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ABSTRACT

Title of Thesis: Glass

Danielle Tonnessen, Master of Arts/Game Design, 2023

Thesis Directed by: Professor Ben Fulcher, Game Design Department

This project is a full walking simulator video game and includes a demonstration of a variety of 

game design and development skills, including pre-development documentation, narration, game 

design audio, graphics, post-processing, UI elements and animation. Additionally, the project 

promotes the author’s ability in creative writing, and involves mental health subject matter with a 

focus on trauma processing, hypnosis, and survivor’s guilt.

Keywords: Student Video Game Development, Walking Simulator, Narration, Video Game 

Documentation, Mental Health Themes
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Introduction/Background Information

Video games are an especially fascinating medium given their diversity and lightning- 

fast rise in popularity. Video games can teach students history and literature, can train army 

recruits, can allow a player to fly a spaceship and conquer alien worlds, and to meet and 

compete with other players from across the world. With so many genres and types of game 

designs, from action to horror, from first person shooters to 2D platformers, the possibilities for 

video game design are endless. It is common knowledge that there has been controversy 

surrounding video games and their effects on the population, but there have also been 

substantial advancements in the use of video games, including in their wide-spreading reach.

Video game designers can now reach audiences on an unprecedented level and make a 

difference in society.

The game design created for this thesis directed project is a walking simulator game 

entitled Glass. A walking simulator game is a design that excludes some of the more 

conventional mechanics of gaming— such as action, combat, and win-loss conditions— and 

instead focuses on the game’s narrative and puzzle-solving. While walking simulator games 

had a slow start, they have taken off exponentially in the past several years. Glass is a 

psychological mystery game for PC, created in the Unity game engine. As with walking 

simulator games, it is viewed through the first-person perspective and the player must solve 

puzzles to progress through the game and complete the narrative. In Glass, the player finds 

themselves in a strange world with ethereal features and elements; players are given no 

indication of what brought them there or who they are. They encounter strange items, puzzles 

and shadowy scenes, as well as a mysterious author who communicates with the player through 

notes found throughout the game. The game progresses from airy and dream-like to fiery and
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nightmarish. The player must solve puzzles to progress from level to level, to finally uncover 

the identity of the mysterious author, and to discover what brought them to the world of Glass. 

This game concept includes themes of trauma processing, hypnosis, dream-interpretation, and 

survivor’s guilt.

Literature Review

A Game Design Document (GDD) is a document that serves as the pre-production/planning 

portion of a game’s development. It helps to align anyone that may be working on the game to 

a single vision and serves as a “master checklist.” It is comprised of several detailed sections, 

including game concept/overview, theme, environment style, gameplay/mechanics, storyline, 

characters, level plans, user interface information/plans and reference images, as well as a 

section for any development (post-planning) changes to the GDD. Another document that can 

be incredibly useful to the planning phase of the project is a Game Walkthrough document, 

which is similar to the GDD, but provides a much more detailed view of the narrative and 

mechanics in the game.

A “walking simulator” game is a first-person game that generally omits traditional aspects 

of a video game, such as win/loss conditions and combat. While once considered an almost 

slang term, walking simulator games have gained a foothold in the game design industry in the 

past several years and have paved the way for this type of game becoming more common. As a 

genre, walking simulator games have their own alluring qualities, such as an immersive 

narrative, engaging puzzles and problem solving, mesmerizing graphics, and emotion- 

provoking music. In the game concept for the Glass project, the first-person player finds 

themselves in a strange world where they encounter shadowy reflections, strange items, and
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immersive puzzles. The player also encounters cryptic notes along their way through the world, 

written by a mysterious author. The game starts out light, airy and dreamlike and descends into 

dark and nightmarish. Unknown to the player until the end of the game, the “mysterious 

author” is the player’s unconscious trying to communicate with their consciousness relating to 

a traumatic event they are processing in their mind. At the end of the game, the player “wakes 

up” from hypnosis. The goal for this project is to use the popularity and far-reaching audience 

video games are capable of to further reduce the stigma around mental health in society. Each 

level of the game contains dream symbolism/manifestation related to mental health and 

representations of the five stages of grief. These stages of grief were purposely not placed in 

order throughout the game, as they help represent the chaotic state of the player’s mind.

Several sources were reviewed in preparation for, and in design of, this project. An 

article by Berland (2008) describes the experience of Oskar Kokoschka, who worked with 

Sigmund Freud. It discusses dreams Kokoschka had and the parallels between Freud’s ideas of 

dreamworlds and Kokoschka’s actual experiences and reactions. The article is full of 

metaphors and poetry, which give the reader vivid visual imagery—an element that supports 

the “dreamworld” setting of the Glass project’s environment, as well as its alignment to some 

of the psychological theories of Freud. Another article by psychoanalyst and associate college 

professor of psychopathology and psychoanalysis, Celine Masson, discusses the Freudian 

methods of interpreting dreams. Freud was known to have said that dreams were a way of the 

mind to process repressed experiences (2013). Strongman (2014) discusses analogies between 

dreaming and mental states, including waking and memory. The author also discusses how 

memories are referenced through dreams.
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One source referenced for this project is a recorded 2013 interview between Marlo and 

psychoanalyst Kalsched. In this interview, Kalsched discusses trauma and approaches to the 

treatment of trauma. Because the game concept of Glass revolves around trauma and how 

humans process trauma, this source was very informational from a mental health professional’s 

perspective. An additional related source that was referenced in this project was a poem by 

Kirkpatrick (2012) about survivor’s guilt, which is yet another prominent theme in Glass. A 

poem that is directly used in this project as an “in-game clue” is the poem “Survivor’s Guilt” 

by Robert J. Teiss (2020).

An article by a professor of fictional studies discusses narratives in contemporary 

storytelling and how video games can reveal the concepts found within literature (Case, 2018). 

Due to the walking simulator game design being highly narrative, having multiple perspectives 

to reference on the concept of narration in video games was very valuable in the creation of this 

Game Design Document and in the design of the Game Walkthrough Document. Another 

source written by college professor of design and technology, Dickey (2005), discusses 

strategies for game designers in keeping players engaged through the elements of narratives 

and interactive design.

There were a few sources that were referenced relating to music, including its ability to 

evoke emotions and the technical application of these two interrelating concepts. One source in 

particular that was referenced was written by a college music instructor and hypnotherapist, 

Cornett-Murtada (2009). In this article, Cornett-Murtada reviews altered states of 

consciousness, hypnotherapy, and music. One of the objectives for the game involves the 

inclusion of captivating, hypnotic, emotion-provoking music that enhances the game’s thematic 

elements of hypnosis and mental states, so relating articles helped to craft the game’s design
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immensely. Another article, by authors Eerola and Vuoskoski (2013), as well as an article by 

Young (2013), specifically discusses how music relates to the evocation of emotions, by 

summoning certain responses in the brain. Beats at different frequencies cause different parts of 

the brain to respond. For example, delta waves, which have a frequency of between 1 and 3 Hz, 

can grant us access to our unconscious mind. Another source, written by an assistant professor 

of music technology, Walzer (2016), discusses various methods of music technology and sound 

design.

There were a few sources that were referenced relating to music, including its ability to 

evoke emotions and the technical application of these two interrelating concepts. One source in 

particular that was referenced was written by a college music instructor and hypnotherapist, 

Cornett-Murtada (2009). In this article, Cornett-Murtada discusses altered states of 

consciousness, hypnotherapy and music. One of the objectives for the game involves the 

inclusion of captivating, hypnotic, emotion-provoking music that enhances the game’s thematic 

elements of hypnosis and mental states, so relating articles helped to craft the game’s design 

immensely. Another article, by authors Eerola and Vuoskoski (2013), as well as an article by 

Young (2013), specifically discusses how music relates to the evocation of emotions. Another 

source, written by an assistant professor of music technology, Walzer (2016), discusses various 

methods of music technology and sound design.

One additional prominent element in the game’s design was the use of puzzles and 

problem-solving. An article that was referenced to research this element was written by 

researchers Melero and Hernandez-Leo (2014) and discusses puzzle-based strategies in video 

games and how to utilize puzzles to work with a player’s memory and problem-solving 

abilities.
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Research Methodology

The sources researched in this project generally make use of qualitative methodology, 

describing data in terms of experiences, observations, and non-numerical data. These sources 

include case studies, interviews, and narrative studies. While Game Design does make use of 

quantitative methodology in some cases, through the use of comparative numerical data, charts, 

etc., this is not seen predominately in the sources obtained and used in this project. The sources 

for this project were obtained primarily through Lindenwood University’s library databases— 

primarily the JSTOR database—although a few were obtained on the free web. The academic 

sources follow the criteria for credible sources, including the guidelines for recency, authority, 

relevance, accuracy, and purpose.

This project is focused on the themes and concepts of mental health, dream analysis, 

trauma processing, and survivor’s guilt, which have been studied by professionals for several 

years. The most prominent goal for this project was to create a game that gives an accurate, 

honest, and unbiased look into mental health through a medium that does not always do so. 

While awareness of mental health and access to mental health services have expanded 

significantly over the past decade and the stigma of mental health disorders has declined with 

the rise of the current generation, there is still much work to be done to further reduce its 

stigmatization in society. According to the National Institute of Mental Health (2022), there are 

currently almost 53 million American adults between the ages of 18 and 44 that suffer from 

mental illness, with less than half of those individuals actually receiving care for mental illness.

A walking simulator game is a relatively new genre of video game design, with its rise 

in popularity only gaining momentum in recent years. Due to this and to a lesser variety of 

popular walking simulator video games to reference (in relation to other video game genres),
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other topics that were researched in design of this project were narration and storytelling, which 

are prominent features of the walking simulator design. Similarly, music theory and puzzle- 

solving were also researched. These sources, like those on mental health, have followed the 

criteria for credible sources by aligning with the CRAAP (Currency, Relevance, Authority, 

Accuracy and Purpose) criteria.

The tools used to create the Glass project have included Gannt charts, Game Design 

Documentation (GDD), Walkthrough Documentation (narration), the Unity game engine, level 

grey-boxing (outlining a level in-engine without the addition of detail), concept art drafting, 

and imagery referencing. The Game Design Document, which was created during the Graduate 

Seminar semester, allowed completion of the initial design and outline of the game, including 

details such as level outlines, art and music highlights, storyline, and reference imagery. In the 

Thesis I semester, Gannt charts helped to set a timeline of deadlines in which to complete the 

project. The Walkthrough Document was a useful tool in organizing and presenting the specific 

details of the project’s design, including its comprehensive narration, item placement, and 

puzzle mechanics.

Production and Analysis

Game design classically follows a systematic timeline. There is the initial concept phase 

(where a designer mentally develops and brainstorms their design ideas, followed by the 

planning/pre-production phase. This leads to the production phase, followed by the post- 

production phase. Between the Graduate Seminar and Thesis I/ Directed Project semesters, the 

planning and pre-production phases were essentially completed. In this phase, a complete 

Game Design Document (GDD) was completed, which involved creation of a thorough outline
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of the game design, including the story overview, reference imagery, character outlines, menu 

mockups, art, music and video highlights, and level outlines. Next, a Gannt chart was created to 

help keep deadlines and milestone due dates organized and met. Following the Gannt Chart, 

work on the game’s walkthrough took place, which documented the complete narration and 

mechanics of the game. The Thesis Project Prospectus was also completed at this point. In the 

Thesis II semester, the production phase of the project was completed, including level grey- 

boxing, final details, music, texturing, UI elements and post processing.

Game Outline/ Walkthrough Document Attachment
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