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mghtmare s the new serias
from Angha Television, which
has taken the idea of the adven-
ture game and transported it to
the TV screen. Iit's being broad-
cast every Monday across the ITV net-
work, and though its been schaeduled
into a children's slot;, the show is
dastined to pick up a devoted follow-
ing of all ages.

It's also set to run for a mera aight
episodes, but I'm willing to bet my fav-
ourte broadsword that we'll see a
new series before the year is out. In
fact American TV wants more than
that — executives who've seen the
pilot programme have made nolses
about a run of 50 shows!

All of which is gratifying to every-
oody involved in the sernes, bul espe-
cially to its deviser, Tim Child, who
speant two long years persuading The
Howers That Be that a show as boldly
innovative as this was possible.

But what is Knightmare? As the
series only started on September 7th
fand in a frustratingly early siot),
there's a chance that some people
won't have caught up with it yet. In
fact, at the time of wnting it hadn't
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Imagine a world where anything canpappen, a castle where
every room holds a new peril, a possible trap.
imagine a dungeon into which a single adventurer may
venture, but onlyif he orshe 1s wearing amagic helmet which
reducesthe wearer's field of view to a small area—directly in
front and downwards.
Imagine a game show in which the only prize is success

within the dungeon:, . .

and the cost of failure is death.

Imagine the world of Knightmare . . .
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even started recording.

So the first thing that Tim and Ang-
lla's Press Officer Tom Walshe did
when | arrived at Anglia's Norwich HQ
was to sit me down in front of a video
recorder 1o view the filteen-minute
pilot that had persuaded the company
to embark on their own adventura into
this untried area of television. And,
boy, was | impressed.

GRISLY GRAPHICS

The show begins with a narration that
sats the fantastic scene, as a com-
puter aruimation of a helmeted head
strips away to a face, a skull and finally
to two eyeballs. This grisly graphic
prepares you for the horrors to come,
and reappears during the game 1o

Tim Child, deviser of
KNIGHTMARE,
involved In yet
ancther script con-
ference with the
show's producer,
Sally Freeman

indicate the adventurer’s strength.

Then it's time to meet Treguard, the
bearded dungeon master who hosts
the show from the safety of an ante-
chamber, though he does manifest
nimself in the gloomy caves to offer
advice and words of warmning,

With the preliminaries over, the
adventurer is Introduced - using TV
wizardry the contestants are plucked
from our dimension to materialise in
Treguard's presence. Three aides
accompany the voyager, and they
watch the action from the sideiinas,
thanks 1o a little basic TV studio
magic, shouting instructions to their
blindfolded friend.

From here on in it's adventure all
the way . .. at least until the adven-
turer has made so many mistakes that
his strength is reduced to zero and the
four players are returned to the mun-
dane world of late buses and school.
Cinly a few will manage to penetrate all
the levels — and by so daing, gain their
freedom.

If you've ever played an adventure
game on a micro you will have an idea
of what to expect. The masked adven-
turer Is the 'puppet’ character who,
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unabie 10 see claarly, 15 commanded
by the other three players. Insiead of
typing in ‘Go North' at a computes
kayboard, they might shout 'Walk for-
wards a little” or some other approp-
riate command

OPEN-ENDED

Where Knightmare differs from a com-
puter game is that it's totally open-
ended and anything can happen. Il &
team tells their hero to pick up an
object, he willdo so. There areno ' Y ou
can't do that' or 'l don't understand’
meassages in thesa caverns.

The experiance is much closer 1o
role-playing games lke Dungeons
And Dragons, where the players can
suggest any course of action that they
think fit . . . and somehow the Game
Master has to find the rules that allow
them 1o QO L.

Each chamber of the Knightmara
castie presents its own perils, from
giant snakes 1o uncouth anuids who
insist on referring to the adveniurer as

Dogsbottom™

Sometimes the only way out will be
o run, guided by the advisers who
must make a snap decision about
which path 1o follow. Or perhaps there
will be some humano JuNGeon oeni-
ren who demands a particular Ireas-
ure or the answer to a nddle before
allowing anyone 10 pass.

Either way, success means that the
'compileted’ room 2ooms away, 10 be

replaced by the next one, rather like
screens flipping in an arcade game.
I's a small rermunder of the television
trickery that's creating the magcsal
worid, but more about that later.

Like ah _ adventures,
Knightmare castle continues through
a succession of increasingly difficult
levels, with éver mora dangerous
apparitions. The only thing that can
stop an adventure, other than death,
is time itself. Sadly the dungeons are
not immuné to the constraints of tele-
vigion, and adventures are broadcast
in halt-hour apisodes

But the participants will escape the
temporal  disruption  of ‘natural
breaks' becausa, as producer Sally
Freeman explained to me, adven-
tures will ba recorded in one session,
whanever possible, to keep it all vivid
in the minds of the players.

As the titles rolled, Tim told me that
this was in fact the second pilot that
had been made, which is something
of a surprise. Most new shows have
one axperimental episode, and that is
usually meant for transmission.

TV REALITY

But in the case of Knightmare the
pilots were made to prove that Tim's
brainchild could actually be tumed
into TV reality. Some television pro-
ducers seam o have an in-built dis-
trust of anything to do with computers
- despite thair job of choosing what

young peocple see, they're far from
young thamsalves

Thara's very little real understand-
ing of RPGs or computing inside TV
companies — unless it's yet another
demonsiration of how wondarful the
BBC Micro is for book-keeping. The
common reaction of exacutives
seams to be that nobody would want
o watch people just playing a game.

All ol which is probably true in itsailf,
but Tim had realised from his axperi-
ance presanting The Soff Spot, alocal
computer programme, that this new
form of entertainment wasn't a threat
o telavision, but that programme
makers could leam from hi-tech lei-
sure. His constant adviser in his quest
to convert those thrills to the TV
scréen was his son, 11-year old Ben,
who's also his harshest critic.

Tim saw that by taking the best ale-
ménts of board RPGs and the prob-
lem-salving of computer adventures,
he could creale a game show that
would break all the rules of TV. i
wouldn't ofer prizes and it wouldn't
have a sel pattern . . . but it could be
suparb telavision

So he scraped and cajoled and
somehow managed to make the first
pilot on a budget of nothing, and it
cast ds spell on the Anglia executives
who put up monay for the second one.

Tha first guastions Tim faced, two
years ago, were about the nature of
ihe show, RPGs provide a versatile
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ightmare.
His involvement started two years

ART FOR THE COMPUTER Il

Even If Dave Rowe's name doeasn't immediately ring bells, you shouid rec-

ognise the man's artwork from countless computer ?nma inlays. For exam-

ple, he's the man behind almost all of Starlight's || _ ]

number of Firebird's, and he provided the painting used for the Softardinlay.
Recently though, Dave has bean forced 1o turn down work because his

time has been taken up with one major project . .. the backgrounds for

a_?uwhmﬂmﬂhildwﬂmtadl’mh
Byme, cumently a senior executive at

bird and Rainbird), but then at Melboume House. He was looking for the
name of a good fantasy ilustrator, and Dave's name sprang to mind

ustrations and a good

elecomsoft (the people behind Fire-

for that first pilot, but
As we've already said, there was virtually no money ;
Dave produced three pictures with ovarlays to extend their versatility. Then,
when the time came to produce the second pilot he producad eight
Dave was still away to meat the deadiine when | met him ~ you
just can't be late when a TV series depends on your contribution. But he says
he's enjoyed the experiance, and leamed a lol from /L. He's aiso pleased to
report that none of his paintings have come back for afteration. _
After some initial meetings in Norwich, when he got a chance o expen-
ment with the Supemova, Dave staned work at his home/studic just outside
Winchester, and soon got used to working to the strict perspective gnd.
He now receives details of the rooma from Tim, often via his newly-instal-
led fax machine, and from these produces a pencil sketch. At this stage he
can work out if thare will be any other blue flats needed, for pillars or boulders
for instance. He then paints a rough version of the scene to check out the

colouring and detalls,

ADDING TEXTURE .
The final stage Is the painting itsalf. One of the most important features in a
finished painting is the usa of texkture, and to this end Dave's been expen-
menting with various téchniques, For example, as an altemative 10 simply
using an airbrush, he's been waxing the paper so that the ink clings to itin
drops.

To help him get the stone affects he's got a library of slides shot in places
such as Winchester Cathedral. He also sends off sheets of texture to Anglia,
s0 that they can be used as 'paint” when the picture is converied into a

mmage.

But Dave says that though he's extremaly impressed with the Supemova,
he thinks that in the long run he'd need a strong drawing to start with, before
he could work with a computer. And with 24 more rooms to have painted by
Monday he doesn’t really have the time to learn the techniques of new
technology quite at the moment!

The master at work:
Dawvid Rowe com-
pletos yel another
painting for ingorgo-
retlon in the
KNIGHTMARE ays-
feery

it ali mtarin wibth a
wrifien brief which
legdo 1o pencil
rocrghs . .

. Fhatdavedop into
firrimhed paintings
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The actors framework and can cope with a
I'IH'H"H to con- number of different adventures, but
Tim decided to go for the Middle Earth

vince the milieu as the most durable.
adventurer MNext came the question of produc-

tion techniques. The idea of doing the
that they really ting for real in an actual castle with

are ﬂizards, an outside broadcast unit was soon
klll his rejected as too constrictive. Instead
g or Tim decided to use techniques which
*hmm’ ;rere alrsady commonly used in
otherwise the 9@ productions and adapt them to
illusionis o ;

The secret of all those rooms is a
technique called Chromakey. You
stand your actors and solid props in
front of a blue screen. Now, by the
miracle of vision mixing, the director
can supenmpose a signal from
another camera onto the blue area.

That's why the adventurers wear
the heimet with limited vision. All
they'd see, down on the studio floor,
would be a lot of blue sheets. But in
the ante-chamber the aides are able
to watch a properly mixed version on
a heavily disguised monitor, so that
they see their hero crossing marble
tiles towards a crumbling arch.

Though the technigue is common
enough in TV, providing everything
from sci-fi spaceship backgrounds to
weather maps, could it be shown to
work in a game series where anything
can happen?

The first problem is that to match
the perspective of the scene with the
angle of view, the chamber has to be
drawn to a strict grid and the camera
has to be fixed in a single position.

The second problem required a
rather more complex solution. An
adventurar may choose to go through
A CHROMA- KNIGHT one of up to four doors, which could

lead to a break between rooms., Some
way had to be found of choosing
scenes instantly . . .

The answer came in the form of a
computer — namely a 24-bit Space-
ward Supernova, which uses 120Mb
optical disks and comes in around the
£85,000 mark. Suffice to say that
Dixons are unlikely to be stocking this
particular model!

The Supernova lets Sally Freeman
summon up chambers at the press of
a button. Furthermore, if she wants to
intercut a close up into the action later,
the computer can automatically pro-
vide the comrect viewpoint for the
superimposed backcloth, thus pro-
viding much more visual variety.

RICKETY TREADS

During the development phase the
team was learning what could be done
and refining techniques. Instead of
relying on flat blue cloths, why not
have other cut-out objects, so that the
scenery has depth? There's nothing
to stop you using a set of blue stairs
which can be transformed into rickety
wooden treads thanks to Chromakey.

With the technical problems in
hand, the other important factor was
to develop a convincing tone for the
shows, Role-players are, on the
whaole, serious types who like to
believe in their adventuring. That's
why the recording had to be free from
breaks.

But Tim also had to get the right sort
of players for the teams who would
enter Knightmare castle, so he put out
an appeal for 12 to 14 year old fantasy
fans to come forward. The response
was staggering, according to Sally.
She toured the country auditioning
potential dungeoneers, armed with a
set of questions provided by Tim,

DRAGON Quiz

This taught the Knightmare team
another lesson - they would have to
get the details of their fantasy world
spot on. Sally recalls one meeting in
Leeds where one of the youngest
groups she saw came into the audi-
tion. Consulting the quiz, she decided
to start them with what looked like an
easy question and asked how many
legs a dragon has.

To her consternation they
immediately asked what kind of dra-
gon - red, green, gold? Just the nor-
mal type, she gasped, trying to cover
her ignorance. As they got the answer
right she made a mental note to kill
Tim when she next saw him! By the
way, that young team will be appear-
ing early in the series.

Tim reports that the skill of the con-
testants caused slight problems for
the people responsible for granting
Knightmare a network siot. They had
reservations, based on the belief that
the puzzies were too difficult and
should be geared to the viewing audi-
ence so that everyone at home could
shout out the answers.

But Tim wouldn't compromisea. The
kids, he explained, were just so sharp
that they'd romp through the castie if
the puzzies were made easier, and in
a show where there are no prizes and
the competition is against the game
itself, that would hardly be suitable.
Luckily his arguments prevailed and
he now reckons it will take a full three
episodes to trace a path to the final
level, and even then a team won't have
uniocked all the castle’s secrets.

This left Tim the mammoth task of
writing scripts to cover every possible
situation and Sally the stress of keep-
ing track of all those words. She

drawing pad,

as his
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Supe rstrmdmﬂputanhal Robert can choose the tex-
-mm-:-mmhmufmm usin%aahnm‘mpmand
wmwmmm
s ooyl
'S even cleverer techniques when it comes to the dun-
geon monsters. mmyﬂmmmMMcmm be
to store it as a 30 pattern inside the computer —~ however, as well as
more difficult to manipulate, this would also mean constructing a rrmiI
MWWNH&WMMthﬂhW . As wall
room a animation studio, where the
mmmmmmmmmmwammﬁm
is shot by a video camera and digitised.
digitised frames can then be used in a variety of ways. Robert showed
me how he can use the image of a spind creature as a solid template,
outside to give a shimmering, luminous effect. He
then reversed the template and coloured the inside, to make it solid. By
doing this to each stage of the animation he was able to superimpase the
creature in the sc mm:ﬂmmmﬂmltmmmam;
_ The most striking thing about Robert's graphics is the qtmuty light.
Every object, whether it's solid or painted, casts a shadow, and the elec-
tronic background mmw casting a strangely hyper-real light

mmimm{hﬂmmm perspactive grid), the result
unmathematical. lﬁﬂﬂhﬂmmmm%

some-
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reckons that much of the effort is
spent looking after these details, so
that she can react immediately, what-
gvear happens.

It's also a challenge for the actors
who appear as dungeon dwellers,
because they can't rely on set
speeches. For this reason Sally and
Tim have chosen actors very carefully,
only using the best people they could
find.

The actors have to convince the
adventurer that they really are
wizards, knights or whatever, other-
wise the llusion is ruined. There's one
striking sequence in the pilot show
where a wicked queen guizzes a con-
testant, who obeys her immediately
thanks to the strength of her perfor-
Mmance.

ARMLESS?

One thing that was missing from the
pilot was magic, which now plays an
important part on the the path to suc-
cass, Adventurers enter the dungeons
unarmed, but they can pick up spells
en route, and using them succassfully
is a test of (you guessed it} spelling.
That may not sound very exciting in
itself, but Tim says that the ritual of
remembering a spell nama under
pressure is extremely tense — espe-
cially as failure can result in the magic
being turmed back on the user!

There are also warnors who may
work with the adventurer, providing
the correct answers to their questions
are supplied. Folly the Jaster keeps
tuming up too, offering hints. And
there are even talking cbijects!

Tim observes that the saddest thing
15 that they're writing a vast amount of
matenal, much of which will never be
used — it's vital to ensure that no two
sessions will ever play the same and
that almost every eventuality is pre-
pared for.

Sally, meanwhile, would like |ust
one day off every week, but reckons
it's unlikely that normal working pat-
terns will be restored until the final
brave, be-heimeted adventurer has
bitten the dust. Making Knightmare
capable of being played as effortlessly
as it does calls for an incredible
amount of work behind scenes.

But it's work that's well worthwhile,
as far as | can tell, because the result
i5 & show like nothing you've ever
seen before. The possibiities are
almos! endless.

Once the technigues have been
proved to work (Tim and Sally's main
worry when | spoke to them) and the
series has proved popular — about
which | have no doubts — then it's time
to ook at further developments. Like
a science-fiction scenario, Or maybea
an adult version (and |'ve already put
my name down as a contestant).

Whatever happens, Knightmare is
just the start of the
adventure.

Television pro-
ducers seem to _ , |
have an in- e  PERSPECTIVE
built distrustof | § Tn & geaphics Wil malch s
anything to do arsnective v
with com-
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