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Towers of Pen

Puzzle experiences that zoom out and out

And out and out and out and out and out

And keep going forever. Forever? Who knows?

If you can read this line, you’re not paying enough attention to what I’m saying.
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Andrew Plotkin

• Hadean Lands (and a lot of other text 
adventures)

• I help organize NarraScope (IF conference)

• System’s Twilight (way back in the ’90s)

• “Capture the Flag with Stuff”

• I named Werewolf
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Back in 1978...

I will spare you the photo of me as an eight-year-old
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Colossal Cave, Crowther and Woods, 1976-7
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Powers of Ten, Charles and Ray Eames, 1968
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Baba Is You, Hempuli, 2019
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Carto, 2021

Slider, 2024Cocoon, 2023

The Fool’s Errand, 1987
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“Don’t come here to Dunny, not yet.”
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“The whole book, fool, did you bring the whole darn book?”
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Diagnosis

• You’re playing a game

• You discover a new layer
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Diagnosis

• You’re playing a game

• You discover a new layer

• The original layer gets out of your way
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Robot Odyssey, The Learning Co., 1984
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Modern electronics builders

• https://nandgame.com/

• https://www.nand2tetris.org/

• https://turingcomplete.game/

• https://asteriskman7.github.io/dldtg/  
(Digital Logic Design: The Game)
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Except for INTERCAL

• X mingle Y:  Take bits alternately from X 
and Y.

• X select Y:  Take from X whichever bits 
correspond to 1’s in Y, and pack these bits to 
the right.

(also by Don Woods, by the way)
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Diagnosis

• You’re playing a game

• You discover a new layer

• The original layer gets out of your way

• But not entirely
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SOLAS 128,  Amicable Animal, 2021
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Narrative zooming

• What do you do today, at home? 
...Has results this week on your street

• What do your friends do this week on your 
street? 
...Has results this month in your neighborhood.

• What do your neighbors do this month in 
your neighborhood? 
...Has results this year in your city.
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Diagnosis (reprise)

• You’re playing a game (puzzle, narrative, 
choice...?)

• You discover a new layer (verbs made of 
smaller verbs)

• The original layer gets out of your way (new 
game of composite actions)

• But not entirely (you sometimes backtrack)
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Andrew Plotkin

email:  erkyrath@eblong.com 

blog:  blog.zarfhome.com

bluesky:  @eblong.com 

mastodon:  mastodon.gamedev.place/@zarfeblong


