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Art by Mike Rossmassler

I. Abstract

The Twilight of the Gods has come a thousand years too soon. Odin has granted Knüt Metalsson his greatest power in a desperate bid to ward off the doom of the Aesir: the power to play electric. Now, as the most trusted skald of the gods, you must rock and roll your way through midgard in order to stop RagnaRøkk!

RagnaRøkk is a music game that explores the possibilities of music games beyond beat-matching or basic abstract drum machines into a different play mechanic. RagnaRøkk weaves music into the world of an action/puzzle platformer by making it essential to the mechanics of the game through and through. As a game built around the control scheme present in the guitar hero controller, RagnaRøkk uses the mechanics and performance tropes of music games in three areas: platforming, rune-casting, and musical duels.


The platforming mechanics of RagnaRøkk are designed to emulate the physical experience of playing music through the guitar hero controller. The playable prototype presents several instances of this: lateral motion across the screen is accomplished by holding one of the outermost fret buttons and repeatedly strumming the strumbar, creating the sensation of laying down a driving rhythm. To execute a jump, the player holds down one of two fret buttons that can be combined with one of the outer buttons, effectively playing a power chord which forces the avatar to leap into the air in the chosen direction. All of the basic movements in the build have been mapped to the controller so that as a player moves about, their hand transitions smoothly from one set of frets to the other, in effect emulating the groove of each level. In fact, the design of each level predicates a different feel, different speed, and in effect, different rhythm, taking the song-as-level metaphor introduced in Guitar Hero and effectively inverting it.


Likewise, the spells or runes in the game are each a unique “riff” which must be played in order to unlock their effects. While the current playable prototype includes the Bifrost Bridge rune, it merely removes an obstacle that stands in the player's path. Original designs called for it to create an actual rainbow bridge within the game world, allowing the player to move across an otherwise insurmountable chasm. Much like the other games of musical recollection (notables include certain members of the Zelda series) where the player is required to play a few notes in order to properly cast a spell or modify the world around them, the runes of RagnaRøkk are a convenient feature that level based puzzles can be built around. Unlike other similar games, the transition to playing a rune is as simple as hitting the select button, near-seamlessly transitioning from “playing” the rest of the level as one kind of song into playing another. To extend the metaphor of a physical level in RagnaRøkk playing like a song with its own unique rhythm or tune, the runes a player casts while playing the level in effect comprise the “solos” or highlights of both the musical and the play experience. Runes are stored in a song book, and if they have an effect which influences the game world outside of a specific instance, can be recalled and put to use again, making the player into a sort of musician who plays songs from his learned repertoire.


Finally, the musical duels which comprise the boss fights in RagnaRøkk are an area we feel is particularly fertile ground for further exploration. As it currently stands, duels between bosses and the player in RagnaRøkk happen as a kind of musical game of H-O-R-S-E, with each party attempting to repeat the riff the last party played and adding their own flair to the end of it. Using the limited combinations of chords present on the Guitar Hero controller and an open tuning scheme, this portion of RagnaRøkk functions as a musical toy which challenges the player to follow its lead and subsequently compose something they can remember (but what might hopefully trip the boss up). In essence, players are playing against themselves, and pushing themselves to the limits of their own abilities, just a musician in practice or a full-swing jam does. Ideally combined with the platforming controls, every level's boss presents a unique play opportunity to combine improvised riffs with the proper rhythm or chorus necessary to move about and fight the boss on the boss screen.


While many of the directions RagnaRøkk innovates in target dedicated Guitar Hero players, historically it has been the dedicated fanbase of those games which has evangelized and pushed the game into the mainstream audience. If our design is fresh enough while executed with a smooth and polished appeal, hopefully we will win enough converts out of the Guitar Hero fanbase interested in value-added content that our game will break through to widespread and popular appeal.


RagnaRøkk is the culmination of the combined efforts of Max Geiger and me. Some of the information in this paper comes from a design document that we created to present earlier.
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II. Description

1. Genre

RagnaRøkk is a platforming, music-making game for the Xbox that uses the Guitar Hero controller. In it, the player takes on the role of Knüt Mettalson, a young skald that has been charged by the gods to prevent the Twilight of the Gods (Ragnarøkk) from happening a thousand years too early. Gifted with a magical axe and trained in the musical art of rune casting, Knüt sets forth from his village to save the universe!

2. Scope/Definition of finished work

There are nine worlds in the Norse cosmology. Three worlds rest in the branches of the World Tree, one pierced by the trunk that has two others surrounding it, and three among the roots. The completed RagnaRøkk will have all nine, with multiple levels in each world and occasional interstitial levels between worlds. My goal is to have designed all nine worlds and all levels, so that everything is balanced and works well together. The amount implemented within the game, however, will be a lot less.

My current plan is to have the first three worlds (the worlds on the center of the tree) and at least one interstitial level in the game presented at the thesis show, with any extra time devoted to the rest of the game.

3. Description of user experience

RagnaRøkk uses the Guitar Hero controller, a controller that resembles a guitar except it has five buttons along the neck, each of a different color (green, red, yellow, blue, orange), a switch where the player would normally strum (called the strum bar), a whammy bar, and two buttons (Start and Select) near the base. The Xbox version of the guitar as a few differences (the Select button on the PS2 version is Back on the Xbox, and there is a direction pad and Xbox home button) but, at present, those differences are unimportant. When the controller is tilted from a horizontal orientation to a vertical one with the neck buttons on the top, it activates an internal button. Most of these are used in the current build of RagnaRøkk, and we’d like to use them all.


The user straps on  the guitar, holding the neck with the fret buttons in their left hand with the base of the guitar (that has the strum bar and the whammy bar) near their right hand (while there will be a way to switch the controls for left-handed players, this is default). In the beginning, the user will probably be a little uncomfortable with the control scheme. The initial levels will be set up such that the user can gradually become more confident and thus be able to navigate through RagnaRøkk.


At present, the control configuration of RagnaRøkk is as follows (all controls assume the player is holding the guitar with the neck in his left hand and his right hand on the strum bar). The Select button switches from platforming to music-making and back again. In platforming mode, the user holds down the leftmost button (green) and strums to go left, and the rightmost button (orange) and strums to go right. To jump, the user strums while holding down either the red or blue button. To attack, the user holds down the yellow button and strums.


In music-making mode, the user can hold down different combinations of the colored fret buttons and strum to create a note.



Green:



C



Green + Red:


C#



Green + Yellow:

D



Red:



Eb



Red + Yellow:


E



Red + Yellow + Blue:

F



Red + Blue:


F#



Yellow:


G



Yellow + Blue:

G#



Yellow + Orange:

A



Blue:



Bb



Blue + Orange:

B



Orange:


High C


With access to a full octave of notes, the player can make their own music whenever they wish. Otherwise, certain combinations of notes (based on sound or color) will be mapped to specific runes. For example, in the current version, the bifrost rune is mapped to the following frets: Red, Orange, Yellow, Green, Blue; and it must be played in that order in the appropriate location in the game. Tilting the guitar up while playing will increase the volume of the notes, while tilting it back down will decrease the volume.


For future iterations, we would like to incorporate the whammy bar in some fashion. As of the Xbox version of Guitar Hero, Windows can now recognize it as input. We are looking forward to designing it into the game. We also want the Start button to pause the game and bring up a menu showing the different runes the player has learned thus far.


Playing through RagnaRøkk is a two-fold experience. When platforming, you are creating awesome music, essentially "playing" the level. When the player comes to a musical puzzle, the player is effectively playing a solo. During other moments in the game, the player can switch from the standard control scheme to music playing. The player can play anything they want, improvising their own music to go with the background track or not, as they wish.
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III. Timeline:
May ’07 – August ‘07

By mid summer, we should have the basic ideas for the enemies/allies/runes/puzzles for the worlds we want to have in the game. We should also start coming up with ideas for what music we want to have in the game (background music, menu music, note combinations…). Not necessarily have them all ready and set in stone, but to start keeping an ear out for what we want that will have everything fit nicely (as well as not having to worry about any copyrights, so either something created specifically for the game or something we have written permission to use). We want every aspect of RagnaRøkk to fit together as seamlessly as possible.


By the end of summer, any new aspect of the game (not currently in the prototype) should be prototyped, either by adding them to the existing prototype or making a new one to accommodate them. In addition, a (possibly tentative) schedule with milestones for the next semester should be available.


As much concept art and designed levels as possible by this time.


We should have a playable Xbox version that is at least be as developed as the current prototype.


We should meet at least once a month, possibly over the phone or online, but all together to keep a good eye on progress.

August ‘07

By the first day in fall, I want to be able to hit the ground running. To facilitate this, we should have a more definitive milestone list developed and the bulk of the concept art ready for evaluation. Weekly meetings at the beginning of the week with end of week wrap ups from the leads through email could be necessary to stay on task. While there may be periods where not much has changed, it would still behoove us to keep everyone else in the loop.

September ’07 – December ‘07

Continue the meetings, with the possibility to changing from weekly to every other week if necessary, but the end of week wrap ups should continue throughout the semester. By the end of the semester, we should be at least 80% to our goal.

January ’08 – February ‘08

Coming back from winter break, we should be prepared to punch out the final part of RagnaRøkk in (relatively) short order, hopefully finishing by mid February. If we do that, that we can go the extra mile and add whatever we wanted to but didn’t want to risk not finishing. The earlier we finish, the more polished RagnaRøkk can become!

March ’08 – May ‘08

We can take the product and approach Xbox with the intent on getting it into Xbox Live Arcade.
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IV. Budget

So far, I have purchased the following in order to begin working on my thesis: Xbox 360 ($400), wireless adapter ($80), crossover cable ($10), and Guitar Hero 2 ($90) for a total of $580. I expect that I will need no other materials to work on my thesis. I will, however, need a XNA Creator’s Club account ($100) and money for the miscellaneous costs that are incurred when heading a team that will often be expected to work crazy hours. I estimate another $400, just in case, to put the total at $1080 for the project itself. For the thesis show, I am developing a valkyrie-shaped guitar stand to hold the controller that will play a rock-influenced heavenly choir as well as brighten a spot light as the player approaches. For that, I have spent: sensor ($30), dimmer kit ($30), and a servo ($30) for a total of $90. I will need the valkyrie statue to go with the guitar, and I am guessing that it could run me around $500. The total for the thesis show is roughly $590. I have also purchased a web address that cost me around $30. All that together is around $1700, so, erring on the side of caution, I put my total budget to be around $2000.

My current plan for funding sources is through student loans. I am hesitant to seek outside funding in that I do not want anyone to claim ownership on this project that didn’t have a direct hand in creating it. I am willing to admit that it may change as production is underway and the actual bills start piling up.
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V. Advisors

Primary Department: Chris Swain
Secondary Department: Tracy Fullerton

Primary Outside: Victor Lacour (currently not formalized)
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VI. Possible Venues

I would really like to release RagnaRøkk on Xbox live. At the time of this writing, I believe that I will have a playable demo finished that can be available for a free download and have what would be necessary to take it into a fully realized game as the next step.
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VII. Resources & Prior Art / Bibliography

Despite the fact that RagnaRøkk is not a beat-matching game, I feel that I must still include them as prior art due to the fact that they have had a hand in inspiring the creation of this project. The most notable piece is the game Guitar Hero (published by Red Octane, developed by Harmonix). In it, the player uses a guitar-shaped controller, holding down the fret buttons on the neck that correspond with the notes that descend towards the player, while hitting the strum bar. Guitar Freaks and Gitaroo Man are lesser known games similar to Guitar Hero.

The influence of the Legend of Zelda games (most notably Ocarina of Time, Majora’s Mask, and Windwaker) cannot be ignored. The use of a musical instrument within the game to achieve certain effects based upon what is played is an obvious parallel to the music/rune casting system in RagnaRøkk.


PaRappa the Rapper and UmJammer Lammy are beat-matching games as well, but they also have a more cohesive narrative aspect that the previously mentioned beat-matching games lack.

Ephemeral Fantasia is an RPG that features a guitar playing minigame.


Two other pieces of prior art would have to be Rez and Vib Ribbon. I have very little experience with both, but I hope to change that soon.

Other action/adventure platformers that include puzzle solving also deserve a mention. The Legacy of Kain and Tomb Raider series feature the action of a platformer with the puzzle-solving of an adventure game.

A game that I feel deserves mention is Johnny Whatever by Warthog Games Ltd. While the game was never actually published, some of the information about the game (including a trailer showing actual gameplay) did influence some of my design decisions for our first prototype.


Crossley-Holland, Kevin. The Norse Myths. New York: Pantheon Books, 1980.


Clark, Andrew. "Defining Adaptive Music." Gamasutra. 17 Apr. 2007. 3 May 2007 <http://www.gamasutra.com/features/20070417/clark_01.shtml>
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VIII. Special Thanks

Note: Positions based on work to date, does not necessarily reflect final team setup.

Max Geiger: Collaborator
Diana Hughes: Producer

Mike Rossmassler: Concept Art and Production Art

Logan Olson & Kyle Fujita: Concept Art
Al Yang & Freddie Wong: Sounds and Music

Chris Swain, Tracy Fullerton & Victor Lacour: Advisors

Activision, Daniel Arey, Paul Bellezza, Peter Brinson, Will Carter, Doug Church, GarageGames, Harmonix, Matthew Korba, Moonsorrow, Victoria Moran, Red Octane, Carl Schnurr, Jesse Vigil, Peggy Weil, and my Mom, who bought me the first Guitar Hero.
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