Towards a Choreography of Gaming

PIETER VAN DER HIJDEN

1. Choreography

1.1. Dance

Choreography is a formalised method of dance notation. It describes every-
thing that is not spontancous in a dance performance. Rudolf Laban deve-
loped such a standard notation method in 1928. Using his Labanotation,
choreographers (i.e. the creators of a dance) can express their intentions and
communicate them to related professionals. Compared to an informal narra-
tive describing a dance, choreography is more rigorous and less confusing.
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Figure 1: Labanotation (to be read bottom-up)
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1.2. E-Commerce

In recent years the term choreography has been applied to electronic com-
merce. In this context it describes the ordering and sequencing of business
activities within electronic collaboration.

In normal daily life, we have the impression that our behaviour is sponta-
neous and not directed by any script. In fact we have been programmed by
rules and conventions and by many mini scripts. For example, when we buy
food at a market, we follow an implicit script. But when we shop in a super-
market, our script will be slightly different.

As soon as computers became used for commercial activities, it became nec-
essary to make commercial scripts explicit. How do you find a business part-
ner? How do you negotiate the business rules to be applied? How are you
actually applying these rules? Specialists developed a standard notation for
such processes, thereby inventing electronic commerce choreography.
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1.3. Gaming

Gamers do not use choreography. They describe the content, system and pro-
cess of their games mainly in verbal form. It is also good practice to visualise
the content by means of a diagram. However, it is left entirely to the game
designers (i.e. the creators of a game) to decide how the narrative and the
diagram are written or drawn. A choreography of gaming could improve the
quality of our games and the efficiency of the game development process.

1.4. This paper

In this paper we “reverse engineer” various existing games in search for ele-
ments of a gaming choreography. We set our first steps towards such a chore-
ography and present a game design workshop to apply them.

2. Current practice

We begin our presentation with some “reversed engineering” of two exist-
ing non-computer games. The first is Pachisi, an entertainment game. The
second is Hex, a management game.

2.1. Example: Pachisi

Pachisi is a well-known board game that originated in India during the sixth
century. The aim of each player is to move his four counters around the
board and back to the centre before his opponents.

Figure 2: Pachisi Game Board (© Jumbo Nederland)

When we visualise player activity during a Pachisi session, we see a sequence,
repeated over and over again in a fixed order. Were this visualisation to be
a musical score, we would hear a univocal melody built up from four tones
that constantly repeat. The players do not interact with each other; they
interact with the game board. Pachisi has a simple structure. Its temporal
behaviour is largely mechanical and there is no need for a facilitator.
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Green Turn Turn Turn Turn
Red Turn Turn Turn Turn
Black Turn Turn Turn Turn

Figure 3: Pachisi - temporal behaviour

Suppose we were designing a game like Pachisi. How could we write down in
an exact and efficient manner the way in which the game should be run? A
long narrative describing all the repetitions would not be appropriate here.
But a flow chart such as computer programmers use could provide a compact
notation. By introducing a loop, we would only once have to specity actions
that will be performed many times during the run.

We could even go further, and consider all four players and their turns dur-
ing one micro-cycle as a form of repetition. This form of repetition may also
be represented by a loop in our diagram. In this way the Pachisi game can be
described by a double loop.
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Figure 4: Pachisi - flow chart (double loop)
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