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Reverse Engineering a Design Process
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Purpose

• Practically speaking, the goal of a videogame studio developing and 
iterating on a series is to provide a better product with each new entry 
while reusing assets to simplify the process.

• But what is better?

• Differentiating tangible (quantitative) vs intangible (qualitative) appeal.

• The hope of this work is to: 

1. Further understand the kinds of creative decisions developers make in trying to 
iterate towards a better product (especially when constrained by hardware).

2. Touch on the intangible factors that complicate this goal.

3. Consider how individual games come to have unique identities and appeal within 
the series that contains them.                                                                                               
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Game History “Speleology” 

(Nooney)

• A twist on media archaeology “with a critical care 

toward what media archaeology so often ignores: 

human specificity, the way enactments of 

power fall upon certain types of bodies more 

than others.”

• “Spelunking, in contrast [to archaeology], is a 

phenomenologically imprecise encounter -- I 

can only see so much at any one time. The shape I 

hollow out here relies on non-continuity and the 

inability to apprehend the historical field in its 

wholeness.” 

• Without ‘official’ alternatives, studying and 

documenting game history relies on the efforts of 

fans and researchers.



Iterating Identity:
Studying the Creative Process Developing 

Dragon Quest I-VI

Aleksander Franiczek (University of Waterloo, English PhD Candidate)
Cristiano Politowski (Ontario Tech University, Assistant Professor in Computer Science)
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Chip sizes
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DetailsROM CapacityReleaseRegionConsoleGame

PRG0: 32 KB; CHR0: 32 KB; WRAM: 0 KB; VRAM: 0 KB64 KBMay, 1986JPFCDQ1

PRG0: 64 KB; CHR0: 12 KB; WRAM: 8 KB; VRAM: 0 KB80 KBAugust 1989USNESDQ1

PRG0: 128 KB; CHR0: 0 KB; WRAM: 0 KB; VRAM: 8 KB128 KBJanuary, 1987JPFCDQ2

PRG0: 256 KB; CHR0: 0 KB; WRAM: 8 KB; VRAM: 8 KB256 KBSeptember 1990USNESDQ2

PRG0: 256 KB; CHR0: 0 KB; WRAM: 8 KB; VRAM: 8 KB256 KBFebruary, 1988JPFCDQ3

PRG0: 512 KB; CHR0: 0 KB; WRAM: 8 KB; VRAM: 8 KB512 KBMarch 1992USNESDQ3

PRG0: 512 KB; CHR0: 0 KB; WRAM: 8 KB; VRAM: 8 KB512 KBFebruary, 1990JPFCDQ4

PRG0: 512 KB; CHR0: 0 KB; WRAM: 8 KB; VRAM: 8 KB512 KBOctober 1992USNESDQ4

ROM Speed: 200 ns (SlowROM); ROM Bank: LoROM; SRAM Size: 64 Kb12 MbSeptember 1992JPSFCDQ5

ROM Speed: 120 ns (FastROM); ROM Bank: HiROM; SRAM Size: 64 Kb32 MbDecember 1995JPSFCDQ6



Quantitative Method

1. Empirical Data Collection
○ Multiple dimensions (character attributes, game mechanics, etc).

○ Multiple sources (game manuals, wikis, fandoms, etc).

2. Structured Data Organization
○ Clean the datasets.

3. Data Validity & Reliability
○ Accuracy and consistency of the data.

4. Quantitative & Qualitative Insights
○ Create clear visualizations (charts, graphs) to illustrate trends, correlations, and insights.

○ Bridge quantitative metrics with qualitative research questions.

Outcome: Provides robust, replicable datasets for nuanced analysis.
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LinksPurposeSource

● Prima's Official Strategy Guide

● BradyGames Official Strategy Guides

Ground-truth rules, 

wording

Official manuals & 

strategy guides

● https://www.woodus.com/

● https://dragonquest.fandom.com/

● https://dragon-quest.org/

Attributes, enemy 

stats, item lists

Fan / wiki 

repositories

● https://www.igdb.com/

Release metadata, 

completion timesGameplay database

● https://www.realmofdarkness.net/dq/games/

Exact tile layouts, 

pixel sizeMap archive

● https://nayukaaaaa.nomaki.jp/wp/

Narrative text, word 

countsScript dump archive

● https://nescartdb.com/ ·

https://snescentral.com/gameslist.php

ROM sizes, PCB 

revisions

Hardware 

databases

● https://gamefaqs.gamespot.com/

Edge-case 

mechanics, expert 

insightCommunity forums

Sources used for the qualitative data.



Qualitative Method

● Game analysis (Fernandez-Vara)
○ Game genre
○ Technological Context
○ Socio-Historical Context

● Development Context (platform studies and paratexts)
○ Evolving development team (MobyGames)
○ Hardware specifications (NesCartDb, SNES Games Database)
○ Critical reception (Video Game History Foundation Archive)
○ Game packaging (Internet Archive)
○ Developer Interviews (Shmuplations)

● Formal Differences (analytical memoing)
○ Combat and Progression
○ Exploration and World Design
○ Story and Narrative Design
○ Assets

○ Outcome: Note what makes each new game ‘improved’ and ‘unique’
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Game Design vs Narrative Design

● Dragon Quest’s game design is relatively fixed, undergoing only minor 

iterations since Dragon Quest III. 

● The project examines not only evolutions in the series’ overall game design, 

but how each entry feels unique through its narrative design.

● (Berger 24-25) “A narrative system, at its most basic form, is the underlying 

triggering criteria for a story mechanism. It requires the skills of: 
1. a pure designer to establish the in-game, non-narrative criteria (e.g., achievements, unlocks, 

collections, progression in the environment) for the triggering; 

2. a writer or narrative designer to segment which part of the story to reveal at a given time and 

to write the content per each segment; and 

3. a software engineer to create the programming logic to actualize the triggers and content in 

game.”

15



Game Design Narrative DesignNarrative DesignNarrative DesignNarrative Design

• How do we make the game fun?

• How do we engage players 
throughout the game?

• How do we balance challenge and 
playability?

• How do we make the game 
meaningful?

• How do we make the different 
elements of the game coherent?

• How do we effectively merge story 
and gameplay?
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Toriyama’s Monsters

19



Why Dragon Quest?

1. Historically significant console RPGs that helped define the Japanese Role-

Playing Game (JRPG) sub-genre.
○ Japanese game studies is a growing niche that addresses the underrepresentation of the 

history of Japanese games in early Game Studies history.
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Playing Game (JRPG) sub-genre.
○ Japanese game studies is a growing niche that addresses the underrepresentation of the 

history of Japanese games in early Game Studies history.

2. Steeped in tradition, showcasing the value and potential of subtle iteration 

over reinvention.
○ Allows for nuanced exploration of ‘quality’ by highlighting each iteration’s core ideas and 

evaluating how they alter the fundamental gameplay.

3. Classic games developed with small teams and modest hardware.
○ Makes each game’s creative and technical accomplishments easier to quantify.
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Dragon Quest’s Design Pillars

● Simplifying the gameplay and controls of pioneering Computer RPGs like 

Wizardry (1981) and Ultima (1981) for Japanese console players.
○ Gameplay loop: socialize with town NPCs; explore a large overworld; battle through difficult 

dungeons.  

● Relatively linear stories/scenarios
○ Influenced by Japanese Adventure games and manga.

● Colorful anime aesthetics and appealing characters
○ In comparison to the Dungeons & Dragons aesthetic and fantasy tropes  of Western RPGs.

● Lead designer/writer Yuji Horii:
○ considered RPGs as “storytelling media that contain a system for having characters grow” 

[qtd. from Wada]
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Mixed Methods Research Questions

● Motivation: Aycock and Finn: “it is only through engaging [technical] 

limitations that play is possible” because the “aesthetics of games lies 

somewhere between the material and immaterial worlds of hardware, 

software, and creative composition.”

● Hypotheses
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Mixed Methods Research Questions

● Motivation: Aycock and Finn: “it is only through engaging [technical] 

limitations that play is possible” because the “aesthetics of games lies 

somewhere between the material and immaterial worlds of hardware, 

software, and creative composition.”

● Hypotheses
○ Developer perspective: The first six Dragon Quest games demonstrate quantifiable 

progressive improvements to the series through the inclusion of new and often greater 

amount of assets (mechanics, monsters, maps, text, music) and creative iteration on a 

relatively fixed game design. 

○ Player perspective: The changes brought on by this pursuit for improvement leads to 

qualitative differences between individual titles that can make an older iteration more 

appealing than a newer one. 

23



Project/Presentation Scope

● Link 1: Design, Character Portrayals, and Stat 

Progressions
○ RQ1. How does the series use RPG systems and 

characterization as a way to iterate narrative design?

● Link 2: Asset Representation and Evolution
○ RQ2. How does (or doesn’t) the progressively larger chip sizes 

allow the developers to iterate and add appeal to the series’ 

design and aesthetics?

24



Link 1: Design, Character Portrayals, and Stat 

Progressions

25



Character Attributes
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DQVIDQVDQIVDQIIIDQIIDQIAttribute

OOOOOOHit Points (HP)

OOOOOOMagic Points (MP)

OOOOOOStrength (STR)

OOOOOOAgility (AGI)

OOOOOXVitality / Resilience (VIT)

OOOOXXIntelligence / Wisdom (INT)

OOOOOXLuck (LUC)

OXXXXXStyle (STY)
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DQ3DQ2DQ1Feature

4 (custom)3 (fixed)1Max active party

Yes (class 

change)——

Custom classes / 

respec

Introduced: 

132

Reused: 17

Introduced: 78

Reused: 4

Introduced: 

40

Reused: —Enemies

≤ 8, grouped≤ 8, grouped1

Enemy formation 

size

Single · 

Group · AllSingle · GroupSingleTargeting types

Introduced: 

39

Reused: 21

Introduced: 15

Reused: 7

Introduced: 

10

Reused: —Skills/Spells

Introduced: 1

Reused: 4

Introduced: 2

Reused: 2

Introduced: 2

Reused: —Status variety

DQ6DQ5DQ4Feature

Yes(4)Yes(3)Yes (4)Party system

YesNoNo

Class 

customization / 

jobs

Yes (basic)YesNo
Monster 

recruitment

YesYes
Yes 

(mandatory)

AI party control / 

tactics

NoYesYesDay-night cycle

Yes (less)YesYes
Character-driven 

narrative

Yes 

(advanced)
NoNo

Vocation / skill-

mastery system

Evolutions in game mechanics throughout the series



Link 1: The Evolving Characters of Dragon Quest

● Dragon Quest (1986)
○ One playable character. 1 vs 1 combat style

○ Non-linear world progression (with level checks)

■ Save princess

■ Find 3 key items

○ NPC dialogue functions as tutorials and hints

● Dragon Quest II (1987)
○ 3 playable characters (random names) with unique purposes.

○ Much larger focus on narrative presentation.

○ NPC dialogue still mostly for tutorials and hints.

28
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Character Stat Progression in DQ2
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Link 1: The Evolving Characters of Dragon Quest

● Dragon Quest III: Seeds of Salvation (1988)
○ The Hero has a personal attachment to his quest, following in his 

father’s footsteps who was brave but allegedly failed to defeat Zoma.

○ All other companions are DnD-based class archetypes.

■ Soldier, Fighter, Wizard, Priest, Merchant, Goof-Off.

● Dragon Quest IV: Chapters of the Chosen (1990)
○ Structured into 5 chapters that each follow a unique character(s) on a 

personal journey.

○ Each character’s gameplay function is based on a variation of the 

class archetypes from DQ3.

■ But now associated with a unique personality and story.

○ Revolutionary companion AI (auto battle).

○ Considered the first true JRPG (Koyama).

31
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●Dragon Quest V: Hand of the Heavenly Bride (1992)
○Structured into three generations, following the protagonist’s 

growth from child, to adolescent, to adult.

■ Gen 1: Begin the game as a child fighting alongside your 
father.

■ Gen 2: Grow stronger and find your place in the world. Choose 
a wife to marry, who becomes your companion.

■ Gen 3: Fight alongside your children, seeing their growth as 
the game’s real heroes.

○Companions come and go from your team, all fulfilling their own 
roles in the game’s world.

●Dragon Quest VI: Realms of Revelation (1995)
○World is divided into two parallel realms: a Real World and Dream 

World that affect each other.

○Characters have some personality and individuality, but can be 
molded through an iteration of DQ3’s class system. 

Link 1: The Evolving Characters of Dragon Quest
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Link 2: Asset Representation and Evolution
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Chip sizes, Maps, Playtime, Monsters/Sprites, Text



Chip sizes
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DetailsROM CapacityReleaseRegionConsoleGame

PRG0: 32 KB; CHR0: 32 KB; WRAM: 0 KB; VRAM: 0 KB64 KBMay, 1986JPFCDQ1

PRG0: 64 KB; CHR0: 12 KB; WRAM: 8 KB; VRAM: 0 KB80 KBAugust 1989USNESDQ1

PRG0: 128 KB; CHR0: 0 KB; WRAM: 0 KB; VRAM: 8 KB128 KBJanuary, 1987JPFCDQ2

PRG0: 256 KB; CHR0: 0 KB; WRAM: 8 KB; VRAM: 8 KB256 KBSeptember 1990USNESDQ2

PRG0: 256 KB; CHR0: 0 KB; WRAM: 8 KB; VRAM: 8 KB256 KBFebruary, 1988JPFCDQ3

PRG0: 512 KB; CHR0: 0 KB; WRAM: 8 KB; VRAM: 8 KB512 KBMarch 1992USNESDQ3

PRG0: 512 KB; CHR0: 0 KB; WRAM: 8 KB; VRAM: 8 KB512 KBFebruary, 1990JPFCDQ4

PRG0: 512 KB; CHR0: 0 KB; WRAM: 8 KB; VRAM: 8 KB512 KBOctober 1992USNESDQ4

ROM Speed: 200 ns (SlowROM); ROM Bank: LoROM; SRAM Size: 64 Kb12 MbSeptember 1992JPSFCDQ5

ROM Speed: 120 ns (FastROM); ROM Bank: HiROM; SRAM Size: 64 Kb32 MbDecember 1995JPSFCDQ6



Maps (Famicom, Dragon Quest IV)

39

● Overworlds

● Towns

● Dungeons

● Shrines/Houses
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Maps (Super Famicom, Dragon Quest V)

41



42



How long to beat
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Estimated number of words (Japanese Text) per game
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Words Game

6707DQ

19716DQ2

25754DQ3

65281DQ4

65290DQ5

289784DQ6



Discussion: Creatively Scoping Game Design

●“structure is the most critical part of game narrative” (Berger 22) 

○ DQ 3’s conventional structure

○ DQ 4’s chapter structure

○ DQ 5’s generation structure

○ DQ 6’s parallel world structure
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Discussion: Creatively Scoping Game Design

●“structure is the most critical part of game narrative” (Berger 22) 

○ DQ 3’s conventional structure

○ DQ 4’s chapter structure

○ DQ 5’s generation structure

○ DQ 6’s parallel world structure

●“hedonic motivation vs eudaimonic motivation” (Daneels et al.) 

○ Early examples of “poetic gameplay”

● Technical leaps aren’t only significant for game design innovation, but 
presentation and narrative design
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Thank you!
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tile_areapixel_arealocationgame

615043936256overworldsdq1

247181597107townsdq1

259001681412dungeonsdq1

1560103284shrinesdq1

26214416777216overworldsdq2

390062536662townsdq2

19962112843003dungeonsdq2

5725383070shrinesdq2

34746422237696overworldsdq3

33473021541942townsdq3

55089635447925dungeonsdq3

531863440206shrinesdq3

29491218874368overworldsdq4

38555224857600townsdq4

52667233899975dungeonsdq4

430702778843shrinesdq4

7850320149278overworldsdq5

12571932294336townsdq5

26180467131328dungeonsdq5

125573224320shrinesdq5

21390254871315overworldsdq6

26756969278113townsdq6

30407278439838dungeonsdq6

5156313565159shrinesdq6



Sustaining 

Videogame 

Authorship
Approaches for Developer-Centric 

Analysis

Image from Psychodyssey Episode 22



This presentation will:

Offer a theoretical starting point for discussing authorship in 

games; 

Point out existing resources for tracking and understanding the 

creative labour of developers as individuals and teams; 

Apply knowledge from these resources towards a cursory 

analysis of a developer’s creative work. 



The Life of 

the 

Developer

• “a text’s unity lies not in its origin but in its 
destination… the birth of the reader must 
be at the cost of the death of the Author” 
(Barthes 87)

• In literary studies, the author “discovered 
the prestige of the individual” as part of a 
capitalist ideology (Barthes 84)

• The capitalist culture around videogames 
faces the opposite problem. The author is 
either a faceless company name or a 
creative figurehead who the press and 
populace gives more credit than they are 
due. The author function is either black-
boxed or simplified to fit an auteur 
narrative.
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Noclip and Fan Documentaries
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ROM CapacityReleaseConsoleGame

64 KB1986FCDQ1

128 KB1987FCDQ2

256 KB1988FCDQ3

512 KB1990FCDQ4

12 Mb1992SFCDQ5

32 Mb1995SFCDQ6

Cartridge evolution of the original Japanese versions 
of DQ I-VI.



Credits of NieR


