The Penultimate Serious Sam Single Player Maps Building Guide (TPSSSPMBT, pronounced tee-pee-sss-pam-bot)

I see many people on the forums talking about how great single player maps are, and how they wanted to build one, but how they’re not going to build one because of very reasons- the first one being how complicated the entire thing is. So I created this short document in order to encourage people to start working; and once you start working on a single player map, you never stop.

I’m writing this document after finishing my first Single player map (pimp mode on) Memories of Duum (pimp mode off) so I’m highlighting many of the mistakes I made. Feel free to send me notes, comments, ideas and flames to dtelad11@hotmail.com

STEP 1: Plan Ahead

Before you even open the Serious Editor, sketch the general design of your map. Start with architecture, the general look of any buildings or terrain you will use. You don’t have to be precise, and the measurements don’t have to be accurate, but get a general feel of what you’re going to do.

A bit less obvious is planning the scripts. The difference between a single player map and a death match map is that the players won’t do the work for you on a single player; you have to build good battles, design the triggers, when will what attack, etc. etc. Getting the right balance between monsters and items might get hard on the first few times, but that’s what beta testing is for.
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STEP 2: Building Stages

Don’t do everything at once, layer your work. Much like the planning step, start with the general map architecture, and then add lighting, special effects, scripts, and other shenanigans, as required. I usually divide my work to:

 Map architecture. Personally, I hate texturing, so I start by building the general architecture from primitives according to my original plans. Things usually change, especially when some rooms or too big or too small, but the general idea remains. Make sure you use the common Serious Sam textures, or you might forget to add to the .gro file some of your unique ones later.

 Texturing and lighting. At this point I also take all of my personal textures and put them on a separate subfolder, so I won’t forget giving them to the user later.

 Scripts. Starting with the ones who aren’t related to battles (doors, buttons, Netricsa messages) and then adding the battles themselves and anything required by them, like sealing the player in a room or flooding the place with noxious gas (or both!! :).

STEP 3: Testing

Everybody make a big fuss around the editor having no compilation time, and guess what- they have a perfectly good reason. Use this powerful option to your advantage, and constantly test your map, making sure you didn’t forget anything important, that the framerate didn’t drop all of a sudden, that the lights aren’t too bright, and any other vital things. Although testing in the editor is usually enough, you’ll sometimes want to use fullscreen testing to make sure the details are correct.

Those tests is supposed to be quick, as the thorough ones will come later. Don’t test the entire level till the point you’re working on; use Quickstart Playermarker entities and play just the parts you didn’t check previously.

STEP 4: The Fun Factor

This is not much of a step, but more of a thing to keep in mind. Two people are supposed to have fun from the map, one is the creator (this is you) and the other is the player. If at any time during map building you don’t have fun, STOP. You don’t want to burn yourself out, and the editor might get a bit frustrating, especially when used for the first few times. When mapping becomes tedious, take a break: drink a cop of coffee, eat some ice cream, maybe even play Serious Sam or check out the forums.

Creating a FUN map is much harder though, as there are many things that can ruin the whole thing or make it a great success. After you finish building a room, take a good look around in spectator mode and decide whether you’re satisfied with the result, or whether something is missing- maybe a little statue, lintels for the doors, pillars to hold the ceiling, or those little tubes that spawn Gizmos. After you finish a script play through several times, with and without God mode, to make sure it can be completed and that everything works as you planned.

Sometimes an idea is wonderful when you sketch it or implement it, but after a day or two (or when you look through the entire map) it looks terrible. Don’t be afraid to delete whole parts of your map if you think they’re lame. 

STEP 5: Beta Testers

There’s a big audience for testing single player maps, so use it. Upload your finished map to a free hosting service (such as Netfirms, Spaceports or GeoCities) and either publish the link in the forums, or ask people to test it. The most common bug is forgetting to include some of the models and/or textures you use, but there are many in-game bugs you probably missed. Rocket jumping to unwanted locations (like the end of the map), hefty computer requirements (it runs on 60fps on your Intel Pentium 1000mHz), mad scripts (eighty chickens with a Shofield, someone?) etc. etc. You will probably miss many of those bugs, but another person will spot them quickly and easily.

Another use for beta testers is to get feedback for your map. You think some of the parts are amazing, they think they suck; you dropped your room of gore because it was too boring, but an arena is exactly what your map is missing. That’s why you should have more than one tester- criticism is important, so you better get it before you officially release the map.

Of course, the above steps are just a recommendation. You might want to change their order, or even mix them, especially with big projects- it might be a good idea to build some of the map, and then send it to beta testing, make sure there are no fatal bugs, and continue working.

Important Technical Tips

Practice makes perfect; perfection is in the details. ‘nuff said. No more cliches for today :)
Copiers telefrag the player.  I’ve no idea why this happens, but if Sam happens to stand on a Copier which spawns, he’ll gib. Solution? Place your Copier in the air. That way the item will spawn and fall down on Sam, instead of changing his inner organs to outer organs.

Stay organized. The editor supports naming of each and every entity and sector- use it. If you have important items, name them appropriately; name your monster templates so you won’t have to search for them later; name your moving brushes so you’ll be able to fix bugs later; etc. etc. It’s important to use some sort of naming convention, with the common ones using initials prefix (MB_Elevator for Moving Brush, SH_Scream for Sound Holder) or plain names (moving_elevator, sound_scream).

Keep Backups. Save every several minutes, and then create a backup of the .wld file. The Serious Editor is very unforgiving when it comes to undo, and you will make mistakes that you’ll want to delete. I usually copy the file to .wxx, for example map.w01, map.w02, map.w03, and had a total of 56 such files for my single player map (and 23 for my deathmatch, for that matter). Keep previous copies, don’t delete them- world files barely take any hard drive space, and you might want to recreate some of the older ideas. On the worst case, zip them into one file. 

Use Shortkeys. Or your mapping will take ages. Important keys to remember- ‘L’ for adding another layer, ‘/’ for subtracting sectors, ‘H’ for activating/deactivating fullbright, and any other option you use often.

Playermarkers. If you want to test just a small portion of the map, drop a PlayerMarker entity and check the “Quickstart” property.

Use the forums. Probably the most important tip. Read the Serious Sam forums frequently, and ask questions (or use the “Search” button) if you have any difficulties. If you’re trying out something new, you’ll be surprised to know how many people already tried it previously and can make the job easier.

El-ad ‘IrCarX Iirion Claus’ Amir (dtelad11@hotmail.com)

Map Design and general scripting ideas





One of the earlier scripts








