
Things typical in Tomb Raider
by Sponge

This little survey is aimed to point out some reoccurring phenomena in 
Tomb Raider level design. It is remarkable how some elements keep 
coming up both in the original games as well as in custom levels. I 
thought some people might find that interesting. So here's a selection 
of things that strike me as typical devices in classic Tomb Raider game 
design.

Item Placement

The placemet of collectible items depends on the setting of a level to 
some degree. However, I noticed that items, especially puzzle items, are 
often deliberately put on display in a special niche, or even their own 
little room, or shrine, if you will. This makes them seem very special.

 

Showcasing

There's a technique used as early as TR1 that I refer to as showcasing. 
Sometimes an Item is shown early on through a kind of peep hole. You 
know Lara will need it later on but she has to work a bit to get it.  This 
special mode of Item Placement creates an understanding of the tasks 
that need to be done to get it. It also helps to create some suspense.
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Secret Doors

Another traditional phenomenon in the Tomb Raider games is doors 
that are very hard to detect. There are instances throughout TR1-3 
when a camera will show you a wall or a bookcase that suddenly opens 
into another room or hallway. It create an aha-reaction in a player.

Long Ladders

Especially Tomb Raider II featured some very long ladders, generally 
used in combination with a particular audio file (No. 6 in the TRII 
soundtrack), the long-Way-Up jingle, as it is called. Whenever Lara has 
to move up to (much) higher altitudes, this combination of movement 
and music can create a certain atmosphere to go with it.

Massive Masses
 

Something else adding to the climbing experiences in Tomb Raider games 
are sheer masses of material. Be it magma mounds that Lara must avoid, 
or a mountain of heavy rocks and debris she has to Move, or avalanches 
of Sand and mud she needs to make her way around. These masses are a 
nice Means to make ways in altitude a bit more challenging, and they are 
mostly easy to texturise, too!
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Colossal Statues

Something that's made frequent and numerous appearances in all classic 
TR games are colossal monuments as a part of the architectural design. 
The creators of the original games have created several sphynxes, for 
instance.

Sometimes statues don't just serve decorative purposes, however, but are 
actually included in the gameplay. Lara had to climb the giant Buddha 
statue in TRII to get to a receptacle, for example, and a niche in the back 
of the statue was used to hide [Spoiler altert!] a golden dragon. 

Since the degree of detail you can include when building with TRLE 
architecture alone is fairly limited, level designers have often only 
built parts or used static objects to accentuate faces and further detail. 

Climbable Vehicles

Another type of massive structural design, and somewhat of a modern 
counterpart to the climbable statues, are climbable and massive vehicles.
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Several means of land, rail, sea and air transport have made appearances 
in the original TR games. The classic games involved an airplane, a 
seaplane, boats and ships, a submarine, a UFO, a cargo train, a London 
Underground train, and several more. 

Notwithstanding, the variety of massive vehicles has been extended even 
further by the Tomb Raider custom level community.

Raiding off into the sunset

This is the Tomb Raider equivalent to riding off into the sunset. It just 
means making the end room a special experience, such as a breathtaking, 
beautiful room, or an escape route, or a Pick-Up location, for instance.
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Customised Material

It does not take much to customise a texture and raise the esthetic 
quality of a Tomb Raider custom level. even if textures differ just a bit 
from their prototype, they can be used as a hint of some sort. The same 
goes for objects that are slightly changed in tint or texture. 

Entirely new textures and objects, even if small in numbers, on the other 
hand, do not just open up new possibilities for decoration and gameplay, 
but can also help make a level even more memorable. 

Typical Lara …

Thanks for reading! A lot more could have been shown here. This is just 
a small collection of what I noticed when playing Tomb Raider. I hope 
you could take something out of this overview. Maybe I was able inspire 
an idea you can apply to a level you are building, or bring some 
awareness of reoccuring elements to you that will help you spot more 
of them when you're playing a game. 

Cheers, 
Sponge
December 2019
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