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Foreword 

When I created the first version of Game Maker in 1999, I naturally had no idea that it would 
achieve its current status of the most-used game-creation package in the world. The program was 
still rather limited. You could only create very simple games with it and the package was 
downloaded only a few hundred times per month.  

A lot has changed over the past ten years. New versions of Game Maker were released that 
made it possible to create sophisticated stand-alone games. The number of downloads rose to 
over 150,000 per month, and the company YoYo Games was formed that now develops and 
distributes the program. The site of YoYo Games (www.yoyogames.com) has already collected close 
to 100,000 games made with Game Maker and this number is rapidly increasing.  

But one thing has not changed. Most of the games created with Game Maker are still very 
simple and do not use many of the advanced features that the program offers. They also often 
lack sophistication in their gameplay. One of the reasons for this is that there was no text book for 
the more advanced Game Maker users.  That is, until this book came along. A book dedicated to 
those that have already created their first games and want to learn more. 

Using the popular genre of platform games, the first part of the book introduces various 
advanced aspects of Game Maker. In an entertaining yet precise way, the authors show you how 
to create increasingly complicated versions of the game Zool, resulting in a game of commercial 
quality. Once you have worked your way through this part, you will be able to create many 
interesting platform games yourself. 

To make great games, it is not enough to know the advanced aspects of the Game Maker 
program. It is equally important to understand the design principles on which good games are 
based. In the previous book, The Game Maker’s Apprentice, that I wrote together with Jacob 
Habgood, we introduced some basic game design concepts such as challenges, level and feature 
design, and balance. In the second part of this new book, Jacob and his co-authors take this a step 
further.  

In particular, they explain how to design fascinating storylines and characters and how to 
apply this in your games. As an example, you create a pirate game, Shadows on Deck, which also 
demonstrates the effect of using a very nice silhouetted graphical style. Good storylines will 
stimulate your players to continue playing your games. The players want to find out what is 
happening next. Good character design will create a bond between the player and the characters, 
making them care. They become attached to the characters, which further enhances the game 
play. Use it in your own games and players will appreciate your work a lot more. 

The final part of the book consists of a large reference section with solutions to many 
features that you might want to put in your games. It handles such diverse topics as how to shoot 
to the mouse position, how to create fancy buttons, how to display a mini-map, how to make 
enemies patrol an area, and how to display scrolling text.  It provides answers to many questions 
users might have, making this book a useful companion for every Game Maker user.  



■ FOREWORD 

xiv 

I am convinced that after reading this book, you will be an even better game maker than you 
are now and that you will be able to create games that many players will enjoy. Don’t keep them 
to yourself, though. Share your creations with the rest of the world. You can publish them 
through the YoYo Games web site (www.yoyogames.com) so that everybody can play them for free. 
In 2010, YoYo games will also introduce the possibility to sell your games on the PC and PSP, 
preparing the way for other platforms in the future. So this book could actually be the start of 
your professional career as a console game designer. But, more importantly, it is a book that will 
help you enjoy creating exciting games. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Mark Overmars 

Creator of Game Maker
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Introduction 

Game Maker has become an extremely popular tool for beginners wanting to take their first steps 
into game development. This is hardly surprising, as its intuitive drag-and-drop programming 
system makes it very easy to start creating your own simple games. It’s also possible to make very 
professional-looking games using Game Maker, and you’ve probably already come across some 
impressive offerings made with it on the YoYo Games web site. Nonetheless, it’s not always easy 
for users to see how they can make that leap into creating more professional games for 
themselves—and that is exactly what this book is for. 

We’re focusing on creating platform games this time around, but the development principles 
you’ll learn are applicable to other genres as well. We’ve organized this book into parts based 
around the example games. In Part 1, you’ll be introduced to Fishpod: nature’s first ever platform 
game character, which we’ll use as a way of introducing some of the main issues involved in 
creating platform games. 

In Part 2, we’re going back in time to visit a ninja of the Nth dimension, as we revive the 90s 
classic that is Zool. You’ll learn how to create a slick, commercial-quality platform game almost 
entirely using drag-and-drop programming, and without using any features from the Pro edition 
of Game Maker. Nonetheless, the principles you’ll glean are just as applicable to GML and will 
form the foundation of the platform game “engine” used in the remainder of the book.  
 

Zool: One of the games you’ll learn how to make in this book 
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In Part 3, you’ll follow the development of a new game called Shadows on Deck from its 
initial concept design through to the implementation of a vertical slice of game play.  In the 
process, you’ll learn how to create compelling storylines and interesting characters to inhabit 
your games and keep your players absorbed while they play. You’ll discover how the role of a 
concept artist feeds into the design of a game and gain access to the original animations and 
graphics that we’ve used to create the resources for the game. 
 

 

Shadows on Deck: The final game you’ll learn how to make in this book 

To implement the game play, you’ll see how you can convert the Zool engine into GML and 
enhance it in the process. We’ll gradually transform the colorful playground of Zool into a sinister 
world inhabited by skeletal pirates and filled with fatal traps. We’ll conclude by adding the 
puzzles and dialogue that give this platform-adventure its character. 

Part 4 is something a little different, providing a handy resource for all those essential Game 
Maker features that are needed time and time again in order to create all sorts of different games. 
If you want to know how to add cheat codes, a countdown clock, or smoke trails to your game, 
then it’s all here for you to find. Numerous different game features are covered in this step-by-
step “how-to” guide for Game Maker.   

We really hope that you enjoy this book and that it will be as well-received as its predecessor. 
If you read The Game Maker’s Apprentice, then we hope that it kindled a passion for game 
development that will be sustained in this sequel. If you’re an old-hat to Game Maker, but new to 
our books, then we hope that The Game Maker’s Companion will help you to realize your own 
gaming visions. Either way, we’re confident this book will continue to convey our passion for 
creating games, and impart some of our combined years of experience along the way.  



 

xxiv 

 



P A R T   1 

 
■ ■ ■ 

Fishpod 

“There’s no point trying to run before you can walk,” as the old saying goes. 

This must have been particularly true for the first creature to crawl out of the 

primeval oceans onto dry land. It’s also true if you’ve never created a platform 

game before, so this prehistoric mudskipper will make the perfect companion 

as you take your first steps in platform game development. 
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Greetings, Game Maker 

So here we are, about to embark on another journey into the world of game development. You 
may have joined us last time in The Game Maker’s Apprentice: Game Development for Beginners 
(Apress, 2006), or perhaps you taught yourself the basics of Game Maker under your own steam. 
Either way, we invite you to dust off your trusty keyboard and loosen up your mouse-arm as you 
join us in The Game Maker’s Companion. 

The path ahead is an exciting one and we have a host of new challenges in store to enhance 
your skills as a game developer. Nonetheless, it would be foolish to undertake such a journey 
without making suitable preparations first. Each of you will bring your own unique skills to the 
journey ahead, but you won’t get very far without some level of background knowledge. This 
chapter will equip you with that knowledge, so please make sure you are familiar with it before 
continuing. The majority of this information was covered in our first book, so this chapter simply 
summarizes the important facts as a reminder. It won’t take long to cover the essentials, so let’s 
make a start. This chapter will also serve as a handy reference if you need to check back on 
something later on in the book.  

Resources 
Video games are made up of different kinds of digital resources such as animations, sounds, 
music, and backgrounds. Game Maker lists all of its resources down the left-hand side of the 
main window (see Figure 1–1). These are grouped together into folders according to the different 
kinds of resources that Game Maker supports. You don’t need to know every detail of every kind 
of resource, but you should be generally aware of what each type of resource is for. 

• Sprites: Sprite resources are the digital images that you use to represent foreground 
objects in your games. Game Maker supports loading sprite images from .bmp, .jpg, 
and .gif file formats and now in Game Maker 8, .png and .gmspr as well. You can load 
animated images using the .gif and .gmspr formats, or by treating .png files as 
sequential strips of images by using _stripXX at the end of the file name (where XX = 
the number of frames in the image).  

• Sounds: Sound resources include both sound effects and music for your games. Game 
Maker supports .wav, .mid (MIDI), and .mp3 formats, but .mp3 music can take up a lot 
of space and often contributes to the large size of finished games. 

• Backgrounds: Background resources are digital images that you use to represent the 
background scene of your game. Backgrounds can only contain single images and 
Game Maker can load these images from .bmp, .jpg, .gif, and .png formats.  
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• Paths: Path resources contain a series of points that define a route for object resources 
to follow in the game. These can be either closed looping paths or open paths with a 
start and finish point. 

• Scripts: Script resources contain programming instructions written in Game Maker 
Language (GML). GML provides a more advanced way of programming in Game 
Maker. 

• Fonts: Font resources provide a means of displaying text in your game using the fonts 
installed on your machine. Game Maker grabs images of each character in your 
chosen font so that the player doesn’t need to have the same font installed on their 
machine. 

• Timelines: Timeline resources provide a way of triggering many different actions 
at specific points of time in your game (see Objects for more on actions). 

• Objects: Object resources are the most important of all the resource types in Game 
Maker as they are used to represent all of the active components of your game. 
Objects can respond to events in the game by following a series of actions that you add 
to the event. In this way, you can program the desired behavior for all the different 
components of your game. 

• Rooms: Room resources provide spaces for staging all the visible aspects of your game 
(levels, menus, cut scenes, and so forth) and contain all sorts of settings relating to 
backgrounds, views, and the game window. It also provides an editor for placing 
instances of objects into your rooms to determine their starting positions. 

 

Figure 1–1. The main Game Maker interface with the resource list on the left 
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Instances and Objects 
Objects are the programmable elements of your game and their behavior is directly determined 
by the events and actions that you choose to give them. However, there is an important 
distinction to be made between the object resources, which define the general behavior of objects, 
and the individual object instances, which occupy your game world. Once you have defined the 
behavior of an object resource, then you can place any number of instances of that object in your 
game. All these instances will behave in the same way (because they follow the same events and 
actions), but each has its own variables (position, speed, direction, and so forth) that are unique 
to that instance. If you like, you can think of object resources as being like jelly molds, and 
instances as the jellies you make with them. You only need one mold to make any number of 
jellies that have the same basic structure (see Figure 1–2). 

 

Figure 1–2. Object resources are like jelly molds and you can use them to create any number of object 
instances 

Variables 
A variable is a general programming term for something that can store information. In Game 
Maker, variables can either store a number (for example, 3, -12, 151.33) or some text (for 
example, demons don’t like dragons). You use variables in Game Maker to store all the unique 
information about individual instances, such as their position on the screen, or their speed. So if 
you create a new power variable in the Create event of a dragon object, then every dragon object 
will have this variable, but each instance can have its own different value for power. It’s also worth 
noting that you must assign variables a value (using a Set Variable action, for example) before 
you can use them (with a Test Variable action); otherwise, Game Maker will produce an error. 


