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Working Under Constraints 

Designing a level based on a real historical event is not the same as designing a fictional one. 
Every spatial and aesthetic decision had to answer to a prior reality: the actual town of Pinsk in 
January 1943, the actual prison, the actual participants. This document outlines what that meant 
in practice, where I imposed constraints on myself to stay historically grounded, and where I 
allowed deliberate liberties to serve the level design, always justified by period-accurate 
references. 
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Design Intent: Reconstruction and Gameplay 

The core ambition of this level is to let the player experience the Pinsk raid as it happened, or as 
close to it as the medium allows. History, however, does not automatically make good level 
design. A strictly faithful reconstruction of the raid would produce a level that is slow, confusing, 
and spatially undramatic. The gap between what happened and what is fun to play is real, and 
bridging it is the central design problem of this project. 

The approach I defined before production began was to treat the level in two distinct phases, with 
different relationships to the historical record. 

The approach and infiltration phases: designed for gameplay first 
The forest approach and the urban infiltration leading to the prison are not documented in detail 
in the historical record. The real unit arrived, staged, and moved into position, but the specific 
spatial experience of that movement is not recoverable from sources. This is where I have the 
most design freedom, and I used it to build the pacing and tension structure the level needs: 
controlled sight lines, escalating guard density, a disguise mechanic that gives the player agency 
before the raid itself begins. 

These phases are grounded in the historical setting (the correct geography, the correct period, 
the correct factions) but their spatial logic is designed, not reconstructed. The goal is to make the 
player feel the weight of what is about to happen, not to document how the unit got there. 

The raid phase: reconstructed as closely as possible 
The prison assault is the moment where the historical record becomes precise enough to follow 
closely, and where I committed to doing so. The entry through the gate, the cutting of the 
telephone line, the sequence of rooms, the cell block, the extraction of the prisoners: these beats 
are all historically documented and are reproduced in the level in the order and spatial logic the 
sources describe. 

Certain elements were necessarily gamified. The combat with the guards is more sustained than 
the historical account suggests (the real exchange lasted seconds). The telephone line cut is a 
player objective. The number of prisoners has been reduced for narrative clarity. But the structural 
sequence of the raid, what happened where and in what order, is kept intact. The player who 
knows the history should recognize what they are doing and why. 

This distinction between the two halves of the level is a deliberate editorial choice, not a 
compromise. The approach exists to create the conditions for the raid to land with the weight it 
deserves. The raid exists to honor what actually happened. 
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Constraint 1: The Topography of Pinsk, 1943 

Because the level is set in a real city, the layout of that city is not a design choice but a starting 
condition. The street grid, the position of the prison relative to the river Pina, the rail line to the 
north, the density of the urban blocks in the center: all of these come from the historical record 
and had to be reproduced before any gameplay consideration could be applied. 

 
Pinsk city map, Stand 1938 

 
Pinsk today, satellite view (Google Maps) 

Two cartographic sources were used in parallel: a period map of Pinsk dated 1938 and modern 
satellite imagery, which allowed me to verify which urban structures have survived and which 
have disappeared. The comparison between the two was essential for understanding which parts 
of the 1943 city I was reconstructing from scratch versus which parts still exist in a recognizable 
form. 

The 1941 German Stadtplan (1:5000) was the primary cartographic source for the level layout, 
providing street widths, building footprints, and the exact position of the prison complex relative 
to surrounding streets. It defined the approach corridors, the sightline geometry, and the escape 
route before a single piece of geometry was placed. 
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Period floor plan of the Pinsk prison complex, used as the spatial backbone for the prison raid phase. 

The prison floor plan was treated with the same rigor: the positions of the cell block, chancellery, 
guardhouse, and courtyard gate are derived from the period document. These are constraints, 
not design choices. The design work began where the archive stopped. 
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Constraint 2: Photographic References for Pinsk, 1943 

Reconstructing the visual identity of a city in 1943 requires photographic sources. For Pinsk, this 
proved difficult: the town was remote, relatively undocumented by Western sources, and much of 
it was destroyed or rebuilt after the war. The available photographic record is sparse and uneven. 

What period photographs exist show a mixed urban fabric: stone and brick commercial buildings 
along the main arteries, wooden residential structures on secondary streets, orthodox church 
silhouettes on the skyline, unpaved roads in the outlying blocks. These images became the direct 
visual brief for the level's architecture. 

 
Pinsk, Plyta Nieznanego Zolnierza, period postcard  

Pinsk main street with Franciscan church, interwar 
period 

 
Pinsk residential street, wooden construction, period 

photograph 

 
Eastern European urban vernacular, period reference 

For areas where no direct Pinsk photographs could be found, I sourced reference images from 
the same geographic zone and the same period: towns in the Polesie and Brest regions with 
comparable architecture. This is documented practice in historical reconstruction work, and it is 
the basis for any building in the level that cannot be directly traced to a Pinsk photograph. 
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Liberty 1: Buildings Without Direct Evidence 

Not every building in the level can be sourced to a Pinsk photograph. Some structures were 
required by level design logic (cover geometry, sightline breaks, pacing beats) in locations where 
the photographic record is silent. In these cases, I did not invent freely: I sourced equivalent 
structures from the same region and period and used them as direct references. 

The rule I set for myself was that any building in the level had to be architecturally plausible for 
Pinsk in 1943, meaning it could have existed there even if I have no evidence that it did. Every 
liberty of this type is covered by a period reference image, not a stylistic invention. The level 
should read as historically credible, not historically accurate in every detail, because the latter is 
impossible given the available evidence. 
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Constraint 3: Adapting the City for Gameplay 

Reproducing the topography of a real city and making it playable are two different problems. A 
1:1 map of Pinsk's 1943 street grid would be unplayable: too wide, too open, sightlines extending 
hundreds of meters, no pacing structure, no spatial hierarchy. The historical constraint and the 
design requirement are in direct tension here. 

The resolution I applied was consistent: preserve the identity of each space (its position, its 
relationship to adjacent structures, its approximate scale) while compressing dimensions and 
shaping geometry to serve readability and flow. Streets are narrower than their real equivalents. 
Building masses are denser. The river Pina, which in reality sits at a distance from the prison, 
functions as a closer boundary in the level to make the extraction phase feel spatially constrained. 

These are the same trade-offs a set designer makes when staging a real location for film: the 
essential spatial truth is kept, the exact dimensions are adapted to the medium. 
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Liberty 2: Character Identification 

The real participants of the Pinsk raid wore civilian clothes and used Soviet partisan disguises 
deliberately, to misdirect German reprisals toward the Soviet resistance rather than the Home 
Army. No Polish insignia, no armband, no visible AK identification. This is historically documented 
and central to the operation's logic. 

For the level, I made a deliberate departure from this: the player character and allied units wear 
a Polish resistance armband, the characteristic AK identifier recognizable to anyone familiar with 
the period. I made this choice for a single reason: without it, a player unfamiliar with the history 
has no visual cue for who they are or whose side they are on. The armband is the fastest, most 
legible way to communicate identity. 

This is the clearest case in the project of gameplay readability taking priority over strict historical 
accuracy. The decision is documented here precisely because it is a liberty, not an oversight. The 
armband is historically real, worn by AK fighters across occupied Poland during this period; it 
simply was not worn during this specific operation. 
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Summary: Design Brief 

The constraints and liberties documented above can be summarized as a working brief, the kind 
that would govern a level based on licensed IP or a real-world location in a professional context: 

• The urban layout of Pinsk, 1943, is the starting condition. Street grid, river position, and 
prison location are fixed. 

• All architecture must be period-accurate for the Polesie region, 1943, whether sourced 
directly from Pinsk photographs or from equivalent regional references. 

• Spatial dimensions may be adapted for gameplay readability, provided the essential 
identity of each space is preserved. 

• Any departure from the historical record must be justified by a design reason and 
covered by a period-accurate reference where applicable. 

• Character identification may use anachronistic or operation-specific liberties where 
legibility for the player requires it. 

 

Working within these constraints produced a level that is historically grounded without being a 
reconstruction exercise. The discipline of the brief is what gives the final design its coherence: every space, 
every building, every character reads as belonging to the same specific place and moment, because they 
were all held to the same set of requirements. 
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