title and controls screen into one. It uses only a game over screen.

A Note on the Game Modes

Early Atari 2600 games often contained a selection of multiple game modes, which slightly alter how the game functions. Salen and Zimmerman note in Rules of Play in their description of Breakout that this is an easy way of providing more options to players and greater possibilities of play through minimal effort. Though the proliferation of modes suggests that one mode may be inherently superior to the others and that perhaps the designer couldn't decide on which mode was the best if he he or she had to pick one, it does allow for a lot of variation to an otherwise stable game.

Commandopede follows this tradition by adding six game modes, technically six different games. Four of these games use the 'normal', 'Commandopede' mode; the other two use the 'Tank White and Blue' mode. Both Commandopede and Tank White and Blue use both vertical and horizontal modes, but only Commandopede uses the small maps. 

Due to performance discrepancies, it is unknown whether Commandopede will retain all these modes or if two different versions of the game will simply have to be designed based on computer performance. 

A Note on the Code

All of the code for Commandopede has been documented within the game, though it requires a Stagecast editor to view.

One of the most difficult and frustrating puzzles has been the construction of a reset function for the game. In order to accomplish this, I had to use a new set of variables for all the game characters that would change once the game was over. When a new game was loaded, all characters with that new variable would be deleted. 

After spending many hours solving this problem, I later asked my professor, Rafael Fajardo, how he accomplished the reset feature in his own games. There is actually an undocumented piece of code that allows the reset function from the Stagecast menu to be used as a game action. This discovery was rather frustrating, though both the former and latter method have their own applications depending on the game state and desired effect.

The largest problem I have been facing with Commandopede is performance issues. The more characters moving on screen and the more animations and audio effects that must be played, the slower the program will run. A lot of this may have to do with the internal structure of the Stagecast program, a problem that can be alleviated through brute force processor power. For instance, while Commandopede runs slowly on my desktop PC and PowerBook G4 laptop, it runs at close to full speed with little noticeable slowdown on a MacBook Pro.

Unfortunately, the aforementioned audio problem is still a major issue. The faster the program runs, the more closely the audio tracks play to each other, resulting in possibility for audio overflow and a game crash. While this has yet to happen on the large map, it happens on the small game map mode when run on a MacBook Pro.

EARLY DESIGN NOTES - CONTROLLER CENTIPEDE

Controller Centipede is a variation of Commandopede where the player controls the Commandopede. The goal of this game is to demonstrate the other side of the battle.

As war minister, your job is to send more troops to the front. Unfortunately, you have no control over how they are used – their own commanders tell them how to move.

There is a direct relation to the number of casualties and the number of clicks it takes to send a new soldier.

Are you supposed to win by sending only a small ammount of soldiers? Or is the best strategy to keep on sending before the casualty rate gets too high?

The actions for this game should probably be more complex. Simply clicking a single button may not be enough to warrant continued play.

�	Specifically, it failed the 'sister test.' This is where you take a trusted friend or relative (Shigeru Miyamoto uses his wife) who knows nothing about games or your game design – and there are usually many such people around – and you ask them to interpret your artwork. If they interpret it correctly, then you may have a good design; if they fail to interpret it as intended (as my sister failed to do) then you should probably consider a new design.





