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Preface

The philosopher Slavoj Žižek has a Call of Duty: Black Ops poster on the wall of his apartment. The novelists John Lanchester and Will Self have written about videogames in the London Review of Books. The Victoria & Albert Museum’s exhibition, British Design 1948–2012, included videogames. And a surprising proportion of American teenage males say they want to be snipers when they grow up: a dream that was surely nurtured by stealthy console-based ultraviolence. Games have come a long way.

In 2000, I published Trigger Happy, a book that analysed videogames by exploring what they shared with painting, film, literature, architecture, and other forms — and, crucially, how they differed. The gambit of the book was to assume that taking games seriously as an artform could result in more interesting conversations about their aesthetics and psychology. 

Thirteen years later, some things haven’t changed — there is still a deep contradiction, as I argued back then, in the idea of “interactive storytelling” — but a lot of other things have. There is now a lot more interesting critical writing on videogames around, and games’ powers of representation have reached the stage where a clip of ArmA II can be accidentally broadcast by a British TV news programme whose producers thought it showed a real-life incident of IRA members shooting down a helicopter. Modern games furnish richly realized worlds in which, if one doesn’t want to follow orders, one can still indulge in a diverting kind of psychotic flânerie. But their increasing naturalism often enables them to smuggle in unexamined political and cultural assumptions, too.

That is one of the critical themes that has emerged in my writing on videogames since Trigger Happy, in the column of the same name published monthly in Edge magazine. This book is an edited and revised selection of those columns. Why can’t a wargame be anti-war? Could simulated torture be an argument against it? How is the Tomb Raider series like the oeuvre of Mark Rothko? What are self co-op, cognitive panic, and unreliable agency? Why might Nietzsche have enjoyed Donkey Kong? Why are designers acting as recruiters for “national-security ideology”? Why does “gamification” spit on the downtrodden? And why do so many videogames take the form of imaginary jobs? To find out, read on…

London, June 2013


I. ART


Master of Puppets

There is something haunting about the posable wooden human figures designed for artists. The head a smooth blank mask; expressionless and sexless, the human body reduced to its geometric essence. Echochrome’s protagonist is one of these mannequins, hinting perhaps at an allegory of the relationship between player and game. The wooden doll in the artist’s shop is a mere tool, a puppet to be manipulated in the service of a project about which it knows nothing.

When you play a videogame, are you an artist manipulating your digital wooden puppet as you like on the screen? Or are you instead the puppet itself, led by the nose through a series of arbitrary contortions according to the artist-designer’s purposes, in a weightless dance that soon fades into nothingness? “Congratulations,” the game says at the end, “you adopted all the poses that were required of you. Now you can climb back into your cardboard box until the next time.”

In Echochrome, you don’t even control the mannequin. It flails dreamily as it freefalls between levels, then lands on a plane and begins walking, intent on forward motion at all costs, heedless of environmental risk — rather like the human race itself. You are cast as – what? – a benign god, whose point of view creates reality: if you cannot see a gap, it isn’t there, and so your articulated (but inarticulate) figure can cross it.

I’d like to believe that Echochrome is one of the most important videogames of the last few years. I had, after all, expressed the wish in Trigger Happy that games ought to play more creatively with visual ambiguities, to learn from the perspectival games of Giovanni Piranesi or M. C. Escher. And here is an Escherian universe come to life, with those iconic eternal staircases, and a vertiginous sense of architectural fluidity.

The gorgeous string-quartet compositions of Hideki Sakamoto certainly represent one of the outstanding achievements in videogame music – not simply because of the novelty of hearing a string quartet in a game, but because the way the spaces between the four string voices expand and contract independently, breathing the harmony, furnishes such a perfectly appropriate sonic counterpart to the game’s central idea: the expansion and contraction of the spaces in the environment as the perspective changes. Distance yawns both on screen and in the music, and is then collapsed to unison or consonance.

The overall effect of Echochrome is one of surprisingly powerful melancholy, and one can only wonder at Sony’s crassness in packaging the game, in the west, with lurid happy colours and a photograph of a woman spurting think bubbles, as though this were one of those pony-training games for kids. Presumably the marketing droids didn’t trust, or understand, Echochrome’s beautiful austerity. This same austerity, however, also leaves the game’s mechanical drawbacks visible in uncomfortable relief. Too often, one senses the nagging hand of the designer, hurrying you past an angle that ought to represent a solution but which has pre-emptively been deemed a too-easy shortcut. Too often, one ends up spinning the world aimlessly until the “right” answer appears by chance.

After a few tens of levels, I stopped playing. But the game’s atmosphere persists strongly in my memory, convincing me that Echochrome’s path is an admirable one. Videogames built on speed, colour and explosions are great, but there ought also to be space for what we might want to call quiet gaming. Gaming that requires you to think, and look, more deeply than usual, where restrictions of the aesthetic palette (in terms not just of vision, but also sound and kinetic potential) can force us to find a richer experience in what seems muted or obscure. There are hints of this in games like Flow, or even the much-maligned Myst series. I am not thinking of merely a “chillout” game experience, but a species of simplicity that would engender greater intensity, that would demand and reward deeper engagement, rather than treating us as (dis)posable wooden dolls.

In this way, Echochrome reminded me of my experience in a couple of New York museums this summer, looking at Ad Reinhardt’s “black” paintings. At first they look simply like canvases painted entirely black, and you think: “Yeah, yeah”. But stand in front of one for minutes, and let your eyes adjust: you see they are not completely black, but also contain impossibly deep reds, greens or blues, arranged in ghostly cruciform patterns. The thunder of the city outside subsides and you are transported to a place of whispers and ghosts. It’s almost a meditative experience; or, according to your preferences, perhaps a religious one. There is joy in shooting down helicopters and bitchslapping giant mechs, but there’s no reason why videogames couldn’t also set off further down the road to a place like Reinhardt’s.

Edge 194, October 2008


Scrolling Scrolling Scrolling

Scrolling is something we all do with nary a second’s thought nowadays, swiping up on our smartphone screens, flicking a mouse-wheel or just banging the spacebar. Nothing in everyday technology could be more humdrum. Yet scrolling used to be terrifying. If there’s one sensation that the classic videogames of the 1970s and 1980s provide that a modern 3D exploration-faceshooter can’t, it’s the gnawing anxiety induced by unstoppable, ineluctable scrolling. 

For reasons rarely explained by the developers of arcade games such as Scramble, your ship had a minimum speed below which it could not operate. Even though you were in space, you couldn’t just aimlessly hover. Moving forwards at a certain rate, towards your certain doom, was existentially obligatory. In Defender, bidirectional scrolling was a tool, to allow the player to navigate a large wraparound play area. But in the sidescrollers and upscrollers, the game scrolls regardless of your input. It’s more like an enemy than a tool, even as it is also the engine of your apparent progress. 

The Greek philosopher Heraclitus said that you can’t step into the same river twice. He meant that classic videogames rarely live up to fond memories. So I found when playing the PS Mini version of SNK’s 1981 ineluctable-scrolling arcade game, Vanguard, which I first played on a wet summer holiday as an amazed child. Vanguard was indeed in its era’s technical vanguard: it was one of the earliest games that scrolled in both horizontal and vertical directions (and combinations of the two), and the first that featured four-way shooting. It had synthesized speech and inspiringly heroic movie-theme tunes, that gave way to crazy plinky circus music or a deafening, alarming siren. The beautifully abstract environment — glowing geometric boxes (Mountain Zone) or lines (Stripe Zone) — and weird enemies (those shivering worms) are still impressive. But Vanguard, it turns out, isn’t one of those old-school games that is still amazingly playable today, such as Defender or Robotron. 

The mournful inevitability of Vanguard’s scrolling, however, is still intact, generating (as it gets faster on each round) a building tension between “I want to progress further” and “Stuff is coming at me too fast”. Since Vanguard’s cavern is supposed to be inside an asteroid, by the way, it reminds us that we can choose to interpret any ineluctable-scrolling shooter according to a relativistic frame of reference that defines your ship as more or less motionless, darting forwards and back a bit, while an entire world drifts inevitably by. You might think the ship in Vanguard is flying through the asteroid, unable to fly more slowly than an arbitrary minimum speed, but maybe the asteroid is flying past it. (To make the gestalt shift between these two ways of seeing a game while playing it does tend to mess with one’s head, as when you’re on a stationary train and are confused into thinking it’s in motion because another train is moving outside the window.) 

The closest way in which a modern FPS or TPS can come to ineluctable scrolling’s peculiar sense of slow-motion fatalism is in one of those on-rails sections in which the NPCs are driving a truck and you’re standing up unprotected in the back like an idiot, gaily letting off your rocket-launcher at hundreds of enemies with tanks. But the genius of the old ineluctable-scrolling paradigm is that it gives you freedom to speed up or slow down relative to the overall enslaving leftward march of pixels, thus tempting you to think you can outwit your predestined failure before sneeringly smashing you against virtual rock or silently chuckling as you dash forward only to impale yourself on a bullet.

And this is why we still need 2D games, such as FuturLab’s superb vertically scrolling puzzle shoot-‘em-up Velocity, whose visuals seem almost deliberately drab, the better for the player to appreciate the gorgeous colours of the music and the ingenious formal ideas. The genre’s challenge of manoeuvring continuously through space is here twinned with the discontinuity of teleportation: no longer a last-ditch panic button (like hyperspace in Asteroids or Defender), but the strategic ability to blink through walls at will. (Of course, a 2D top-down view here is essential for the strategic overview of the environment.) 

As with its old-school forebears, the most powerful enemy in Velocity is not any of the opposing ships, but the ineluctable scrolling itself, and the constant threat of being crushed at the bottom of the screen. Velocity’s designers have clearly thought hard about the metaphysics and psychology of scrolling, and they play some clever jokes with it. You can’t slow the scrolling down, but you can speed it up directly with a “scroll boost”. And you can shoot the letters of the credits as they scroll lazily past: a nice comment, perhaps, on the domesticized blandness of scrolling in modern office programs, or an inspiring hint at the possibility of a more combative style of literary criticism. An inspiration for my day-job, then, as well as the best game currently on my Vita: the entropic demon of scrolling restored to its malign sovereignty over us all.

Edge 244, July 2012


Tears for Gears

Since at least Final Fantasy VII, an argument has been abroad that “emotional” content is what signals (or will signal) videogames’ “maturity”. But this idea, lately rampant in the mainstream coverage of Heavy Rain, often conflates two very different processes — depicting emotion (in the game’s “characters”) versus evoking emotion (in the player). When such discussions do explicitly centre on the player’s response, meanwhile, we find built in a crude unreflective hierarchy of emotion — at the top of which sits, for some reason, crying.

So, wait. Why would crying at a videogame represent the summit of possible player experience? One may cry at the most meretricious and manipulative Hollywood scene featuring a dog or small child, but that doesn’t prove it’s a work of art. Conversely, I did not weep a single tear while watching Apocalypse Now or reading The Master and Margarita. Why is crying thought superior to or more authentic than laughing, or feeling terrified or joyously triumphant, or experiencing what I have long argued is the central emotional territory of many of the best videogames, the emotion of aesthetic wonder? 

This strange ideal of the sobbing gamer is perhaps ascribable to a continuing (and mystifying) literary anxiety among some of gaming’s promoters. One mainstream newspaper review of Bioshock 2, for example, contained the cringeworthy claim: “There is an ongoing argument about whether games can be considered as literature, and this one presents by far the most compelling case yet for ‘yes’.” Here, the term “literature” is presumably being used synecdochically to mean “culture” or “art”, because otherwise the claim is absurd on its face. But it is probably from literature — and specifically, from some vague memory of the “pity and terror” that Aristotle says spectators should feel on witnessing dramatic tragedy — that we derive the acid test of making-you-cry for deciding when games are good.

The 36-hour animated movie that ends Metal Gear Solid 4 tries very hard to be a tear-jerker, but for me the most emotionally powerful moment in that game was more rarefied and elusive. As Snake returned to Shadow Moses, the combination of the 16-bit interpolation from the original game with the fact that, while I was later playing around with the camera, Snake sighed “Ah, overhead view. Just like old times”, evoked a nagging kind of nostalgia for a world that never existed. This happens to be a highly literary emotion (think of the pastoral genre in increasingly urban early-modern England), but here the videogame intensifies it by exploiting the fact that the player has actually experienced the nonexistent utopia. The unscripted experience of wandering the jungle and savannah in Far Cry 2, meanwhile, was more affecting to me than the drama of “buddies”: the game provides a world so gorgeously crafted, and so successful in creating a sense of place, that it lingers long in the memory, but not in any way that can be captured by a single term of crude emotional taxonomy, and not in any way that the designers could have deliberately engineered.

Similarly, my recent sessions of local co-op Special Ops in Modern Warfare 2 have been far more “emotional”, in terms of the pleasures of friendship, tension and triumph, than the pseudocinematic narrative twists of the singleplayer campaign. Indeed, one of the most “emotional” singleplayer experiences I ever had contained no photorealistic 3D character models making faces and disrobing at me but instead a couple of stick figures in an isometric wasteland of grey blocks haunted by the horrible snicketing noise of giant ants: no game since has better evoked the bittersweet melancholy of romance in the face of certain doom than Sandy White’s 3D Ant Attack. Rich emotional response, as that game proves so brilliantly, is an emergent byproduct of fierce and merciless design; it doesn’t come magically through the more accurate modelling of facial flesh in semi-interactive cutscenes, or via some new chip or peripheral.

We ought to have learned, at the very least since Sony’s trumpeting of PS2’s “Emotion Engine”, to be suspicious of claims that some new technical development will increase “emotion” in videogames. Such promises often smack of an aspiration to psychological dictatorship. A while ago, someone pretending to be Peter Molyneux tweeted a thought at once fascinating and monstrous: “Natal can tell if you’re crying. Imagine if for some reason you had a mission where you were REQUIRED to cry to pass a gate. Interesting...” It is indeed interesting, but you might not want to go there. Imagine, for a start, how it would ruin your makeup.

In one way, though, this is the logical culmination of a misguided emotional authoritarianism in some strands of game thinking. Instead of worrying about the kinds of emotion a game can or cannot induce in — or even demand of — the player, we ought to be more concerned about how games construct a rich and deep world in which unpredictable and variable emotions will arise naturally from each player’s concentrated engagement. 

Edge 214, April 2010


The Kane Identity

What is the Citizen Kane of videogames? In the constantly churned field of gamer chat, this is a zombie question: one you thought was righteously killed long ago, but that keeps popping up anew, shambling around the internet dripping gobbets of putrefying flesh, with a terrifying void where its higher intellectual functions used to be. Is it actually credible, for a start, that all these people should adore Citizen Kane so much? Do they have walls fully papered with Citizen Kane posters? Do they watch it on Blu-Ray every month after lighting candles and putting on their special socks, embroidered at the ankles with twin likenesses of Orson Welles’s chubby face? Is the sound of a dying man wheezing “Rosebud” what they use as a ringtone on the “smart” phones they moaningly stroke on public transport? 

No; presumably the incantation of this film’s name has just become anxious shorthand for something like “a medium-defining masterpiece”. So we could ask, if you prefer: What is the Battleship Potemkin of videogames? Or, What is the Seventh Seal of videogames?

But why stop there, since we are already having so much fun? It must be equally fascinating to ask other cross-medium questions. I hereby demand to know: What is the Wire of popular song? What is the Paradise Lost of television? What is the “Smells Like Teen Spirit” of classical ballet? What is the Love’s Labour’s Lost of pottery?

Perhaps you think I am being facetious. After all, most earthenware bowls are not trying to be complex romantic comedies, and most classical ballerinas are not straining to produce deafening grunge. But an awful lot of videogames are trying to be films, which is doubtless why the Citizen-Kane-of-games meme has arisen. It has come about because of a reinforced mistake: a mistake made by videogame designers, and then repeated by their uncritical fans as well as their ignorant critics. 

In other words, we’re all in this together, as George Osborne would put it in his carefully drilled Estuary-inflected sneer (though we don’t all have a multimillion-pound wallpaper fortune to fall back on). As I write, for example, a normally sceptical technology site has just creamed its metaphorical elasticated cargo pants over Red Dead Redemption, gibbering: “The storytelling rivals cinema.” 

Well, sure, Redemption is a teensy bit like the longest and most boring Western ever made, except with really ugly digital faces and a psychopathically repetitive emphasis on murdering furry animals. Yet, for all its Morricone-esque whistling and the no-doubt-tremendous efforts of the “Senior Ambient Designers” namechecked in the world’s most tedious credits sequence, to pretend that it rivals cinema is to insult even the most workmanlike sub-Leone or sub-Ford genre movie. 

Crucially, in Redemption there is no flow, no natural back-and-forth, to the dialogue. As I was playing it, the chasms of time that yawned between one character’s line and the other character’s response forced me to spend what seemed like subjective eternities contemplating the cruel meaninglessness of the cosmos. I was pushed further into melancholy when I learned that I could now “purchase and rent properties”, because being a pretend buy-to-let entrepreneur is apparently still so enticing even in these straitened economic times. Eventually I was driven to such depths of nihilistic despair that I shot and skinned my own horse. When I then wistfully whistled for my freshly assassinated equine friend, an entirely different horse turned up to take his place, not turning up a nostril at the flayed corpse of his co-speciesist still steaming on the ground.

The naturalistic illusion is still so easy to break in such games — whether it is Marston’s acute case of Slippy Feet Syndrome; the absurdly belated and stilted exchanges that happen when you bump into someone; a rabbit stuck in a fence, still cycling through its running animation; or the fact that early on in Redemption, a stranger passed a plank of wood right through my legs — that you have to embrace embarrassingly low standards to maintain any kind of competitive comparison with film in the representation and storytelling stakes. And if you are willing to slum it aesthetically in this way, then you can hardly complain when some outsider takes one look and snorts: “Well, if this is the Citizen Kane of videogames, it’s just as I thought: they’re all rubbish.” 

The Kane comparison, in sum, is not only stupid but actively harmful, insofar as it might prompt more developers to try to “make a Citizen Kane” rather than making a really good videogame (parts of which are still visible, if sadistically scattered by miles of padding and great log-mountains of wooden speech-acts, in Red Dead Redemption itself). The right way to handle someone posing the Kane question, of course, is to respond, all innocence: What is the Tetris of cinema?

Edge 217, June 2010


Nothing Like a Poem

Can a videogame be like a poem? Well, back in the 1980s, Tir Na Nog and Dun Darach raided the mythology of the Celtic sagas; and Lara Croft has just finished doing the same for Norse mythology. Perhaps the Metal Gear Solid series updates the medieval allegory Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, replacing the Green Knight with nuclear-armed giant robots, which is obviously an improvement. The Zelda saga rehearses the epic, episodic romance quest narrative of Spenser’s The Faerie Queene. Maybe cracking a particularly tough battle in Advance Wars sparks a dopamine rush akin to that furnished by one of William Empson’s anfractuous, hyper-dense poems, and Killzone 2 is the digital equivalent of the comforting ditties of Pam Ayres. 

A poem is a marriage of determinacy and indeterminacy. The words in their unalterable order predictably generate a literal meaning, but also give off a cloud of association and implication whose extent is unforeseeable, keeping ambiguities eternally in play. A videogame, too, runs on determinate code to produce predictable effects, but also allows a larger set of possible outputs that cannot be delineated in advance.

Well, perhaps now we are cheating, having moved from the proposition that a videogame is like a poem, to the more concrete comparison of the videogame’s written instruction set to the written poem, taking advantage of the old saw that “code is poetry”, and noticing the distant din of PlayStation3 developers complaining that they are forced to write “The Waste Land” while their Xbox colleagues can still get away with scribbling rhyming couplets.

Such speculations arise from thatgamecompany’s PR claim that Flower is “Our video game version of a poem”. It bespeaks simultaneously a cringeworthy medium anxiety (no one respects videogames; poetry is the thing to aspire to) and a fey artistic hubris (look, we are poets!). Well, to me, Flower does not feel like a poem. In fact, it suggests nothing so much a version of Space Harrier customized for the personal pleasure of Alan Titchmarsh. I am just glad that I did not come across the claim that Flower was somehow a “poem” before I had played it, because otherwise I would have settled down to the game saying to myself “Okay, what is this conceited bullshit?”, rather than just downloading it, playing it, and saying “Wow”.

The developers claim that Flower “challenges traditional gaming conventions”, which is disingenuous. For a start, it is blatantly heavily indebted to two games: Okami (the way in which verdure and colour ripple out across the landscape from an epicentre of player success is torn straight from that game) and Rez (for the way aural feedback is incorporated into the musical score). 

But those two titles were definitively gamers’ games. You and I might agree that they were more dense, varied and satisfying works than Flower. What the latter has done very successfully, on the other hand, is not to abandon gaming conventions but, on the contrary, to take a handful of conventions and purify them to the point where they seem “natural” even to the non-habitual gamer. A fine example of this is its path indication. Where many games tell you where to go next with a glowing arrow that is not ontologically rooted in the gameworld, Flower uses rows of little white plants that nudge you in the right direction without breaking the organic illusion.

The fact that such path indication is even present, of course, points to the truth that the game at heart is utterly conventional in its sequential task-based nature: basically, you collect stuff to open doors. What is remarkable about Flower is the illusion of liberation it manages to create within this labour-based structure owing to its extraordinarily pleasurable sense of flight. The developers say that “the player controls the lead petal”, but it feels to me as though my “character” is really the wind itself, and thus that I am playing from an indeterminate perspective: neither first-person nor third-person, but a depersonalized plurality.

Thatgamecompany’s ambitious claims for Flower have already worked, to the extent that you can read countless reviews happily babbling about how it’s like “a Zen poem”, like no other videogame ever made. But this is the wrong way to honour its achievement. A stern critical pragmatism is required. Flower is nothing like a poem, we ought to insist: it is a really interesting videogame, one which does things that many other videogames have already done, but with a more focused finesse, in the service of a clear artistic vision. It does not stand outside the medium’s history but is embedded within it. And it is for that reason that I look forward with interest to whatever the developers produce next, while steeling myself for the inevitable puffery claiming that it is somehow like a Da Vinci sketchbook or a Wagnerian opera.

Edge 201, May 2009


Eye Test

A darkened room. I am leaning forward in concentration, grasping a controller and getting ready to press a button while I watch a pattern of glowing and flashing multi-coloured lights that moves around to the accompaniment of various pseudo-mechanical sound effects. Where’s this going? How many was that? Did I miss one? Quick, press three times. A computerized female voice, of the sort that announces facility alarms or self-destruct countdowns, confirms: “One, two, three.” And they’re off again. Okay, let’s make sure we get it right this time. I’m enjoying this.

But it’s not a videogame. Your slightly myopic correspondent is at the optician. Since I was last there, they have acquired this shiny new machine which tests peripheral vision. So I lean, with my forehead on the edge of a large box, and a fetching piratical patch over one eye. I follow a red dot around the inside of the box. When it stops, one or more green lights will flash briefly somewhere on the screen. I need to thumb a button to tell how many I saw. Sometimes they light up only faintly. Sometimes I don’t see any at all, and wonder if it’s a trick. It’s really quite involving. 

Finally, I get the results: my peripheral vision is fine. I feel strangely exhilarated. But the experience had a wider resonance. It’s not just the obvious fact that this computerised diagnostic system owes so much to the pervasiveness of videogame technology. What I found interesting was how much more involving taking this test was than playing many of the big-budget commercial games that cross my desk.

A large part of it, I realised, was the feeling that there was really something at stake here. I had no reason to think my peripheral vision was faulty — it’s not as if I’ve been habitually careening sideways into lampposts of late — but the remote idea that some creeping, as-yet-undiagnosed retinal disorder could be unearthed in the process really committed me to doing the best I could. In a videogame, by contrast, you can usually do something aimless or stupid, half-concentrating, safe in the knowledge that failure can be instantly effaced and there is always another try.

How, indeed, might a videogame instil a comparable sense of involvement? The interestingly drastic option is symbolized by Steel Battalion, where you lose your entire saved game if you fail to eject from your burning ship in time. That certainly ups the psychological ante, but at a rather high cost to anyone who actually suffers this erasure, perhaps through no fault of their own, for instance if a friendly cat comes and sits down in the wrong place on the controller at just the wrong time.

More usually a game will try to solicit our engagement with some suitably epic storyline to the effect that we are the only person who can save the planet; a species of narrative that is ruled with an iron fist by the law of diminishing returns. Yeah, I was the only one who could save the planet in Generic Third-Person Shooter 34: The Half-Real Apocalypse Prophecy, too, and frankly I couldn’t be arsed to finish the job because the game sucked.

Alternatively, you could argue that the player becomes emotionally involved in a game where she can empathize with the other characters in the world. Occasionally I can buy this. The inhabitants of Hyrule Village in Ocarina of Time or Yorda in Ico did exert a pull, but that wouldn’t have been enough by itself without OoT’s astonishing symbolic richness and heartbreaking music, or Ico’s spellbinding architecture.

In the end, I think it’s really all about me. And you, of course. What can you do in the gameworld? Are you learning, becoming more skilled, exulting in your capabilities? You become more involved in a game the more it serves as a kind of psychological prosthetic: an extension of power and challenge into a compelling other world. 

So perhaps instead of trying to invent more lovable NPCs, videogames should try to do more interesting things with us, as players, as humans. The peripheral-vision test obviously can’t be replicated on a TV screen six feet away, but its highly specific mechanic points to unused potential. Many games already use surround-sound to give the player clues or scares. Try it with seeing: why should what you see always be what you get? Visual conundrums could interact fruitfully with dynamic ones. Many paintings, such as Holbein’s The Ambassadors, demand careful decoding; and more abstract work, such as that of Bridget Riley, explores the physical limits of our visual capabilities. 

In games, on the other hand, there is a lot of flash and artistry in the visual element, but it is mostly junk food for the retinas: designed to be as quickly assimilated as possible, not to be lingered and puzzled over. It is reassuring rather than challenging. Games could surely make us work more with our eyes, as well as with our fingers.

Edge 145, December 2004


Points of View

What is a point of view? In videogames we largely use descriptions of point of view as merely a generic marker: this is a first-person shooter; that is a third-person actioner, and so on. But there is a long history of creative changes to point of view in other artforms, through which the spectator or reader is placed in a challengingly different relationship to the reported action. Point of view is not just a perspective; it’s a particular relationship to an imagined world.

Every now and then, someone tries the trick of writing a novel in the second person singular: referring to the hero not as “I” or “he” but as “you”. Examples include Jay McInerney’s Bright Lights, Big City (first line: “You are not the kind of guy who would be at a place like this at this time of the morning”), and Iain Banks’s Complicity (first line: “You hear the car after an hour and a half”). The title of Complicity is as much a description of the character of the chosen literary device as it is a signal of the fictional theme. An author writing skilfully in the second person can indeed draw the reader into involuntary complicity with events and actions that then come to seem too close for comfort.

Our long familiarity with the classic text adventure has perhaps helped to obscure the strangeness of the fact that they, too, were most often written in the second person. This cannot have been the only obvious choice for William Crowther, author of Colossal Cave Adventure aka ADVENT (1975-6), which begins: “You are standing at the end of a road before a small brick building.” How might the genre have been different if it had instead read: “I am standing at the end of a road...”? That would have been a closer verbal analogue to today’s ubiquitous FPS viewpoint; instead, in addressing the player as “you”, the text adventure preserves an explicit separation between player and gameworld, casting the computer system itself as a separate character, an automated dungeon master through conversation with whom the journey unfolds.

What is happening, by comparison, in videogames such as Forbidden Siren, when the player is suddenly given a flash of himself from an unseen enemy’s perspective; or in Phantom Hourglass, when you meet the boss Crayk and realise, in a delirious moment of joyous discombobulation, that you must fight while watching Link through the monster’s eyes? These, too, are creative uses of the second-person point of view: an underutilized effect, but one with enormous potential power. 

What about the first-person plural, the point of view of “we”? This may sound alien to videogames, but consider a squad shooter that shows a tactical map of all your soldiers: that is arguably a first-person plural view. A different way of attempting the same perspective occurs in Modern Warfare 2, which is primarily a first-person shooter both generically and aesthetically, but it strives also to be a fiction in the first-person plural. To mitigate the player’s alienation at playing a confusing variety of grunts around the globe, the interstitial briefing scenes, with their bird’s-eye view of troop dispensations and satellite imagery, and the chatter of commanders, attempt to glue together the disparate kinetic set-pieces with a representation of the community of “us” (which of course mainly means, according to the game’s unreflective cultural imperialism, “I and my fellow Americans”).

The other main contemporary generic descriptor, “third person”, brushes over a greater variety of viewpoints. The over-the-shoulder perspective of Gears of War or Uncharted 2 is closest in literary analogy to the Flaubertian “style indirect libre”, in which narration occurs in the third person but is inflected by the thoughts and observations of the character in focus at the time. This is not the same as the “third person” of the original Metal Gear Solid or of a standard side-scrolling platformer, closer in spirit to what we have come to think of as the “standard” objective third-person narrative (though that is itself a relatively recent literary invention). And then there is the godlike third-person view that casts the player as a Central Scrutinizer, able to toy with the very fabric of the game universe: in this way, the stunningly simple web flash game Continuity is a kind of Borgesian fantasy come to pixellated life. 

Of course, these distinctions between points of view are not such as have never occurred to game designers before. Indeed, an entire thesis on their psychophysiological effect is crammed into the beginning of every level of Goldeneye, when you see Bond in the third person and then are catapulted, with a rush of the ontological uncanny, right inside his skull. Now you are Bond. Which demonstrates, again, the general truth: not all points of view are equal, and videogames could play more creatively with their differences.

Edge 212, February 2010


A Fat Cigar

In the dark, cold days of the year’s beginning, with the release schedules looking threadbare and a stack of me-too first-person shooters, gaily coloured platformers and “extreme” driving games tottering, discarded, next to the console stack, the videogame scene can appear bleak. Relief from the tedium can come in many ways. It can come from attending the chilled-out Gamehotel conference in sunny Paris and being enthused by the sheer creative joy and serious wackiness of Japanese character designers Devilrobots, and performance calligraphy from Mojib Ribbon designer Kiri Matsuura. Or it can come from stumbling across a fantastically addictive Shockwave game, such as Junkbot, a brilliant marriage of Lemmings with Lego. Or it can come from idly contemplating videogames of the past and suddenly remembering a flash of weird brilliance that is due for reappraisal, a kind of slumbering spirit that ought to be reawakened for the good of the industry.

In the early to mid-1980s, a small British software house called Automata produced perhaps the most avant-garde videogames ever seen. Pimania (1982) was a lurid, whacked-out text adventure hosted by the Pi-Man, a hideous creation whose head came off when he danced, grimacing, across the screen, and who constantly taunted the player with psychedelic laughter and insults. Aside from inexplicable interludes such as the appearance of an animated fish, the experience was rendered even more confusing by the requirement to move, not in the usual north/south/east/west manner of text adventures, but according to the twelve directions of a clockface. The object of the game was to discover, by means of some extremely obscure clues, the location of a diamond-encrusted golden sundial worth £6,000 that the programmers had hidden somewhere in Britain, and thereby win it. (Eventually, three years after the game’s release, the sundial was found by two intrepid gamers in the mouth of the chalk White Horse in Sussex.)

My Name Is Uncle Groucho, You Win a Fat Cigar (1983) was the follow-up, and this time the real-world prize was a trip for two to meet the film star whose name was subtly encoded somewhere in the game. The game itself required you to explore buildings in the oddly atmospheric streets of major American cities, controlling a wisecracking, stick-figure Groucho Marx. Groucho and Pimania were games that didn’t talk down to their audience but revelled in the pun-happy intellects of their creators, Mel Croucher and Christian Penfold. They boasted horrendously entertaining rock songs, with lyrics themed to the games, on side B of the cassettes. They were crudely animated and programmed in Basic, but they were unique experiences even in those more experimental days.

And then came the studio’s masterpiece, Deus Ex Machina (1984), a compelling Orwellian nightmare requiring the player to breed a humanoid organism out of a mouse dropping, nurturing it from incubator to grave, and negotiating life’s hurdles of Defect Police, sex, politics and increasing physical decrepitude along the way, through the seven ages of man described by Shakespeare. Effectively a series of strangely philosophical mini-games, Machina was designed to be played alongside a synchronised tape-recorded soundtrack that featured the vocal talents of Jon Pertwee, Ian Dury and Frankie Howerd, along with dark prog-rock soundscapes of Croucher’s devising. It was the videogame version of a concept album. I remember playing it at the time, and finding it bizarre, confusing and sometimes just dull, but it was also hypnotic, fascinating and totally new. Some day, I assumed, all games would be something like this.

And of course, they aren’t. Occasionally a game surfaces, like Sega’s Seaman, which seems to owe something to the aesthetic vanguard of Deus Ex Machina or Croucher’s subsequent experiment in language-parsing artificial intelligence, ID. And then it vanishes without trace. Mel Croucher has turned his back on the industry that grew into billions of dollars’-worth of corporate marketing; he now runs an internet brand-consultancy business. But what might it mean for some intrepid modern designers to track back through the historical jungle, find his overgrown path, and try to extend it?

What the Automata games represent the continuing possibility of is a style of videogame that doesn’t just depend on brutally defined short-term goals, such as go there and/or kill that. In fact Croucher evinced a particularly strong opposition to violent games in any form. Ian Dury’s character in Deus Ex Machina at one point intones: “Killing is wrong, even pretend killing on little screens. And people that sell violent games to children should be put away somewhere safe, till they get well again.” Well, we don’t have to take such a stern moral stance to recognise that much violence in games rapidly becomes monotonous, especially when it is the only form of interaction available to the player. The Getaway, for example, begins by being refreshing and challenging in its very “adult”-themed action and language; as the bodies pile up, and you realise that there is no other way to complete a mission than to make sure you’re the last man standing, it becomes an increasingly incredible and joyless killing spree.

Even when it’s not about spraying ammo like there’s no tomorrow, your average videogame experience grabs you by the collar and doesn’t let go, ordering you about, telling you to do this and then that, and condescendingly offering a new toy or a pretty cut-scene as one gives a dog a chocolate for performing tricks. The player’s role in contributing to the experience with her own imagination, or the opportunity to interact thoughtfully with something that seems intelligently designed, is all too rare. What the Automata oeuvre represents, in other words, is the kind of videogame that isn’t really a game — at least not as we know it. It’s not really a game because it’s free from the increasingly clichéd micromechanics of challenge-reward. It’s not really a game because it values language just as much as visuals. It’s not really a game because it’s an intellectually provocative experience, rather than an adrenaline-soaked race through repetitive tasks.

Flashes of these qualities are recognisable from time to time in today’s games. In Shenmue (for all its faults), or Ico (despite the aesthetically incongruous twitch elements of the combat), the spark continues. In the minefield-strewn landscape of “interactive narrative”, too, there is evidence, as in the oddly haunting Shadow of Memories, or Quantic Dream’s intriguing work-in-progress, Fahrenheit, that there are still people out there with the passion that drove Croucher, a passion to extend the unmapped possibilities of the videogame form, a refusal to be satisfied by what rules the market today. Whether they succeed or fail in making excellent products, the attempt should always be applauded. Look at the pile of well-made, safe, utterly generic “next-generation” videogames on my carpet. It doesn’t have to be like this. 

Edge 122, March 2003


Score Attack

Most mornings these days, I am woken up by the main title theme from Metal Gear Solid 2. This has major benefits for a chronically reluctant riser. The beginning of the music, all blippy whooshes and mysterious cello stabs, evokes the feeling that today is going to be yet another exciting action-thriller adventure. By the time the last reprise of Tappy Iwase’s magnificent theme is going, all heroic choirs and sawing violin counterfigures in Harry Gregson-Williams’s expertly Hollywoodesque arrangement, I am pointing in the air with one hand while tapping at my phone’s screen with the other, woozily attempting to solve the mental-arithmetic problems that are the only way to make my alarm-clock app shut up. 

When I played through MGS4, I kept hoping, all the way through, that this theme would finally, triumphantly, reappear. It never did. Only afterwards did I discover that Konami decided not to use it, owing to accusations of “plagiarism”. Tappy Iwase’s theme, some people had said, must have been stolen from a song called “The Winter Road” by the Russian composer Georgy Vasilevich Sviridov, which allegedly was all but identical. I compared the pieces myself, and I can report that my informed musicological conclusion is: bullshit. Yet because of some morons, I was denied my aural fix.

Why do I care? Well, because this music means just as much to me as most pop music. It instantly evokes a time in my life, and the batty pleasure of the games. Other videogame scores, too, have a similar evocative effect: the bleepy euphoria of Turrican 2 on the Atari ST, or the smooth-driving jazz-rock of Ridge Racer Type 4. When I saw the boat-race sequence in The Social Network and heard Trent Reznor’s frantic electro arrangement of “In the Hall of the Mountain King”, I instantly thought: Manic Miner!

To those of us who play games, videogame music can come to be as important as any other kind of music. And the increasing appreciation of the work videogame composers do, with the addition, for example, of an Ivor Novello Award category, is belated justice. But as game music gains mainstream recognition, it is also grappling with new problems.

Bleep Bleep Bloop, Paul Bennun’s excellent Radio 4 documentary about videogame music, was a celebration of the art’s history but also a thoughtful discussion of its challenges. Joris de Man, the composer for Killzone 3, described one difficulty eloquently. When you’re writing music that is going to accompany gameplay, he said, you write little eight or 12-bar layers that can be mixed algorithmically by the music engine according to the intensity of onscreen action. But, he explained: “Within those 8 or 12 bars you have to be careful not to put in too much melody, because as they’re being shifted around — like, the different intensities are being kind of randomized while you’re playing the game — you never know how the melody’s going to resolve, whereas obviously when you’re composing a linear piece, which a cutscene or a piece of film is, you know from start to finish what’s going to happen.”

So that is why we now get so many games with big orchestral set-pieces over titles and cut-scenes, and millions of near-indistinguishable rent-an-ambience loops during gametime. (To be fair, of course, this is how the music goes in the MGS games as well.) Can you conjure up an aural memory of any in-game music you’ve heard recently? I find it difficult. 

Several people in the documentary complained that too much videogame title music, meanwhile, was now going all-out for symphonic bombast, in a kind of film-score envy. I think that is right; but I think an equal-and-opposite problem is one of enforced heterogeneity. Big games are now set in so many different kinds of environment or alternate between so many different aesthetic styles that the composer is obliged to provide what essentially amounts to a compilation of expert pastiches, with no single overall character. LittleBigPlanet 2’s music is often very clever and cute, but it’s like a box of a hundred different sweets. What does it taste like, overall? Search me. 

In the 8- and 16-bit days it was enough to write an iconic theme and a few variations. But modern gameplayers will no longer accept the kind of grating monothematic earworm that is the soundtrack to Tetris or Jet Set Willy. On the other hand, an excess of stylistic variety becomes anonymous, and a smorgasbord of more-or-less-atonal percussive loops is just boring. Today’s game composers, then, have one of the toughest creative roles in the industry. When they do something beautiful — as, for example, with Hideki Sakamoto’s gorgeous, genre-bending work for Echochrome — their work is as important, and as deserving of celebration, as any other kind of music. Now, excuse me while I go and make the horns again for Tappy.

Edge 227, March 2011


Journey's End

As my steps slowed in the deep, crusted snow and the icy wind, I could see what was coming. The prophecy on the pixel-tapestry cyclorama had been true. Each step took longer and was more agonizing, as though my entire body were freezing solid. Eventually I collapsed. The screen faded to white, and I thought: this is the best ending of any videogame ever. The game told you exactly what was coming, and it fulfils that promise with a brutal purity. It is a fond yet unyielding comment on the simplistic quest-triumph narrative of nearly every other videogame, and a memento mori demonstrating that all lives, whatever joys they contain, end the same way. It is Passage, writ large on a modern hi-def canvas. Chapeau. And then my glowing white spirit-mother, or whoever the hell she was, appeared to me, and I realised with a horrible sinking feeling that the game wasn’t over after all. The truth is that Journey doesn’t know when to stop.

Journey’s very title evokes the old saw about how it’s not the destination that matters but the journey itself, but the game refuses to end where its own logic dictates. It’s no excuse to interpret the final act as a dying hallucination rather than a literal resurrection. (The system notification of a trophy called “Rebirth”, whatever its intended sense, is just horribly crass, an irruption of the lurid badge-points-prizes-peacocking aspect of videogames which thatgamecompany makes such impressive efforts to suppress throughout its oeuvre.) The very fact that the game is so archly ambiguous about the ontological status of your character after the freezing scene merely demonstrates its desperation to have its cake and eat it too. Journey wants to wring as much pathos as possible out of the freezing scene, but then give us a happy ending as well, but then make us suspect that the happy ending was an illusion, while hoping that it wasn’t, et cetera ad infinitum. It’s a cop-out. 

I am harping on my disappointment that Journey fails to have the courage of its convictions only because the game is, after a slow beginning of annoying fabric-based tasks, otherwise so astonishingly beautiful and intelligent, as well as blissfully concise. The virtue it makes of its deliberately limited online component is a superb riposte to the current unthinking desperation to make everything “social” in a Twitface sense. (I recently read an article wondering how we could make books “more social”. Seriously, shut up: books have always been social.) And perhaps the most interesting aspect of Journey’s reception has been the sheer quantity of writing it has inspired, thus refuting again the mainstream prejudice that videogames and literacy are opposed.

Journey’s ending is particularly inapt because the game has otherwise internalized so well the journey-not-destination principle: the whole game is a demonstrative thesis on the aesthetics of motion design. It’s tough to wish the last act away, after all, because it is so joyous, a liberated summation in winter-sports sunshine of the game’s highly focused mechanic and reward system. Journey’s repeated challenge throughout is “gain altitude”, and the gaining of altitude through its viscous, near-liquid air (you part-swim, part-fly; there are jellyfish) is its own delirious payoff: it is an exquisitely tuned purification of the striving-upwards motif of platform games through the ages. Journey’s developers obviously noticed the freedom and happiness you suddenly feel as Mario when you break up into the clouds, jumping on cotton-wool platforms in a clear blue sky. Perhaps there is a germ here, too, of the altitude-as-power topos, as exemplified by the eldritch old puzzle game, The Sentinel. 

Movement along or near the ground has been equally carefully engineered. Even at the game’s start, walking through sand is not the exhausting trudge it is in real life: you always keep up a spry momentum, perhaps helped by those pointy legs. Later on, Journey nonchalantly recreates the rush of a good snowboarding game, as well as a kind of slalom-happy sand-skiing. The moment when the camera swings round to a side-on view as you hurtle through an ancient stone arcade, the better to show off the giant setting sun and the bird-like flocks of friendly fabric scraps wheeling in the sky, was for me the game’s most breathtaking coup de théâtre.

All this movement is accomplished through beautiful spaces, expertly invoking the sense of aesthetic wonder I have long argued is central to videogames: here, the opaquely grandiose architecture, sunk in the Tatooine sands, seems a remnant of some incomprehensible ancient civilization, while the underground section (patrolled by squids from The Matrix recast in articulated stone) magically invokes awed fear without the annoying threat of game interruption through temporary death. Critics who complain that Journey is not more of a traditional free-exploration experience have missed the point: even the completely on-rails sections (reminiscent of Sonic or a meditative Space Harrier) are thematically appropriate. Your life keeps on going by, after all, even if you don’t want it do, towards an ambiguous Mount Doom. And as mine does, I will from now on feel a strange new tenderness whenever I look at a rug.

Edge 242, May 2012


II. TIME


Sequels

News just in: Chess 2, the sequel to the incredibly popular turn-based strategy boardgame, has been released across all formats. To increase the unpredictable thrill of combat, the developers have introduced a new piece, the Spin Doctor, which can change its move at every turn. The queen’s bishop of both sides has finally come out as a gay bishop, challenging the homophobia of the opposing side’s king’s bishop. Extending the field of battle beyond the simplistic 8x8 grid of the original, Chess 2 now comes with 50 new built-in maps with terrain features and weather. And that most boringly humble of pieces, the pawn, is now equipped with a laser cannon. Say the developers: “Popular as it was, chess needed to be updated for a contemporary, hardcore audience.”

Such would run one kind of satirical comparison between the Royal Game and today’s sequel-happy videogame industry. But chess as we know it today is already in fact a kind of multiple sequel. Before most aspects of the modern game solidified in 1475, the queen was one of the weakest pieces, and she herself had been a replacement for the fers, a minor medieval piece which in turn had supplanted the Arabic firzan; so too the modern bishop replaced the diagonally leaping aufin. The rule changes of 1475 had a revolutionary effect: almost all the endgame theory that had been acquired during the previous 900 years became obsolete overnight.

We are already, in effect, playing Chess 2.0, a sequel with extraordinary staying power. Many new versions of chess have since been proposed — from 3D chess as seen on the bridge of the U.S.S. Enterprise, to “Fischerrandom Chess”, a variant invented by former world champion Bobby Fischer, in which the starting positions of the pieces are shuffled randomly, so as to negate the effect of memorized opening theory. But none has supplanted the five-century-old standard game.

This brief history of chess’s evolution, then, poses the pertinent question to our pastime of electronic entertainment: when is a sequel a true improvement and perfection of its predecessor, as with the new chess of 1475; and when does it, contrarily, betray the balance and beauty of the original, as in my facetious chess sequel? I have been thinking about this problem this month while playing two very different sequels: Advance Wars 2: Black Hole Rising and Lara Croft Tomb Raider: The Angel of Darkness.

Core Design, it must be noted, has no lack of experience in making sequels. There was a certain logic to each PlayStation iteration of the Tomb Raider franchise, as Lara gradually acquired new abilities that managed to complement the ones we were familiar with, and as environments became more varied and architecturally ambitious. On the other hand, there was a clear law of diminishing returns in operation, as levels became too sprawling and unforgiving, and increasingly riddled with spatial and other incoherencies, to keep the attention of all but the most hardened ponytail fetishists. I still consider that Tomb Raider 2, however, was one of the best videogame sequels ever made: it retained the virtues of the original while expanding the environmental and dynamic palette considerably.

For all their increasing sins, each subsequent Tomb Raider sequel at least knew at heart what the core virtues of the game were: environmental awe, and the pleasure of learning to take precise, fluid control over Lara’s complex acrobatics. The first thing you notice, then, about AoD is that the fundamentally broken control system — the most disgracefully unresponsive and woolly in recent memory — has eliminated that second virtue entirely. Oops. Add to this insult the miserably incompetent voice-acting, a feast of comedy visual glitches, and the dismaying “physical upgrade” system (a malignly perfect example of level design through arbitrary limitation of player action), and you have a sequel that, despite flashes of architectural splendour and an excellent orchestral score, is inferior to every other game in the series. 

Advance Wars 2, thankfully, poses subtler problems, and yet it may still be wondered whether it is in fact a coherent step forward from the first game. (Advance Wars itself of course was a multiple sequel, being the sixth in Nintendo’s series stretching back to 1988’s Famicom Wars, but for most of its audience it will have been the first experienced.) One of the touches of deadpan comedy I loved about AW was the moment where you were introduced to a huge new type of tank that could more or less obliterate anything in its path — only to learn that it was called, with beautiful understatement, a Medium Tank. In Advance Wars 2, however, we have the Imperial Walker-style Neotank, which outguns its predecessor, and so the Medium Tank is now just — well, medium. Moreover, the Neotank could obviously not be made too powerful, otherwise the balance between units would have been ruined, and so it is not as scary or impressive an addition to the arsenal as it might have been. The same is true of the Missile Silos, which are fun to use but seem to have been made artificially puny — taking only 3 hitpoints from affected units — in order not to wreck the context. 

And finally, it is a complete mystery of gameworld logic why aircraft cannot fly over pipes. It is true, of course, that all you really need to know is that pipes function symbolically to subdivide the map. (Advance Wars is at base a brilliant example of satisfyingly rich symbolic interaction, much like chess itself.) Yet it must be accounted a slight blot on the sequel’s consistency that pipes are the only gameworld structure that does not have a recognisable real-world analogue. (I am supposing that we are not really meant to envisage pipes that are 30,000 feet tall.) In sum, though I am currently blissfully hooked on Advance Wars 2, I must nevertheless regretfully conclude that it is not quite as beautifully pure a success as its predecessor.

You can see the problem for developers, though. Since chess was not a commercial product but a communal gift to humanity, there was no money to be made from “upgrading” it every couple of years. But it is an irresistible proposition to try to profit from the success of one game by making an “improved” version. Advance Wars 2 is still an outstanding product compared to the great mass of videogame sequels that are basically bug-fixes, resolution enhancements or mission packs; but the seemingly insuperable problem for Intelligent Systems was that in the first Advance Wars they had produced the videogame equivalent of the 1475 version of chess: a decisive refinement of its predecessors that resulted in a game which was, to all intents and purposes, unimprovable.

Edge 127, August 2003


Sequels 2

It’s a curious experience to be playing Tomb Raider: Underworld a full dozen years after the first game’s appearance. Sure, Lara now slaps petulantly away at innocent fronds of vegetation, and the arms-at-her-sides pose when she is balancing sideways on a beam is pretty cute (although arguably thematically inconsistent — it looks like a posture someone who wasn’t used to balancing on things would adopt). And yet the game’s core pleasure is the same as it was 12 years ago: the best bits of Underworld, like the best bits of all the previous games, are when you wandering at leisure around a beautiful puzzle-environment, trying to figure out how the massive machine you are inhabiting works, free of time pressure or pointless attacks by badly animated lizards and idiotic spiders. (Talking of appalling bugs, Lara’s propensity to get stuck in geometry is a sad sign of a rush job, but I observe it with a certain nostalgic warmth: yes, it’s still like the Tomb Raider of yore.) 

Indeed, the new player-tailoring system is an implicit recognition of what is really important and what peripheral: so now, thankfully, you can make the annoying combat bits go away faster by reducing enemies’ health, but there is no need to allow the player to tune the core platforming system, providing the levels are well designed. 

Now that Crystal Dynamics has thus explicitly acknowledged that most Tomb Raider players just want to get the irritating gunplay over as quickly as possible, they ought to have the courage of that conviction and make a Tomb Raider game with no combat at all, one that gives the player all the time in the world for thoughtful exploration and appreciation of the aesthetic majesty around him. Or perhaps you could keep the combat, but only for very rare super-enemies. Imagine what impact things like the brilliant T-Rex fight in Anniversary would have if you hadn’t already left such a long trail of smaller wildlife dead and decomposing in your wake.

But there I am, already thinking about a sequel, yet another entry in one of contemporary videogaming’s most long-lived series. So I begin to worry whether the seemingly unending industry of Lara’s adventures represents a kind of general calcification of videogaming’s spirit. Sure, the fans want what they are used to, but shouldn’t videogaming be offering us new, previously unimagined experiences, rather than the same old yearly updates of proven successes? Is “sequelitis”, as some people argue, a sign of creative timidity?

Then, on a trip to London, I was looking around the Mark Rothko exhibition currently at Tate Modern, and realised that Rothko’s oeuvre is sequelitis in spades. He was basically iterating one idea over and over again, searching out its hidden variety, its polymorphous potential. Within his self-imposed limitations, he was wildly experimenting with alchemical combinations of painting material, brushwork layering techniques, geometric rhythm and colour. If he had been a videogame designer, you know what the reviews would have said. “This new series of Fuzzy Rectangles is just a retread of his Blurred Rhomboids of five years ago: a few tweaks, but nothing really new. Five out of ten.”

Some of the greatest artists are obsessives, constantly recombining material within the same restricted conceptual space. On the cover of a J.M. Coetzee novel I recently read was an enthusiastic blurb describing it as “another exemplary tale of suffering by Coetzee” — a recommendation so off-putting that it’s hilarious. What, another exemplary tale of suffering? Spare us! And yet it is true: Coetzee’s darkly addictive, thrillingly austere fiction is an obdurate repetition of exemplary tales of suffering. 

So, given that we don’t complain when painters or novelists return again and again to the same themes, trying to get it right, it seems a bit unfair to be prejudiced against the same thing in videogames. Halo 3, WipEout HD, and even Fifa 09 are all strong arguments that iteration and refinement can issue in work just as valuable as gratuitous novelty.

Isaiah Berlin once divided thinkers into hedgehogs and foxes. The hedgehog knows one big thing; the fox knows lots of little things. You can have fun applying the same distinction to artists. Dylan and Bowie are foxes; Springsteen and Morrissey are hedgehogs. In videogames, Miyamoto is a fox, and Jeff Minter is a hedgehog. More generally, the unending stream of Tomb Raider games represents an apex of hedgehogism, and that’s no bad thing in the wider videogame ecology. Berlin didn’t think foxes were better than hedgehogs, or vice versa: he celebrated the fact that both existed in the world. Of course, Lara Croft would whip out her pistols and shoot the faces off both types of animal without a second’s thought, but we can’t all be perfect.

Edge 198, January 2009


The Grind

Roberto Bola�ño’s posthumously published novel, 2666, is a masterpiece that deliberately tries the reader’s patience. The fourth of the five “books” that make up the work is called “The Part About the Crimes”, and consists of a relentless catalogue of murders of women, written mainly in the unemotional, empirical style of police reports: the body of the next victim was discovered in such-and-such a location, in such-and-such a state of undress; the following witnesses were interviewed, the case was shelved; and so forth. The reader’s response mutates as the implacably unchanging tone of professionally described violence is sustained to amazing length. Over the course of nearly 300 of the novel’s 900 pages, one passes from morbid fascination, through disgust, to a kind of glazed apathy, and then back again to a truly unsettling mixture of horror and boredom. 

I long ago pointed out that one obvious problem for videogames’ pretensions to deliver a kind of “interactive narrative” was that novels and films do not require readers or spectators to solve a logic problem, or to press an arbitrary sequence of buttons, in order to see what happens next. Yet the fourth part of 2666 is in a way analogous to that kind of challenge, erecting an obstacle in the reader’s path, and mercilessly withholding the usual bookish pleasures. “You want to see how the story turns out?,” the novel seems to be saying. “Very well then; but first you’re going to have to read this.” In fact, it resembles not so much a videogame puzzle or a boss encounter as a sadistically extended RPG-style grind. In the classic videogame grind, you set out deliberately to provoke random battles in order to gain more currency or power. In “The Part About the Crimes”, you are subjected to a brutally repetitive sequence of murder reports, and challenged to find any reason for or in it. 

This is something only a very long book can get away with, and only in the middle: the foregoing must have instilled sufficient confidence in the reader that the author knows what he is doing, and there must be sufficient payoff afterwards. Videogames, too, tend to employ this kind of sandwich motivational structure: the promise of new weapons or abilities, and then the satisfaction of employing them, will make, or so it is hoped, the intervening grind seem worthwhile. But the suspicion may remain that the videogame grind is a hermeneutically empty thing when set beside Bola�ño’s brutal experiment: rather than heaping episode on episode to cumulative effect, a game merely orders you to do more or less the same thing innumerable times until some precalibrated counter ticks over. Both kinds of grind are about despair — but whereas “The Part About the Crimes” reeks of existential, civilizational despair, the videogame grind’s despair is irredeemably suburban, of the kind that may occur to anyone on a commuter train.

And then along comes Half-Minute Hero, a game that is an extraordinarily savage satire of this long-accepted paradigm. A lot of the pleasure of the game, of course, lies in its loving aesthetic pastiche and sheer silliness (I was particularly happy when I was wearing a “charisma wig” and “comfy sandals”); a lot of its parody, meanwhile, consists of good-humoured in-jokes (“Who heals major injuries just by taking meds?”). Yet the way in which it compresses the standard RPG grind — as well as the initial briefing, the fetch missions, and the climactic boss battle — all into some delirious small multiple of 30 seconds is not only a brilliant gimmick but a devastating challenge to an entire genre — and games beyond the strict RPG genre proper that employ analogous mechanics. After all, if the essence of so many games’ periodic challenge-grind-reward structure can be boiled down into mere seconds — and Half-Minute Hero shows that it can — the uncomfortable question is unavoidable: what exactly are most games doing to justify their enormously greater length? 

You could argue that, in its very dreariness, the standard videogame grind at least has the structural function of separating moments of excitement, as well cynically exploiting the psychological truth that if you have worked for something, you value it more. But Roberto Bolañ�o’s literary grind, in 2666, is also doing something else: it demands that the reader scrutinize his own relationship to fictional violence and interrogate his own disappointment that in this novel, by contrast with so many others, the work of a serial killer is not rendered entertaining. In comparison, the requirement to grind in most videogames is mere padding (even if MMORPGs, at least, provide an exoludic justification for the levelling treadmill, in the element of social competition). Which is why Half-Minute Hero is not only a joyous celebration of our 16-bit heritage, but also constitutes some of the most devastating peer criticism yet witnessed of formal gaming traditions that we too often take for granted.

Edge 215, May 2010


Playing History

Cruising down the streets at sunset to the strains of Mister Mister’s “Take These Broken Wings”, on my way to inflict seven types of ballistic mayhem in my mauve casual suit — it is clear that the decision to set Grand Theft Auto: Vice City in the mid-1980s was a stroke of genius. And one might begin to wonder why so many games are either set in some buffed-up sci-fi future or wrapped up in a claustrophobic faux-medievalism, when the broad canvas of history offers so much that is unexplored in the way of mise-en-scène. Has the time come for the historical videogame to emerge as a viable sub-genre, to set alongside the historical novel and the historical drama?

Vice City’s historical fidelity is not, of course, faultless: for the purposes of useful communication, you are given a cellphone that seems to weigh down your character far less than a standard Motorola brick of the period would. And while I’m no Jeremy Clarkson-style automobile buff, I suspect that there would have been somewhat fewer SUVs on the road a decade and a half ago. But the game’s expertly judged soundtracks and costumes do work together to give it a distinct aesthetic character, which both cleverly plugs into the 1980s nostalgia of the core 20-to-35-year-old customer demographic, and distinguishes it from all the other games on the shelves.

The grand arena for historical reconstruction in videogames remains, of course, the second world war, and games such as Medal of Honor: Allied Assault trade on their limited “realism” (in terms of historically accurate weapons, uniforms and so on) as much on their gameplay qualities. At its best — for instance, in MoH:AA’s extraordinary Normandy landing sequence — this approach can surpass both historical prose-writing and film in its visceral immersion, in the sense it offers of witnessing historical events at first hand. It could well be true that those who play these games have a better sense of what it must have been like to fight in the war than anyone else save the veterans themselves. The charge, meanwhile, that such mass tragedy should not be reduced to the status of “entertainment” will not stick as long as we sanction the existence of thousands of other artworks in different media — from Spielberg’s film Saving Private Ryan (a shockingly brutal 20-minute special-effects sequence followed by two hours of increasingly bug-eyed sentimentality) to Ian McEwan’s novel Atonement (in which the war is merely a convenient device to frustrate the central romance). And, of course, entertainment does not preclude learning, or other more ambivalent responses to a work.

At the other end of the spectrum is the ahistorical attitude to history. A game might be set in the foggy streets of 19th-century London, only to feature dayglo demons that must be dispatched with heavy weaponry, thus ignoring the restrictions of place and action that might actually result in something interesting and original. In games that set their historical net over a wider span, meanwhile, a particular period is often used merely as window-dressing to differentiate one level from the next, as evidenced in TimeSplitters 2. Sure, you have a tommy gun in 1920s Chicago, or an old-fashioned shotgun in Victor Hugo’s Paris, but quite apart from the ahistorical sci-fi elements that intrude, the consistently frenetic nature of the shoot-everything-that-moves gameplay tends to work against any real sense of period immersion.

And this example points up the major problem with any more sophisticated treatment of history in videogames, which is that our modes of interaction with gameworlds are, for the most part, still simplistically violent. If Conflict: Desert Storm were to be a truer account of the Gulf War, it would necessarily include hours of game-time huddled with your comrades against a tank, complaining about sandstorms and drinking endless cups of tea. And it is presumably the essentially static nature of much of the fighting in the first world war that has prevented game designers from recreating it: there is not much stereotypical digital action to be had sitting in a trench and listening to shells boom overhead. Literature and film can build themselves around the stories of characters trapped in such situations, with the fighting itself often becoming an interlude, a means of punctuating the emotional drama. While videogames cannot find a viable alternative dynamic for such “quiet” reconstruction, their choice of milieu will remain highly circumscribed. The most popular historical milieu in videogames after the second world war is probably feudal Japan — and we all know that feudal Japan was about little more than Samurai wandering around hacking each other to pieces with large swords, so that’s all right.

Even adventure games that are not primarily defined by a violent dynamic are still heavily dependent on technologies of object interaction — in other words, gadgets. Prisoner of War, with its array of low-tech, period gadgets such as boot-polish, mirrors and slingshots, was a brave attempt to extend the possibilities of action in the historical videogame, which failed only because of its mysterious insistence on a tedious “real-time” gimmick and frustratingly repetitive gameplay. But there are limits: it is clear that a game with such a huge and satisfying variety of gadgetry as Ocarina of Time could never be set in a naturalistic historical period. The further you go back in history, the fewer sorts of gadget are available of the kind that would plug easily into the interaction templates of a modern videogame.

The freedom to combine any kind of gadget with any kind of environment explains why so many games are set in a vague future, but we are becoming saturated in familiarity with the sci-fi stereotypes of games such as Red Faction II or the woeful final levels of Perfect Dark. Such milieux are comfortable and predictable, and familiarity breeds contempt. In many ways the past is more alien than a weakly imagined future. A videogame equivalent of Patrick O’Brian’s historical seafaring novels, or a game drenched in the religious paranoia of the Crusades, would surely be more rich and strange than yet another few miles of stainless-steel corridor and laser guns. It remains to be seen how such games might work, but it is surely an enticing prospect. For one sign of the maturity of an artform might be its ability to play not only with its own history (as Kojima’s work does so spectacularly), but with the history of humanity as a whole.

Edge 119, December 2002




Postscript: “A game drenched in the religious paranoia of the Crusades”? That came along, five years after I wrote this, in the form of the Assassin’s Creed series (2007 to present). And Call of Duty: Black Ops (2010) presented an intriguingly conspiriological romp through the dirty wars of the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s.


Real Time

Time is an inexorable, merciless fact in real life, unless you’re travelling at velocities high enough for relativistic effects to become noticeable (in which case this book would be too heavy to pick up). The ever-increasing temporal pressure imposed upon the working population is in itself a major modern socio-political concern. So it is one of the great escapist joys of videogames that in them, time becomes plastic and malleable. Set up your variables in SimCity and fast-forward through months of an economic cycle to test your theories; munch a Combat Boost (in Perfect Dark) and execute an enfilade of perfect headshots in slow-motion.

Curious, then, that the two new Pokémon games, Silver and Gold, feature a game-time that is so closely locked to that of the real world. We have seen a few clever mirrorings of calendar time before, amusing Easter Eggs in games such as Ready 2 Rumble, where the boxing audience becomes infested with cheering skeletons if you play it on Hallowe’en. But the new Pokémon games wire this idea into the very structure of play. Some species of monster are nocturnal, so that you will only see them if you are playing after dark according to the GameBoy’s internal clock. There is even a ferry that leaves only on Wednesdays — and you actually do have to catch it on a “real” Wednesday, or wait a week until your next chance.

What are we to make of such chronological totalitarianism? The cynical view would be that it is a fiendishly clever way to turn the world’s children into sleep-deprived, schoolwork-shunning zombies. But if that succeeds, there won’t be any affluent, high-earning adults able to buy GameCubes. The entire next generation of videogamers, having wasted their youths on bizarrely compelling 2D nurturing games, will be spending their days instead ranting on park benches and peering into discarded Sainsbury’s bags. The industry will go bust.

So if evil brainwashing isn’t the main aim, why else introduce such restrictions? Well, in one way, it seems like a logical way to extend the concept of gameworld persistence. Games have already engineered the illusion of a storyline that continues to evolve in places far from where your character currently is: Half-Life, for example, very cunningly lets you happen to “notice” pre-scripted events. The advantage of such a technique is to make the player feel as though she is not just controlling a game, but participating in a larger, quasi-cinematic process — being an actor in a dramatically interesting virtual world.

And then there is the paradigm of “real-time”. Old-fashioned twitch videogames, of course, always were real-time productions: Asteroids and Defender packed the seconds with purely kinetic play, as do today’s racing and beat-’em-up productions. But Metal Gear Solid was also approximately realtime in both its storyline — one 12-hour stealth mission — and its action sequences.

So what about a style of narrative adventure game in which the fictional action unfolds exactly according to the clock minute? This is a seductive gimmick already toyed with by other artforms. It can be approximated in novels, such as Henry Sutton�’s Flying, which is supposed to take the same amount of time to read as it does to fly from London to New York and back,� which is just what the book’�s characters are doing. In films, the most famous example is Hitchcock�’s Rope; realtime action also features in Mike Figgis�’s recent Timecode, and three times over in the brilliant German film Run Lola Run. There, Lola mysteriously seems to learn from her previous mistakes when the clock winds back for her to try again: a Groundhog Day-style idea that has now cropped up in The Legend of Zelda: Majora’s Mask, which takes place in what we might term “accelerated realtime”.

So the next step would indeed seem to be a game where it appears that stuff carries on happening even when you’re not playing. The illusion of a persistent world that chugs along according to its own internal laws would then be greatly increased. Massively multiplayer games such as Ultima Online do evolve exactly in this way regardless of the absence of any one individual contributor. To simulate such world autonomy in a solo game is likely therefore also to increase the sense of a gameworld populated by other wills, other consciousnesses than your own.

But this also necessarily limits our freedom. Why should a game be locked so arbitrarily to one axis of real-world physics when everything else about it is so seductively fantastic? For a start, it would rule out the kind of widescreen, globe-trotting storyline that games such as Goldeneye or Final Fantasy boast. Just as the classical Aristotelian unities of drama that became fashionable in 17th-century England were eventually dropped again because of their choking restrictions (the action of the play had to happen in one location over a timespan of no more than 24 hours), the temporal concertinas that we observe in epic games and, of course, films — where we cut from one day or week to the next in a fraction of a second — are a function of dramatic efficiency: they enable the director to pack more interesting stuff in without dwelling on the boring bits.

The proper beauty of a videogame is precisely that it is so independent from the quotidian irritations of real life. A game that slavishly parallels real calendar time becomes a task to be timetabled along with those of school or work. The glory of videogaming ought still to be that it allows you to escape from time, to pack a week’s worth of imaginary adventuring into a couple of hours. There’ll be time enough to worry about what day it is later.

Edge 90, October 2000




Postscript: Five years after writing this, I was so charmed by Animal Crossing: Wild World’s beautiful exploitation of calendar-locked persistence that I wouldn’t denounce the trope in the same terms now. We can still be thankful, though, that chronological montage is still the norm.


Joy in Repetition

The artist formerly-and-again known as Prince once sang: “There’s joy in repetition”. There’s a lot of truth in that, but the way the little purple one repeated the claim throughout the song made it clear he was talking about a particular sort of repetition: the sort that comes with variations. In this case the variations were exquisite modulations of timing, with the voice slouching behind or strutting ahead of the beat, or minuscule recolourings of verbal emphasis. Similarly, the hypnotic repetitions of minimalism, as practised by composers Steve Reich and Philip Glass, as well as those of minimalism’s direct descendant, trance music, are in the forms’ best exemplars not mere cut’n’paste clonings but subtle recontextualizations of the initial statement. We might call this “constructive repetition” in order to distinguish it from the case of monotonous repetition, where you just get exactly the same thing, over and over again.

In videogames, too, there is a tension between constructive repetition and monotonous repetition. Now, merely to call a game “repetitive” is not necessarily to denounce it. In the golden age of twitch games, monotonous repetition was paramount to the induction of a zen-like “flow” in the gameplayer’s consciousness. The player would learn patterns in order to defeat wave after wave in Robotron or Tempest, and attempt to repeat those strategies precisely each time he started from the beginning. In this way, monotonous repetition was the goal of the player’s strategy, the logical end-point of hours of constructive repetition where the correct strategy was being sought through experiment and variation. This remains true for something like Ferrari F335 Challenge, in which the ideal is to race lap after lap in exactly the same, optimal way.

The achievement of monotonous repetition in twitch games, then, can represent the pleasurable acquisition of a skill, of a set of motor routines that become learned by the hands and mind. Then, in games such as Wip3out, the purist monotonous repetition of flying the track accurately becomes a constructive repetition, because you must negotiate the track with attention to the moment-specific demands of blowing other ships up and avoiding mines. At the other end of the spectrum are the videogames where repetition is not an obvious goal at all — where we are offered the illusion of a complex, non-repetitive world. Here, the sudden appearance of monotonous repetition can disrupt the flow of the gameplay and wrench us out of willing immersion. This has become especially noticeable in the paradigm of boss battles. 

The standard procedure for the player faced with a boss battle is first to rush around trying different tactics and seeing what works, and then to refine her operations into a discrete set of actions calculated to defeat the boss after a set number of monotonous repetitions. And in practice, this construction has become weighted too much towards the “wrong” sort of repetition. The initial stage of a boss encounter — the constructive repetition of working out your strategy through repeating moves that keep you safe while varying offensive actions — is always the most exciting, because it engages the creative mind in a high-stress problem-solving mode. However, when the correct tactics are discovered, the monotonous repetition of applying them ten, 15 or 30 times in order to defeat the enemy can rapidly become frustrating. Any mistakes you make now are merely because your finger slipped, or the control scheme is too clunky, or you’re just bored because you’ve been doing exactly the same thing for the last half an hour.

Revealingly, one of the ways in which Metal Gear Solid, for example, varies between its selectable skill levels is that on harder settings the bosses simply have longer health bars, and so it takes more monotonous repetition to defeat them. That is not a clever way to enhance the challenge of a game; it just makes it more boring. Even on the easy setting, my feeling is that the confrontation with Metal Gear Rex at the game’s climax is a shade too long in the monotonous repetition stage; as is the battle with Ganondorf in Ocarina of Time. These are, after all, two great exploration games in which the player is encouraged all the way through to experiment, to have fun with new skills, and to pit his wits against novel situations and challenges, but when it comes to the boss battle in each game — aesthetically awe-inspiring though Metal Gear Rex and Ganondorf are — we suddenly regress to the twitch paradigm of “learn a pattern and repeat it ad nauseam”. It is not that Metal Gear Rex and Ganondorf are too difficult, but that they too rapidly become tedious.

Recently there appears to be something of a movement towards more boss encounters. Indeed, in games such as Freak Out or Luigi’s Mansion, nearly every enemy is a kind of boss, in that the player needs to construct a certain repetitive strategy to win. In such cases, an imbalance towards monotonous repetition can become even more wearing. It is lovely to discover that a certain ghost will be distracted by leaves blowing in through a window if you pull the curtain open, but once you have worked this out, it becomes annoying to have to repeat the action so many times, especially with the thumb-troubling circular action required to operate Luigi’s vacuum cleaner.

The solution is, quite simply, to adjust the balance between the constructive and monotonous repetition stages of boss battles. Make a boss more wily; make the tactics required to defeat him more cunningly opaque. Let us tax our brains in constructive repetition for longer; make it more of a cerebral challenge. That is where the meat of a boss confrontation ought to be. Once we have figured out the right way to defeat him, why should we have to repeat it more than a handful of times? For now we have solved the puzzle, and are just being mechanically hampered from seeing what comes next. There’s joy in repetition, sure, but even Prince knew better than to let that song last 30 minutes.

Edge 104, November 2001




Postscript: Boss battles still almost all suck, for exactly the same reasons.


Eternal Recurrence

It was when we had accomplished what the cartoon loading screen hinted at and yet the hordes just kept on coming that the terrifying revelation hit us: this is basically Asteroids, only with dead fascists instead of interstellar rocks. (It was the co-operative Nazi zombies mode of Call of Duty: Black Ops.) In a way the old videogames were much more like real life: you can’t win that either, you just hope to stave off death for a few more minutes or years. Disappointingly, real life doesn’t often give you hyperspace or nukes.

Well, some of the old games were like that; others tempted the elite player actively to seek out death in the form of the uncompletable “killscreens” that occurred in Pac-Man or Donkey Kong owing to the limitations of 8-bit counters. The documentary film King of Kong is not only a devastating emotional drama about the epic contest between competitive old-school videogaming’s Darth Vader (Billy Mitchell, stunted and twisted by having given in to the Dark Side) and its Luke Skywalker (Steve Wiebe, improbably fresh-faced, charming and normal), but also a fascinating reminder of just how different those arcade games of the late 1970s and early 1980s were from most of what we play today. Different not just stylistically, but philosophically. 

Once upon a time, for a start, scores meant something. When the high-score table of the Asteroids machine at my local fish-and-chip shop had STV at number one, people looked at me in the street with a new kind of respect. (Or perhaps they were paedophiles: who knows, it was a more innocent age.) Later, scores were replaced by stories, and then pimping your unique avatar or upgraded weapon loadout across the internet. Sure, some games continued to keep score, but a period of rampant superinflation inevitably took the edge off. Nowadays a scoring game is likely to give you a million points just for taking your clawlike hand off the joypad to wipe the drool from your mouth. 

But the existence of a score implies the beautiful possibility of a maximum score, at least in a game that ends. There is something heroic, even superhuman, about the ambition that lurks implicitly beneath the high-score contest between Mitchell and Wiebe in the film: the more serious and transcendental desire not just to be better than anyone else, but to play “the perfect game” of Donkey Kong. This dream — logically possible but practically unrealizable — recalls Nietzsche’s startling idea of eternal recurrence. It holds that you will live exactly the same life as you are living now, moment to moment, an infinite number of times. 

Sounds appalling? You’re telling me. But Nietzsche’s devilish twist is that we should decide to embrace this fact: we should actually want our lives to repeat indefinitely in exactly the same way, and glory in this as cosmic paradise. In principle, similarly, it is possible to play the perfect game of Donkey Kong, such that no higher score could be achieved, in which case one could reasonably will that each subsequent game played out in precisely the same way, undeviating and forever, and this — paradoxically for people brought up on contemporary gaming virtues of emergence and unpredictability — would be a kind of digital nirvana.

Is it even conceivable, by contrast, that one could play “the perfect game” of a contemporary big-budget product? In theory you could sit there frowning in your pizza-stained smoking jacket and complete an entire FPS campaign using only headshots. If someone did that and made a video of it, I would certainly watch a few minutes. But even that couldn’t really count as “the perfect game” in the same way, given that (in the absence of scores) many choices are simply aesthetic — do you want to headshot those three guys, or instead shoot the explodey barrel to set them on fire, because you just love blowing stuff up? Remember, too, that Donkey Kong had digital inputs and relentless scripting. In our era of analogue joypads and more complex response to player action, it is impossible to play a game exactly the same way twice, because you cannot make exactly the same inputs twice. 

Perhaps, after all, it would be closer to the spirit of Nietzsche’s injunction — to will the eternal recurrence of one’s actual life — simply to be forced to watch forever a loop of one campaign-long FPS killcam, with all your banging into walls, misses, self-immolation via grenade and aimless whirling intact. But somehow it is harder to see this as a consummation devoutly to be wished. Modern games might be more like real life in this way, but does that make them better games? Perhaps not, but as I neglect the singleplayer campaign of Cod Blops and lip-lickingly restart the co-op with my trusty comrade, I decide that there is also a lot to be said for what they never gave us in the 1980s: the awesome power to kill huge numbers of Nazi zombies in the three-dimensional face.

Edge 223, December 2010


Record-breakers

The 2012 Olympic Games, which as I write have just ended, have in their televisual mise-en-scène become increasingly virtualized. The fencing looked designed as a dystopian-future 8-bit gameshow: people poking and slapping each other with swords on a piste that lit up with gigantic neon red or green lights in the middle of a vast inky darkness. And while sports videogames have for years played on the aesthetic incongruity of placing a virtual event slap-bang in a recognisable non-sporting location, I don’t know how they’re ever going to top beach volleyball in Horse Guards’ Parade. 

While sport itself is becoming all the more virtualized in its mass mode of consumption, videogame sports simulations strain as ever to raise the bar of naturalism. I turned with a friend to Sega’s official London 2012 videogame, as a farewell tribute to the not-quite-finished Games. (Somewhere in London, people were still trying to punch each other in the face for medals.) Now, the logical culmination of the fashion for motion control — which you could characterize as de-virtualization of input — would be for an Olympic videogame actually to require you to leap so high in front of your Kinect sensor that you brain yourself on the ceiling and fall down dead in a broken heap, in a forlorn attempt to win the virtual high jump in Lycra pants and knee-socks. 

Luckily, that isn’t the case. Actually, the most entertaining aspect of London 2012 was the metagame we devised: we had to skip all tutorials and figure out the controls for ourselves, keeping them secret from the other person. Eschewing motion control altogether for rigid ideological reasons, we discovered (believe it or not) that the mechanics for track-and-field videogames remain eerily similar to Konami’s legendary 1980s button-masher Track and Field, and its subsequent licensed reinvention as legendary joystick-breaker Daley Thompson’s Decathlon. You hold one button (or stick direction) for a certain time until the right throwing angle is displayed; you press X really fast to, er, go fast in the 100m or the Keirin. The archery uses twin sticks cleverly and adds some chilled challenge with the ever-changing wind direction. The rapid pistol-shooting event, though, is like trying to play an FPS while really drunk. (How do you make a shooting minigame interestingly challenging when videogamers have had so much damn practice at virtual shooting? The answer here is to make the reticule acceleration insanely sensitive.) 

The diving, meanwhile, is pure QTE: press square, then square and X, then point your stick downwards (because you’re diving, like, down into the water?). At this point there is no difference between watersports and Heavy Rain, apart from the arbitrary illustrative visuals that you are only half-watching because you’re concentrating on the tiny symbols. This is, of course, the permanent aesthetic defect of QTEs: whatever is happening “behind” them — ie, actually in the gameworld — is demoted in consequence, because it could be literally anything. Note to the IOC: for Rio 2016, I propose QuickTime Eventing as the most boring possible demonstration sport. 

In the London 2012 diving it’s still moderately hilarious, as you uncertainly wiggle your stick, to watch your diver crash into the water in an undignified arseflop. But the problem any sports videogame, and especially any Olympics videogame, faces is that it vitiates the purity of sporting spectatorship. On the television screen, athletes move so you don’t have to. Lying on your sofa covered in crisps and smelling powerfully of gin, you are the absolute monarch of athletic style, berating one competitor for sloppy technique or admiring another’s blinging accessorization of her outfit. Actually participating in sport, meanwhile, has (or so I’ve heard) its own rewards, to do (probably) with aspects of self-improvement and comradeship. But a videogame offers a curious mélange. You’re not participating in sport, but you are radio-controlling a fly-by-wire inflatable model of a sportsperson; you’re not lying back and enjoying the show, but you are still watching while you’re doing. Yet which is more “interactive”, really: the interactivity of cheering while Mo Farah kicks round the final bend, or the interactivity of jabbing buttons while a nonexistent person does the same thing?

Strangely, the one thing sports videogames don’t often mess with is time itself. The clock is king. But other genres of videogame cheerfully employ slo-mo or “bullet time” to heighten dramatic effect or to make the player feel as though she has lightning reflexes. Top track-and-field competitors do seem to experience time differently from the way the rest of us do: Usain Bolt said he eased off at the end of his 200m win because he knew he wasn’t on world-record pace anyway. In a videogame, then, why not build the events to be more nuanced and deep in terms of control and challenge, while making time elastic at crucial points so that the hundredths of a second pass far more slowly? That might better induce in the player something like the psychological gestalt of an elite athlete. But then I can’t be sure of that; I only shout at them on TV.

Edge 246, September 2012


III. REALITY


Open Worlds

Wandering the streets of an unfamiliar city, I catch myself thinking “Hey, this is a pretty open-world experience” — one of those uncanny moments when you see life in videogaming terms, like scouting out ideal sniper positions on actual rooftops or visualizing yourself performing a nifty bit of CQC on an antisocial fellow commuter. 

As an advertising promise, “open world” is the new AI. Even iD, kings of the two-and-a-half-dimensional maze shooter, are going all Fallout 3 with the upcoming Rage. Of course, the roots of the open-world ideal lie in 8-bit-era classics such as Elite and Tir Na Nog. But in the modern era, largely thanks to the success of GTA3 and its successors, “open world” has become a must-have fashionable feature, even for games that an open world renders more irritating and less fun.

It’s worth pointing out, though, that the real world is not very open. Lots of it is fenced or walled off; there are metal detectors, mortice locks and policemen. You can’t simply wander into someone else’s house, or climb a mobile-phone mast, without risking prosecution. Many “open-world” games, too, start off more shut than open, feeding motivation and progression by only gradually allowing the player access to new areas. But the logical endpoint of such a schema is still a state where all doors are finally unlocked and you can go anywhere: in other words, a completely unrealistic world.

Just how closed our own world is increasingly becoming is detailed in a brilliant recent book by Anna Minton, Ground Control, about the rise in Britain of the “gated development”, and the long selloff of public land to private corporations, who then make up severely restrictive codes of conduct for the public and patrol their privatised urban centres with private police forces and CCTV. In that sense, at least, reality is becoming more like a videogame. Soon enough the whole of England will feel like Arkham Asylum. 

In another, quite monstrous way, the management of these privatised districts resembles the design of a banal open-world entertainment product. One executive is quoted by Minton as defending his strict busker-control policy thus: “We prefer planned creativity. There’s a trade-off between public safety and spontaneity. What you want is a few surprises, I agree with that, so we add in unpredictability with lighting schemes and water features, anything that adds to the quirkiness of what happens when you walk around as a consumer.” This is progress: just as you can hardly walk around in most modern videogames as anything other than a consumer or a serial killer, so the roles of actual pedestrians are to be narrowed in repertoire until you do not have the right to walk around a town centre unless you are walking around “as a consumer”. And thus the frustrating gap between what you can do in videogames and what you can do in real life will not seem quite so wide.

The flâ�neurs of 19th-century Paris did not “walk around as consumers”, but as the opposite: their joy was to explore the city without any plan, let alone any prospective purchase. (Baudelaire defined a flâ�neur as someone who walks the city in order to experience it.) And one contemporary study cited by Minton makes a similar point about modern life: “one of the most important functions of public space is to allow people to ‘do nothing’”. If you like, you can play GTA4 as a pacifist fl�âneur, taking no missions and doing no violence, but this would be playing against the grain. Open-world games are simply not detailed, textured and unpredictable enough to reward such doing-nothing, which is why there is always a tension between their inviting sprawl and the rigid mission structures that overlay them. 

One of my favourite things to do in a new city is to find a caf�é with a good street view and sit there nursing a coffee. The closest analogue to such an experience in videogames, I think, is drinking the pigeon-prepared coffee in the electro-jazz bar of Animal Crossing: Wild World. On the other hand, if I go to see a film I want to be led by the nose through the story, just as I am happy to be so led in Call of Duty 5. Only a few games manage the subtle feat of Far Cry 2, which leads you by the nose through an apparently open world. 

In general, it’s clear that a shift in the form’s ambition has taken place. Videogames used to want to be movies; now, it seems, more and more of them want to be curiously underpopulated and low-contingency cities. Meanwhile, our actual cities want to be risk-free virtualized consumer experiences. Was there ever such a thing as an “open world”, either on your screen or outside your window? 

Edge 207, November 2009


Tactical Action

Watching the latest season of 24 with increasing apathy, punctuated by bitter, incredulous chuckling, I realised that a lot of TV execs still don’t get it. They think that, since they are competing with videogames for viewers’ time, they have to make something that is just as hyperactive and contemptuous of the audience’s intelligence as they imagine videogames to be. The truth is that 24, in its long downward spiral into crayon-scrawled decadence, is now far stupider than many videogames. From the heights of season 2’s finale (a feast of finely choreographed unarmed combat and then shooting that paid knowing homage to Lee and Norris in Way of the Dragon), 24 has become a freakshow of moronic and illogical tactics, with cause and effect floating morbidly untethered. Jack kills a hitman adversary by throwing a screwdriver hard enough to pierce a Kevlar vest. Tony prevents his colleague from shooting an FBI agent, only to kill the agent himself with his bare hands. Jack and Tony pick off a couple of thugs in the docks by luring them into an ambush of silenced fire; and then, instead of continuing this winning tactic, decide to engage the rest of the enemies all at once even though they are still vastly outnumbered. None of it makes sense any more, cries the impotently fist-pounding viewer.

The irony is that for a large proportion of the audience, what makes sense to us in such fictional situations is what we have been taught by videogames. Years of trial and error with the increasingly subtly engineered systems of shooters and stealth games (even though they are rarely as “realistic” as the gleeful punishment meted out by ArmA II) have made me a much more demanding critic of filmed action sequences. Often in the cinema, an analytical subroutine of my brain will signal that, in some sense, I have been in a situation like the one currently being played out onscreen, and it’s only because the celluloid enemies are stupider and less skilled than any you find in videogames on difficulty settings higher than “I have never played a videogame before in my life” that the heroes get away with it.

Maybe, to take the optimistic view, this is a way in which videogames can keep filmmaking honest. Not that directors should slavishly imitate games, but that they should respect the higher standards of coherent action that games have inaugurated. The Bourne trilogy stands out as an example of contemporary action filmmaking that does not insult the enhanced kinetic intelligence of a modern audience, as did the remake of Casino Royale; unfortunately, Quantum of Solace threw it all away again. No decent videogame would ask you to believe in a hysterical Frenchman half your size as a respectable final boss.

In return, of course, filmmaking should keep videogames honest. If I get bored with Fyodor Exposition’s speech about how this used to be a bustling café� full of love and laughter blah blah, and so I decide to take some potshots at Germans in the street, the game ought to come up with a more sophisticated response than merely printing “Your actions got Sgt Reznov killed” and forcing me to reload. The game is punishing me for my impatience with its own narrative failings. What’s more, CoD5: World at War’s portrayal of the Japanese — all sadistic torturers or “Banzai!”-screaming nutters leaping out of the grass and trying to bayonet you — is remarkable in its complacent pandering to decades-old xenophobic American stereotypes of the perfidious yellow foe: stereotypes that filmmakers such as Eastwood have been justly tearing down.

A tangentially remarkable aspect of Quentin Tarantino’s masterpiece, Inglourious Basterds, is that it is perhaps the least videogamelike war movie made since videogames have existed. It is a second-world-war epic with no large-scale battles of the kind that games have become so good at. And the classical savagery of its extended suspense is executed in two virtuosic scenes of people sitting around tables: one only has to imagine the absurdity of “controlling” one of these characters through a dialogue menu system to realize that the drama depends absolutely on our position as helpless spectators. The entire film is a masterclass in what only cinema can accomplish, and should serve as a reminder that videogames ought to tend their own garden rather than copying the neighbour’s topiary. 

My ideal future for videogames and movies, then, is one of mutual respect and education, in which each form keeps an eye on what the other can teach it and then goes back to concentrating on what it does best. The alternative future is one in which films are really bad action games, and games are really bad films. That’s already part of our confused present, but it needs to stop. “NOW!”, as Jack Bauer would scream, before casually torturing a nearby waiter and decapitating Osama bin Laden with a foam Frisbee. 

Edge 208, October 2009


Apocalypse Now?

One thing nearly everyone agreed on about the British riots of August 2011, from sheen-jowled dead-eyed marionette David Cameron downwards, was that they were “mindless”. That would have come as news to the people carefully targeting branches of Game, while not, as far as I know, hurrying to loot shops that sold wool or buttons. The riots were perfectly mindful; just in a depressing way. There was nothing countercultural about them; instead, people broke into shops and nicked smartphones. Far from being anticapitalist, like the G20 protests of 2009, the riots demonstrated the enduring victory of advertising and consumerism. The desires the rioters expressed were just those desires implanted and conditioned by the commercial system. They were on the wrong side of the law, but in their thieving (and subsequent eBay fencing), they were good little entrepreneurs.

To call people “mindless” is to dehumanize them: to turn them into animals — or, of course, zombies. And this is where I believe we can wholeheartedly blame videogames for the riots. Not in the simplistic way the media toyed with doing, as for instance when the the London Evening Standard shrieked: “CHILDREN AS YOUNG AS TEN, INSPIRED BY VIDEO GAME, AMONG THE LOOTERS.” A policeman “quoted” by the Daily Mirror, meanwhile, was alleged to have muttered: “When I was young it was all Pacman and board games. Now they’re playing Grand Theft Auto and want to live it for themselves.” Ah yes, Grand Theft Auto: a game that no self-respecting teen has likely been playing for years. The possibly made-up policeman, moreover, had obviously not realized that Pac-Man is itself an incitement to looting, as you race around the maze (of shop aisles) eating dots (lifting CDs) while avoiding the ghosts (coppers), and then turning the tables by attacking the ghosts (coppers) once you have eaten an energy pill (prepared your Molotov cocktail). 

No, videogames were to blame for the riots in a more subtle and insidious way. Take the case of the 31-year-old schoolteacher who pled guilty in Croydon magistrate’s court to looting from Richer Sounds. This is a person who is not only supposed to set a good example to children, by virtue of being a professional adult, but actually educates children herself. What could possibly have been going through her mind when she committed the crime? What could have overridden any innate sense of ethics, or at least reasonable fear that being caught might destroy her life as she knew it? I’ll tell you what she must have been thinking: “Oh well, the zombie apocalypse has started! Nothing will ever be the same again now. Might as well loot a DVD player so I can lock myself in watching movies until the undead hordes come for me.”

And that is why videogames are to blame. They have conditioned us, over the years, to assume that as soon as anything that looks like it might be a zombie apocalypse kicks off, that is the end of life as we know it, for ever. How many zombie games do you know of that end with the defeat or cure of the shambling rotters and a return to civilized suburban life? But that, in reality, is what happens, even after the worst depredations wrought by history’s worst people. (The handwritten notice on a Manchester shop door, blaming its early closing on “the imminent collapse of society”, was a nicely ironic acknowledgment of this truth.) Videogames represent many things well (aliens collapsing in showers of gore), and other things hardly at all (the resilience of social systems). This is what games are teaching our kids: that anarchic chaos is neverending. In a baleful irony, many of the looters stole videogames that were going to teach them the same thing all over again, if they ever got the chance to play them before going to prison.

Writing about the riots quickly became its own kind of massively multiplayer “interactive fiction” event, with journalists swapping nano-ideas on Twitter before proudly linking to their columns in which they vied to blame the ConDem budget cuts, or (in the case of the satirical personage known as “Melanie Phillips”) “political correctness”, or to denounce the process of blaming anything at all, et cetera. A lot of this was no less “mindless” than its subject allegedly was, but the special mindlessness of the complacent, middle-class media is a thing to be treasured, unlike its supposed counterpart in the hooded “underclass”. 

The night before composing the analytical shoebomb you are reading, I played Earth Defense Force: Insect Armageddon, and its allegory of modern social anxieties was disturbingly obvious: the giant insects represented immigrants and looters (“ravagers”, indeed), while my turrets and lasers were barely disguised water cannon and rubber bullets, of the kind that a large e-petitioning section of our population so devoutly wished should be turned on their fellow citizens. Sadly, I was unable to finish the game before this month’s deadline, so I am unable to report whether at the end everything goes back to normal.

Edge 233, September 2011




Postscript: It didn’t.


Continuous Simulation

I am on a train, watching someone play Patience on his iPhone. He thumbs each card onto the appropriate pile, the touchscreen interface evidently furnishing a satisfying tactility. But then, when he completes the round, the machine takes over, whisking all the cards back into a fresh deck in a trice. It strikes me that the machine has stolen a potential moment of Zen contemplation. In the physical game, the action of picking up all your cards from the table, shuffling them and squaring the deck is something more than a mere chore: it is an integral ingredient of the corporeal meditation that constitutes playing Patience. 

If you asked the iPhone player whether he’d like to gather up the cards himself after every game, he might think it a silly idea. That the machine does it automatically is, he might say, a labour-saving intervention. This, too, is a reasonable view. Imagine, after clearing a stage of Breakout, having to replace all the bricks in the ceiling one by one. (A game such as Tetris, meanwhile, is entirely predicated on the machine’s ability to whisk away what you have lined up for it.)

Videogames in general differ markedly as to how far the continuous simulation extends, versus what the system will grant by magic. Take a game whose basic structure involves travelling to different areas and killing things in them. In the spirit of “don’t bore us, get to the chorus”, some games will instantly transport you from one arena to another, perhaps via a cut-scene (Uncharted 2); while others force you to actually perform the time-consuming travel: thus, in Far Cry 2, the journey can be just as interesting and satisfying as the arrival, the approach no less important than the attack. I rapidly became bored, however, with the map-jockeying demanded by The Legend of Zelda: Spirit Tracks. The fact that your exploration is literally on rails, and that the demon trains are such annoyingly gratuitous dynamic obstacles, meant that the game as a whole lost its charm for me in a way that Phantom Hourglass never did.

One of the greatest experiments to date of the continuous simulation has been Shenmue, whose rapt recreation of life’s humdrum interstices made an unprecedentedly rich ground for the moments of action and intrigue — just as outbreaks of violence or the supernatural in the novels of Stephen King are the more effective for the setting of almost pedantic naturalism. 

The videogame designer’s decision as to what happens instantaneously by system fiat, rather than being recreated as interactive process, is arguably analogous to the manifold decisions made in film-editing on both the microscale (the aesthetic import of lingering on one static shot for a further eight frames) and the macroscale (what length of time can be telescoped into a cut for storytelling purposes). Cinema has enjoyed a century of experimentation with theories and styles of montage, but games are still venturing out nervously from their hub to explore the vast terra incognita of what such decisions can be taken to mean artistically. 

And this is one reason why we should be glad that a designer such as David Cage is forging into unexplored territory on exactly this matter. As I write, Heavy Rain has not yet been released, but footage of the shower scene is attracting the hypnotized nerd-gaze of thousands on the internet. Whatever one thinks of this oddly 1980s-soft-porn interlude (with its coy out-of-focus foreground sink helpfully protecting the player from any traumatic sight of digitally modelled pubic hair), and the implicit argument that the virtual-breast shot counts as an advance in videogame “maturity”, it is in itself an interesting cultural milestone that a link to game footage can now come with a sincerely meant “NSFW” label. (It is strange, when you think about it, that graphic representations of relentless mass killing are understood to be perfectly safe for work, while a simulated image of a naked woman isn’t, but such are the gynophobic and bellicose priorities of our entire culture.) And, in its own peculiar way, a game sequence that invites the player to help an undressed virtual woman dry her knees with a towel is a ground-breaking moment, in exactly the way that the subsequent QTE-driven action scene, a bizarrely loving recreation of that “erotic thriller” staple, woman-in-underwear-fights-against-grunting-intruders, isn’t. 

Anything that extends the possible vocabulary of videogame “interaction” past shoot, move, jump or interact-with-door, and also extends the remit of the continuous simulation into as-yet-unexplored realms, is surely to be welcomed on that account, whatever the shortcomings of its context. And so this towelling-down, this one throwaway moment, is something like a tiny-voiced promise of better things to come. You might not want, after all, to tidy up the cards after a virtual game of Patience, but shouldn’t the game let you choose? 

Edge 213, March 2010


Thinking Matter

I was walking to the supermarket, minding my own business and listening to Slash, when in the silence between tracks I overheard the following exchange between two little girls:




“She’s a princess pirate.”

“A princess pirate? There’s no such thing!”

“You know, a pirate princess.”

“Oh! There is!”




It was cute, I thought, as the top-hatted Les Paul-botherer strutted once more down my ear canals, but it also illustrated perfectly the fact that we demand a certain sort of logic even in fantasy (as far as I know, the predatory ships prowling off the coast of Somalia are not staffed by actual royals), and these children — no more than six or seven, by the sound of it — were already in the habit of debating possible and impossible ontologies of entirely made-up worlds. 

One way in which a world may be magical, yet still obliged to obey certain criteria of coherence, is if objects are alive. The animism of the Japanese Shinto religion, according to which natural objects such as trees and mountains are inhabited by spirits (so many, indeed, that there are “eight million gods”), finds an elaboration in many videogames — most obviously, of course, the Zeldas and Marios, where virtually nothing is a “dead” object but will harbour the potential for transformation, or a communicating mind, friendly or otherwise. 

An animistic game is not entitled, however, to do anything it wants. If an electric kettle were to transform into a werewolf, a six-year-old girl would rightly protest: “A werewolf kettle? There’s no such thing!” In the Mushroom Kingdom, by contrast, everything makes sense: transformations and uses of objects or animals may be unpredictable, but retrospectively slot perfectly into a logical matrix of changes. (Of course a wooden barrel is shattered by a spiky iron ball; of course jumping on a turtle’s head makes him retreat into his shell.) 

And so playing New Super Mario Bros Wii with a friend is a delightful experience, as tricky parts prompt the temporary cessation of bitchy hostilities (it’s all too amusingly easy to kill your co-op partner, deliberately or otherwise) in favour of strategic discussions couched in terms of “What if...?” or “Maybe we can...?” Can you jump on a bomb that walks around on its little legs in order to set off its fuse and then quickly pick it up and throw it before it explodes? Of course you can. This is what we would expect from bombs with legs, even though such things don’t exist in real life. (Though it can only be a matter of time before Nintendo is prosecuted for providing inspiration to terrorists.) If one of the virtues of videogames is the pleasure of experimentation and discovery, moreover, then an animistic world has the advantage that there is simply more stuff worth experimenting with.

This is an important general difference between Japanese and Western games: in the former, the assumption is that everything you see might be alive; in the latter, the rule is more generally that everything is just décor, unless an action-button prompt appears when you hobble up to it on your avatar’s bandy legs. Some of the greatest British or American games build architecturally awe-inspiring vistas that are totally inert, the rats or shadow-beings that flit around them appearing to belong to a completely different order of existence. By contrast, one of the joys of Miyamoto’s games (among others) is that the distinction between environment and character is never quite so clear-cut or easy to second-guess. This is not merely a philosophical difference but one that leads to greater density of play potential.

One might be tempted to think that animism, while providing a rich seam for videogames, is as cosmology merely a cultural hangover of ancient superstition, yet it has an intriguing and not unrespectable analogue in modern Western philosophy. This position, known as panpsychism, holds that all matter is imbued with consciousness, to varying degrees. Thus, the matter that comprises the human brain has a lot of consciousness, but the matter that comprises a tree has some too, and even the matter that comprises a pebble has a tiny bit. This doctrine (lately espoused by Galen Strawson among others) is an audacious attempt to solve the old mind-body problem while granting the truth of scientific materialism. If consciousness is a property (to a greater or lesser extent) of all matter, then the puzzle doesn’t look quite so insoluble, even if measuring the consciousness of a pebble seems rather hard to do.

Do you hear, at this moment, a small voice piping up: “There’s no such think as a stone that thinks!” Perhaps; but perhaps not. Children are natural animists and panpsychists, and it’s possible that their favourite videogames are so beloved not because they happen to be brightly coloured and cartoony, but because they confirm them in this worldview. PR-speak about Artificial Intelligence in games is all very well; what about Pervasive Intelligence?

Edge 221, October 2010


Loving the Alien

Has any artist had such a lasting death-grip on modern pop-cultural representation as HR Giger? Ever since his oozily xenobiological designs were made rubber-and-gunk flesh in Ridley Scott’s Alien, his zany vagina-dentata vision has been the biggest game in town when it comes to visualizing extraterrestrial life. Random recombination of images from Scott’s film was the limit of the creativity on show in the Daniel Craig sci-fi western, Cowboys and Aliens, whose icky invaders feature a second pair of hands that emerge from a set of meaty chest flaps. Never mind the physiological sense that makes; just feel the hommage.

In videogames, too, the alien is usually nothing more a mashing-together of clichés. Gamers playing Resistance 3, for example, will find a prettily slick, chocolate-boxy shooter, whose alien enemies are about as surprising as parking inspectors. In their predictable bipedalism and utterly generic variety (there are fast ones! There are slow-moving big ones! ZOMG there are jumpy-around ones!), the aliens of Resistance 3 might as well be zombies — oh, wait, some of them actually are zombies. (Well, space zombies, like Halo’s Flood.) Since when did aliens become so tediously domesticated? Is the universe so utterly lacking in wild possibility? Is space, basically, rubbish?

I should say in fairness that Resistance 3 has scintillating sound design, and sound too is characterisation. The throaty roar that you hear enemies emit when they die, even when you have sniped them from afar, is an unrealistic (at such distance) but gratifying piece of audio feedback, adding to the satisfaction of the kill while reassuring you that it has been accomplished; and the eerie yodel-whistling that announces the Long Legs’ presence is authentically uncanny.

Alternative alien designs in videogames seem few. There is the small, comedy alien (Elvis in Perfect Dark; the panicky Grunts of Halo), who is just annoying. And then there is that old standby, the really massive alien, who might be a giant worm (rockworm in Gears of War 2; sandworm in Lost Planet 2), or otherwise resemble a dinosaur, reptile, or squid blown up to physics-defying size for awe-engineering purposes (Lost Planet 2 throughout is supremely good at this). Inevitably, such enormomorphs will remind us of Earth animals; and indeed they probably should. For this must be the paradox of alien creation faced by all designers: that aliens mustn’t be too alien. When deployed as giant enemies, they must somehow tap into primeval, hard-wired fears, and those fears are fears of life-forms that we know and shun on planet Earth: snakes, spiders, scorpions, wasps, worms, moths, vampire kittens. 

Team Ico’s Colossi are not supposed to be aliens, exactly, but on a recent hi-def catchup with the PS3 remake of Shadow of the Colossus they seemed to me more otherworldly, with their wan eyes and Golem-like stony architecture, than most videogame organisms supposedly evolved on an exoplanet. Yet the Colossi, too, are designed to remind us of familiar zoological body-plans (ape, boar, bird), and indeed the game depends on that familiarity for its pummelling emotional force. The novels of Iain M Banks, by contrast, delight in deadpan descriptions of outlandish alien physiologies (starting with the relatively normal tripedal, four-eyed Idirans), but the risk in presenting such creative shapes to us in combat videogames is that we would just giggle down the sights at the ridiculous blobs. 

Videogame aliens, it thus seems, should look either like giant Earth animals or like humans, bipedal and roughly anthropoid — because deep down, we like killing humans, and that is the operative constraint on xenomorphy. Aliens are just convenient stand-ins for people when we want to tickle an inviting sci-fi arsenal. (The producers of Cowboys and Aliens explained, tellingly, that the film featured aliens because it’s now too politically troublesome to demonize human groups such as Native Americans.) This must also help to explain (along with Star Wars) why so many galaxy-faring alien civilisations in videogames like to use swords: it is basically the same old human medieval fetishism dressed up in laser light instead of sequinned dressing-gowns. 

What other options are there, after all, for alien design? The “little grey man” associated with Area 51 conspiriology, with his bulbous bald cranium and massive solid-black eyes (Elvis from Perfect Dark again), is probably too childlike for all but the most crazed misopedists to enjoy shooting in the big face and tiny prepubescent body over and over again. And if that is true, then we can forget about reviving the look of Spielberg’s ET, whose physiognomy was all too Terran, both very old and very young simultaneously; a cross between an adorable toddler and a wizened tree-sprite. Could you mow down hundreds of ETs with a Bullseye or Farsight — excuse me, Auger — if all they were doing was pointing their glowing fingers upwards and looking mournfully into the sky?

Edge 235, November 2011


Gamification

Does something in your life suck? Why then, turn it into a game! This is postmodernism’s infantile version of the consolatory techniques of stoic philosophy. Digital technology may now be used to project over the real world a virtual skin of motivation and delight. Through the phenomenon burdened with the unlovely term “gamification” — in principle, the application of game mechanics to everyday life — videogaming threatens to become not just ubiquitous but a conceivable way of living: a life-style.

Such is the promise, for example, of Chromaroma, just announced at the time of this writing: a game for London commuters that hooks into the journey data saved by their prepaid travelcards. Routes and stops are then visualized in a groovy 3D Defcon kind of way; you join teams and plant traps at stations for the opposition, earn bonuses for discovering new routes, and so forth, and the developers envisage the concept eventually spreading to other cities. Perhaps it will be fun. But the initial report in the Guardian was already crassly overhyping it: the headline called the game “the makeover London commuting has been waiting for”. Actually, the makeover London commuting has been waiting for is a more reliable service, with Tube lines that don’t close down every weekend and trains that can hold more than seventeen people. Overlaying a game onto the current state of the system is not a makeover; it’s a spangly sticking plaster on a festering wound.

The first wave of silly hype about gamification has already created its own backlash, of course, such that sensible promoters of the concept no longer think it’s cool just to stick points, badges, and mayors on everything. As Margaret Robertson has pointed out, just adding points (“pointsification”) doesn’t make something a game. (Though perhaps scoring systems can work for those who will respond to a little extrinsic motivation. Some of those strange folk who run for pleasure report having fun with the Nike+ system, and being inspired to run more, bless them.) And isn’t the idea of being “mayor” of your local Starbucks or indie equivalent, as is possible in Foursquare, anyway rather strange? You don’t become mayor in real life just by turning up at the town hall more than anyone else. Otherwise Tommy Carcetti in The Wire would have had a much easier time of it. 

Unfortunately, it seems the people who are still most uncritically excited about gamification are, as one breathless report puts it, businesses who want to “inspire customer loyalty”. Of course the whole idea of being loyal to a business, such as a supermarket with a “reward card” (which was already an embryonic kind of gamification or at least pointsification), is deeply suspect: loyalty between people is symmetrical, but a supermarket doesn’t care about you except as an aggregation of purchase-preference data and a soft target for spamming its new “offers” (which is a supermarket’s argot for requests that you give it money). 

So it comes as no surprise that some of the most interested parties buzzing around the new London transport game are advertisers excited about what the Guardian euphemizes delicately as “the storytelling and message side of the project” — in other words, they want to build giant virtual billboards in the gamespace. This is not gamification of the city but imitative pollution of its virtual abstraction. In 2007, billboards were banned in Saõ Paulo, Brazil, a decision that met with the approval of 70% of residents. Advertisers hope that if a version of Chromaroma takes off in that city, they will at least be able to emblazon the virtual version with their “messages”, in which case the gamified São Paulo will be, depending on your point of view, either a utopian site of informational freedom, or another grim victory for commerce’s colonization of cyberspace.

Among other common human activities besides commuting and drinking coffee, the practice of warfare especially is already highly gamified, in the sense that drones bombing civilians in Afghanistan are controlled by joystick jockeys in America. We may wonder how such developments might dovetail with the Chromaroma developers’ vision of entire cities competing against one another in their game. If Rome loses against Tokyo, should it get nuked? Gamification would only really be useful in this arena if it virtualized conflict completely: if warring parties agreed to conduct their disputes entirely in the gameworld without destroying any human beings at all. I’ll keep you posted on how that goes.

Let’s not be too pessimistic, though, about the prospects for gamification improving real life. Imagine an exciting social game, built around a website and iPhone and Android apps, about going to the dentist. You could compete with your friends to see who can get the most holes drilled in their teeth over the shortest period of time, and if you are triumphant, you will win a colourful image of a person with horribly sunken cheeks and eyes radiating pain to use as your avatar while posting drive-by insults on Comment Is Free.

Edge 224, January 2011


IV. POLITICS


Jobsworth

The German philosopher of culture Theodor Adorno once observed that the products of mass entertainment secretly had much in common with work in industrial society. “Amusement in advanced capitalism is the extension of work,” he wrote. “It is sought after by those who wish to escape the mechanised work process, in order to be able to face it again.” He was speaking at the time of cinema and popular music (he especially hated jazz, the poor thing), but one wonders what he would have thought of videogames, so many of which themselves appear to offer little more than a “mechanised work process”.

If games are supposed to be fun, Adorno might have asked, why do they go so far to replicate the structure of a repetitive dead-end job? One very common idea in games, for example, is that of “earning”. Follow the rules, achieve results, and you are rewarded with bits of symbolic currency — credits, stars, skill points, powerful glowing orbs, whatever — which you can then exchange later in the game for new gadgets, ways of moving, or access to previously denied areas. The only major difference between this paradigm and that of a real-world job is that, whereas the money earned from a job enables you to buy beer and go on holiday — that is, to do things that are extraneous to the work process — the closed videogame system rewards you with stuff that only makes it supposedly more fun or involving to continue doing your job, rather than letting you get outside it. It is a malignly perfect style of capitalist brainwashing. Even the common idea in many Nintendo games of being able to take “time off” to play a fishing sub-game or catch chickens can be read, on this analysis, as a cunning subterfuge to keep the masses happy: after all, they are still caught within the system.

In the overarching economic systems of games as diverse as Super Mario Sunshine, Deus Ex, or Primal, everything boils down to a matter of shopping. New skills — whether they be new physical moves, spells, or the ability to transform into a demon — are acquired instantaneously and thoroughly through currency exchange. The idea of gradually nurturing and learning a skill is largely absent, although this would be psychologically more rewarding. If I could save up and spend ten thousand quid to become an instant kung-fu master, that would be cool, but I wouldn’t be as proud of my kung-fu as I would if I had acquired the ability through the normal channels of years of hard training. Even a game as apparently sophisticated as Deus Ex can only offer a bland mechanical parody of “learning”, in which the next level of ability in, say, lock-picking can only be bought, not practised and learned for oneself. 

The extent of the learning possibilities in most games boils down to becoming able to manipulate the mechanics, and memorising maps. The fact that new bits are added to the mechanics throughout the game, whether through increased physical activity or the acquisition of tools (Mario’s new nozzles, Link’s hookshot, Raiden’s high-frequency blade, and so on), does not make this a true learning process; rather, it amounts to a cynical carrot-and-stick routine. And though a beat-’em-up such as Virtua Fighter 4: Evolution is primarily structured around a gradual learning and practising paradigm, it is not the perfect expression of it, since the skills to be learned are quantised: you cannot experiment with throwing a specific punch in slightly different ways, but must learn to manipulate sequences made up from the quanta of predefined and unchangeable moves.

It would surely be interesting to attempt a game, of whatever genre, in which you began with all the skills and gadgets or weapons you needed, but you weren’t sure what some of them were for, and needed to practise others to understand how to use them more effectively. Rather than the top-down, modular approach to “education” applied by current games, this would be a true process of exploration.

But again it seems that would be to give the player too much power, under the current wage-slave paradigm of videogame design. Big enemies have long been called “bosses”, but the real boss in such a structure is the voice that is constantly telling you what to do next. Sony’s architecturally lavish and conceptually bankrupt Primal is a good example of this: Scree, your somewhat lovable igneous sidekick, is really a middle manager disguised as a helpful friend. When Jen asks him for hints, he tells her what the designers have decided they have to do next, and there can be no argument. It’s not a mere velleity; it is an order. Meanwhile, the very first speaking character they encounter in Oblivion is a horned demon lord who immediately sets them off on a job: to find his son. Yes sir, yes sir, three bags full sir.

Of course a comprehensible goal-oriented structure is a useful thing, to stop a videogame becoming a sprawling mess of undermotivated wandering and backtracking. But while the just-following-orders structure works acceptably in military-themed games such as Splinter Cell, which after all do pretend to be more or less “realistic” representations of the job of a counter-terrorism or special-forces agent (where a commander delivers objectives and the soldier finds ways to implement them), the idea seems more rebarbative the further one strays from quasi-simulation into pure fantasy. 

Apart from comic early representations of menial jobs such as Tapper or Burger Time, indeed, some kind of military position was for a long time virtually the only real-life job represented in videogames, apart from the venerable genre of football management. Yet what we are seeing now is an increasing labourization of the game atmosphere: from the wry alternative employment market of GTA: Vice City to the square-jawed life fantasy of Toca Race Driver, games become structured around a fictional career. 

It would be nice to think that the famous episode in Shenmue where you actually have to go and get a job driving fork-lift trucks within the game world was an ironic acknowledgment of the job-like nature of too many games. But perhaps it is inevitable that, as products of decadent late capitalism, most videogames will, consciously or not, reflect the same values. You go through a period of training, and then it’s all about success and shopping, keeping your head down, doing what the system expects. Make-believe jobs, as the Marxist Adorno might have concluded, are the opiate of the people.

Edge 124, May 2003




Postscript: This subject was later developed at greater length in my paper Working for the Man: Against the Employment Paradigm in Videogames, presented at the 2008 F.R.O.G conference in Vienna.


Great Escapes

You’re a slave to love, the grind, or 1980s metal, sure — but are you also a slave to videogames? It’s a familiar critique (“You’re not playing the game; the game is playing you”), but one that seems increasingly to the point. Take the fashion for motion control. If you are sprawled at princely ease, pressing small buttons to achieve dramatic effects, then you are in command. By contrast, if you have to use your whole body as the controller, you are a slave, just in the way that slaves in the ancient world were valued to the extent that they were bodies from whom a certain amount of physical work could be extracted before their unmourned demise. 

The Wii or Kinect or Move system dilutes one of the core pleasures of videogaming, what in Trigger Happy I called “amplification of input”: the translation of tiny physical actions into complex or forceful virtual performance. Lara Croft, or that bland-faced sociopath who is the “hero” of Uncharted: they are your puppets, performing impressive acrobatics for little cost of effort on your part; but if you had to imitate all their actions physically, you would be just as much a puppet as they are. Think of Jack Black in the Orange cinema advert, suspended on Lilliputian strings: “I don’t wanna do this dance! I don’t wanna do this dance!” Well, I don’t want to do that dance either.

In another way, it must be admitted that we are all slaves to (or in developed game economies, employees of) the Big Boss, the overarching design of a game that hauls us from one place to the other and decides how everything will end. So is it really a coincidence that the theme as well as a repetitive mechanic of so many games is that of escape? Escape from a prison or a dungeon or an asylum; escape from one level or world to the next; escape from this arbitrarily locked area once you have defeated the achingly tedious monster that the designers, presumably drunk, thought it would be more “fun” to fight if you had to hit its weak point three thousand sodding times. 

Yes, our favourite escapism is escapology. Dead Nation’s core delirious challenge is to escape from one part of a confined space to another while hundreds of zombies try to eat you, and then to escape to the next checkpoint and gun shop. LittleBigPlanet 2’s readymade levels are nothing more than a series of pretty escapes. Most of the time, we are not so much adventuring or exploring as just trying to get the hell out. It is as though games are sympathetically acknowledging and gently satirising our plight as players, voluntarily enslaved in an imaginary prison. We are encouraged to be a million little Spartacuses, smashing our way out of the system of brutal entertainment that has become our home. The reward for finishing a game is, finally, that you can turn it off.

The genre that dramatizes this paradox most effectively is the locked-room puzzler (or “room escape game”), as exemplified by the cult-classic mid-noughties quadrilogy by Toshimitsu Takagi: Crimson Room, Viridian Room, Blue Chamber, and White Chamber. Simple point’n’click Flash games, they have the feel of weird short stories, expertly combining the mundane (a near-featureless hotel room; a white office that seems to be in an underground car-park) with the eerie. The sense of unease is even enhanced by the not-quite-perfect English of the text: the second game begins by announcing, starkly: “Successfully getting out of CRIMSON ROOM, you called yourself ‘ESCAPER.’ But, a person cannot escape from oneself.” 

The player of these games is certainly enslaved, obliged to perform demeaning tasks such as pixel-hunting for the tiny patch on the screen that will open a new perspective or uncover a hidden device, and only ever able to combine objects in the one way that the designer has chosen beforehand. You only get out, in the end, because he lets you — and even then it might be a trick.

These crude clickers boast nothing of what we celebrate in modern videogaming: freedom, large toysets, emergent complexity and the rest. But it is worth being made to think about how open “openness” really is by playing games that are so suffocatingly, claustrophobically closed. The one dimension along which you are free in these games (with a single notorious exception) is time: there is plenty of time to look around and think, to solve the ingenious memory and number puzzles, and to meditate on the creepy feeling that you are not just accidentally locked in a room; you have been deliberately trapped there, along with the tools to get out, by an alien intelligence that is enjoying watching you squirm. 

At least Crimson Room and its successors make it absolutely clear where you stand: you are a prisoner and a slave. In all too many other games, you might be both without knowing it.

Edge 226, March 2011


Unreliable Agents

You can’t always get what you want. I have just offered my enemies money for reconstruction, and they laughed in my face: in view of my recent “security actions” (um, political assassinations using Apache helicopters), no one believes that I really mean well. To add insult to injury, opposition members of my own government have called my tenure a “comedy of errors”. I realize that everything I do is an act of symbolic communication, and so my actions need to represent a consistent narrative. Lesson learned: I ease border controls and trade restrictions, arrest a few of my own extremist nutters, and eventually another offer of aid is accepted. I do better in the polls, and soon I am rewarded with a video of bikini’d babes walking along a beach, tickled by the “Winds of Peace”. I have reached a pacific milestone. But the tension is not over yet.

Such is one possible experience of playing Impact Games’ rightly admired PeaceMaker, a geopolitical simulation that you can “play” as either the Israeli Prime Minister or the president of the Palestinian Authority. It combines an RTS-style map of the territory with real news footage and a turn-based mechanic. Every week you choose one action — making a speech, negotiating with internal factions, encouraging or suppressing violent activity — and then watch as an unanticipated event (suicide bombings, riots, etc) throws a spanner in the works, and your poll ratings vacillate among the various domestic and global onlookers. Naturally, things proceed very differently depending on which leader you are: no standard videogame concept of “balanced” forces can apply here. As the Palestinian president, you have to keep Hamas and Fatah relatively on-side, while commanding only a ragtag police force, and having to make wan appeals to outside actors such as the UN. As Israeli PM you have the option of missile strikes and tightening army checkpoints, while also having to deal with your own parliament and the “settler” faction, but at least you have the US as a friend. 

PeaceMaker is thus an “educational” game, in that it provides a roughly accurate model of the political and security options on both sides of an actual conflict — as with Impact’s very interesting continuing series of web minigames based on current affairs, under the rubric “Play the News”. But perhaps the most potent aspect of PeaceMaker’s pedagogy is more abstract and potentially more widely fruitful. It’s the fact I began by mentioning: that sometimes, you cannot do what you want to do. Not because it’s a greyed-out menu item that is impossible to choose in the first place, but because, unlike in most videogames, there is an unpredictable disjunction between intention and effect. So you click to give the Palestinians some money to rebuild their infrastructure, and wait nervously as the calendar ticks over. They refuse to accept it. A thought-provoking kind of frustration ensues. The right thing to do is, somehow, not the right thing.

Such an unreliable sense of agency would be enormously annoying in most games, even though it is closer to real life. Indeed, one of the high-level pleasures of nearly all videogames is precisely that they provide a sense of perfectible agency, which is essential to inducing that exhilarating feeling of individual power with which videogames console us for the powerlessness of our daily existence. But the point that PeaceMaker drills into the player — importantly, not through text or video, but through the way it models interactive causality — is that even those people who ostensibly do have power, prime ministers and presidents, cannot control everything. They, too, can be at the mercy of events.

Creatively compromising the player’s agency is an underexploited tool of game design. To make an analogy with prose, it is as though videogames are written almost entirely in the active voice, with too little heed paid to the aesthetic effects available in the passive voice. Now, if you withhold agency from the player completely, what you get is a cut-scene. Yet what PeaceMaker most reminded me of, curiously, was the stunning passage in Call of Duty 4 where you struggle out of a downed helicopter to see a city devastated by a nuclear explosion. You don’t even have a weapon in your hand, and a mushroom cloud is towering in the sky. Your breathing becomes increasingly laboured. At length you fall over, and die. The game brilliantly underlines the enormity of the scenario precisely by putting you in command of an individual who is utterly powerless. 

Sometimes, one man cannot change anything with a rifle and a bagful of grenades, just as sometimes, a political leader cannot accomplish his objectives with the levers available for him to pull. Both PeaceMaker and Call of Duty 4 are subtly educational to this extent: they remind us that however big your hammer, sometimes you will come across something that is not a nail.

Edge 203, July 2009


National-security Ideology

News just in at the time of writing: speculative venture capitalist and “hater of our freedoms” behind telegenic acts of mass murder shot in the face by Navy SEALs flying in on stealth helicopters into a secret compound next door to Pakistan’s main military academy. Target’s mangled face identified using secret “face recognition” software; body dumped in the ocean. Nothing to see here; move along.

Not exciting enough? Now you can play it yourself. The news that the shooting in the face — or what a friend of mine took to calling the “very brief capture” — of Osama Bin Laden was almost instantaneously turned into a downloadable Counter-Strike map seemed to me a heartwarming demonstration of the creative irreverence of the videogaming world. 

If Barack Obama had really wanted to take the nephritically challenged Christopher Lee lookalike alive, the President should have demanded that the SEALs be armed with guns featuring those videogame-style reticules that turn into an X when you point them at someone you’re not allowed to shoot, disabling your trigger for good measure. (Human nature being what it is, whenever I get such a reticule I start pumping the trigger hysterically, so that when, without warning, I am suddenly granted shooting privileges again, I find myself spinning round in an unsurgical frenzy of “happy firing”, the joyous loosing-off of AK-47 ammunition that traditionally accompanies Afghan weddings, sometimes with tragic results.) 

If taking Osama bin Laden “dead or alive, or, you know, dead” in his mazelike Abbottabad “lair” had really been a videogame — as implied by the Photoshopped pictures that quickly circulated of Obama watching the raid while holding an Xbox controller — the cadaverous white-robed boss would hardly have just been standing there unarmed in the final room. He would have been surrounded by hundreds of explosive wives and children, rolling fast towards the player in earthshaking waves, while the big man himself beamed orange incendiary lasers from those haunted deep-set eyes and occasionally spin-attacked around the room like some pirouetting razor-bearded maniac on fast-forward.

Compared with such dramatic possibilities, the reality disappointed, as it so often does: indeed, as the official story morphed and corrected itself, the mission to kill or capture (or, you know, kill) bin Laden seemed increasingly tawdry and one-sided. What Navy SEALs are tasked to do in real life is not much like what they do in videogames. (For a start, in games you are always part of a small squad facing massive numbers of hostiles: in reality, commanders prefer to establish a scenario in which you are part of an overwhelming force.) But the whole episode, with its refreshingly impious Counter-Strike coda, might also cause us to reflect anew on how what one might call “national-security ideology” is uncritically internalized in so many videogames today.

Take Splinter Cell: Conviction. Periodically throughout the game you meet a person whom you are not allowed to shoot (hello, white-X reticule) but must instead “interrogate”, basically so that you know which door to go through next. Pressing B in response to the repeated on-screen prompts to “interrogate” each such person results in your character performing various acts of close-up violence: smashing a guy’s face into a desk; pinning him against a wall and choking him; kneeing him in the stomach, and so forth. This kind of thing is what the Bush-Cheney administration called “enhanced interrogation techniques”; or, in other words, torture. 

Of course we are not meant to take these scenes in Splinter Cell seriously: the torturee’s symbolic role is merely that of a malfunctioning vending machine, which needs to be slapped a few times with the action button so that it dispenses the appropriate informational token. And one is hardly going to weep for these characters, given the hundreds of others one mercilessly necksnaps or headshots. But it’s the very fact that such “interrogation” scenes are so automatic and unproblematized that reveals how deeply the game is immersed — or, to use an appropriate buzzword about the relationship between war and the media, embedded — in national-security ideology: the proposition that, when it comes to anything that can be labelled “terrorism”, any and all behaviour is not only acceptable but morally necessary. 

The bin Laden boss might have been defeated, but national-security ideology is always on the lookout for a new monster. The British police now keep tabs on a category of citizens called “domestic extremists”: not obsessive vacuumers and washers-up, but activists for various causes who have never committed any violent action. Videogames can surely learn from these developments to create exciting new fantasy justifications for violence. Personally, I can’t wait for the game that has you “interrogate” campaigners for animal rights and gay marriage, or “kettle” a crowd of peaceful anti-cuts demonstrators. After all, you never know: they might be about to turn into zombies.

Edge 230, June 2011




Postscript, 2012: As someone on Twitter pointed out to me with alacrity, a kettling game already existed.


Hacking

In America, the Supreme Court has ruled that videogames are protected under the First Amendment’s principle of free speech. In Britain, the News of the World has been closed after further revelations of phone-hacking. It is surely time to take advantage of this double newsfruit to produce an updated version of the celebrated Atari 2600 porn game, Beat ’Em and Eat ’Em. In the new version, the gentleman ejaculating copiously from the rooftops would bear a curious resemblance to Rupert Murdoch, and your two flame-haired naked female avatars, horizontally jockeying with upturned mouths for the precious savoury liquid, would periodically issue gargling statements denying that they knew anything about bribing bent coppers. 

The SCOTUS decision is sensible in one way — videogames, being a form of artistic expression (even if they rarely in fact rise above the level of “entertainment”), qualify as “speech” just as much as novels or movies do, and should therefore escape censorship. On the other hand, the judgment’s practical effect is weird: it was delivered in the context of striking down as unconstitutional a Californian law that made it illegal to sell or rent “violent video games” to children. That statute defined the games under restriction as those in which the player “kill[s], maim[s], dismember[s], or sexually assault[s] an image of a human being”, thus proving Californian lawmakers hopelessly confused about the relationship between verbs and objects in interactive mimesis. (How exactly do you kill an image? Or sexually assault an image?) Notwithstanding this conceptual muddle, however, I found myself agreeing with the failed law’s spirit, inasmuch as I don’t think a six-year-old should be playing Kane and Lynch 2. 

Even had the California law not been overturned, though, I am confident that my jolly Murdochian jizz-quaffing extravaganza would have been accorded an exception under its wise rule that a game would only be banned for sale to children if it “lack[ed] serious literary, artistic, political, or scientific value for minors”. My vision for Whack’ Em and Hack’ Em obviously has all those values and more (eg: comic, religious). Tragically, it might still fall foul of US law’s “obscenity” exception to free speech — as though blocky, brightly coloured images of spunking moguls and sperm-swallowing editors would somehow be more “obscene” than what those characters actually accomplished in real life. But then sex has always been considered far more dangerous than anything else in American cultural representation. 

The Californian legislature had attempted to define what it was controlling by referring to videogames that, especially, were found to “appeal to a deviant or morbid interest of minors”. According to the mores of 21st-century society, of course, an eight-year-old’s staying at home to read a book might well count as deviant and morbid, but graphic representations of torture and murder are perfectly normal and healthy. “For better or worse,” Antonin Scalia wrote in the court’s opinion, “our society has long regarded many depictions of killing and maiming as suitable features of popular entertainment, including entertainment that is widely available to minors.” Roll on MW3 — you know, for kids?

Meanwhile, the revelations about public deviance and morbidity by hacks hacking phones recalled, tangentially, an all-but-forgotten paradigm in videogaming: that the very rebarbativeness of a technical system could itself be a site of challenging play and exploration. It turns out that phone-hacking of the sort performed by Murdoch’s servants hardly required much videogamelike methodological imagination or skill in lateral thinking: default voicemail PINs left most people’s messageboxes wide open, and a bit of “social engineering” with helpline operators accomplished the rest. 

But “hacking” has long had a glamorous aesthetic. White-hat and black-hat hackers in TV dramas and films use supercool operating systems (all sharp, flat GUIs) that money can’t buy. And I remember spending many happily suspenseful hours playing Steve Cartwright’s Hacker (1985) on the Spectrum: it was mysteriously opaque from the moment you read the instructions, which explained nothing. (“We’ve told you how to load the program: the rest is up to you.”) Sadly, mere gamelike simulations of hacking no longer have the same appeal these days: partly because the eerie, minimalist coloured-text-on-black terminal aesthetic of those early games is now just one of a near-infinite range of user-definable UI styles on modern computers, and partly because hacking real networks is so much more interesting and has a much bigger payoff, even if just in terms of publicity for digital Situationists such as LulzSec. 

Of course, if any of today’s crackers grew up on stuff like Hacker, or the film Wargames (which heart-warmingly taught that penetrating military systems persuaded AIs that global thermonuclear war was unwinnable, rather than just getting you extradited to the US to endure years of the form of institutionalized torture known as “solitary confinement”), then such apparently innocuous fictions were at least as “deviant” as any imaginable tits’n’guns-fest. Indeed, they were surely incitements to terrorism, and should have been banned from sale to adults, never mind minors, before they were ever released. 

Edge 232, August 2011


The Glamour of War

I am tired of war. The relentless crump and shudder of explosions, and the whine-skip-puff of bullets that miss me by inches; my aching lower back; the cynical global machinations of the military-industrial complex. Sometimes I have to find a quiet place to sit and rest just to calm my shaken mind. War is hell.

On the other hand, I’m really stoked about increasing my tally so far of 162 headshots, and I’ve just acquired a new bolt-on gadget for my beloved M4 custom. Plus, for all the “war economy” talk (a lurid sci-fi version of Naomi Klein’s The Shock Doctrine), there’s nothing more relaxing than going shopping in between missions. For guns, I’m as happy and docile a consumer as anyone else. And I can’t help but look forward to trying out my new toys on the next unsuspecting mercenary. War is great!

Cut to another story of ageing muscle: John Rambo’s body, in Stallone’s most recent film, is eerily similar to that of Old Snake: decades of violence become inscribed into the parchment skin, a palimpsest of creases, veins and tendons. Rambo IV contains perhaps the most viscerally naturalistic depictions yet accomplished in cinema of what happens when human beings are shot with rifles or ripped apart by grenades. It reminds us that a dedication to unsparingly exact representations of violence can have a serious moral purpose. Look, it says: this is what war, that thing that politicians talk about so easily, really involves.

But the same tension is at work here as in Metal Gear Solid 4: the director is telling us that war is hell, but he is also showing us how exciting it is. In MGS4, war is the toy itself, by design. And when Rambo transforms from sulky boat-punter into the implacable killing-machine of old, the audience shivers in pleasure even as it winces at the close-ups of bullets ripping flesh.

 The problem is as old as Homer, who thrills us with the beauty of his battle scenes even as he laments the waste of life. Perhaps only visual art can avoid it: a single shocking image, like Picasso’s Guernica, does not titillate. But art with a temporal dimension — literature, movies, videogames — implies continuity. In films and books you need heroes, or at least witnesses who survive to tell the tale. So the depicted war can’t be so bad that everyone just dies for no reason. (If all of Saving Private Ryan were like the first 20 minutes, with no one surviving all the way through, it would be unwatchable.) And even if a videogame abjured character continuity, it would still, by its very structure in time, inculcate notions of progression and the satisfaction of victory. It would still have to be, in this sense, fun.

Perhaps Clint Eastwood’s diptych, Flags of Our Fathers and Letters from Iwo Jima, has come closest among recent war movies in avoiding the satisfactions of combat. But I doubt that a videogame in which you spent most of your time cowering in tunnels and finally committed seppuku by grenade would trouble the charts. And even in Eastwood’s films, there is glamour and beauty: for one thing, the actors are all really really good-looking (as Derek Zoolander would say).

Do contemporary media “glamorize” violence? Well, they can’t help it. You cannot make an artificial mimesis of violence without aestheticizing it. Could we even suppose that taking something revolting like violence and transforming it into something glamorous, something beautiful and amusing, constitutes a kind of triumph? Hideo Kojima’s games are, in a sense, all about this question, pummelling it with scattershot Verhoevenesque satire, arch reminders to the player that videogames are essentially a waste of time, and the rather lovely absurdity that you can win a campaign using only anaesthetic bullets. 

A more troubling approach, for me, came a couple of years ago in Shadow of the Colossus. My enchantment at the kinetic challenge and haunting beauty of the game was quickly replaced by a sense of waste and guilt at my serial murdering of these dumb giants. I suspected that this was perhaps going to turn out to be the point, but I couldn’t bear to carry on. The aesthetic pleasures weren’t enough, for me, to outweigh the powerful regret the game so astonishingly succeeded in engendering. If a game of violence is so effective in its message of anti-violence that you actually stop playing, does that mean it was a success or a failure? 

Compared to that, MGS4, with its cramming of the issue of post-traumatic stress disorder into a segmented psyche-bar (arguably a far more damning frivolity than its diarrhoea, porn mags and monkeys), is just a cartoon. Perhaps a wargame can never really be anti-war. In a way that’s a relief, I think, as I smoke thoughtfully along with Snake, waiting for the next Act.

Edge 193, August 2008


Murder Simulators

Travel the world, meet interesting people, and kill them. It appears to be a compelling offer. In the past few years a breed of games has attained great popularity in which violence is no longer the knee-jerk reflex of the twitch shooter, but a carefully planned and deliberate action. Welcome to the world of the murder simulator.

Ideas of concealment and careful killing had been around for a reasonably long time in two-dimensional games, but it is only since the attainment of solid three-dimensional environments, along with improvements in character detail, that true murder simulators, with their gleeful arms-race of visual realism, have been possible. We would mark the first naturalistic milestones around the time of Goldeneye and Thief, both of which placed heavy emphasis on silenced or distance weapons, and the avoidance of discovery by enemies. It is then only a short and bloody hop to what is perhaps the pinnacle of the genre today: Hitman 2.

Readers may object that “murder simulator” is perhaps an excessively emotive and sensationalist term to apply to a highly accomplished and enjoyable piece of digital entertainment, but what description fits better? There is clearly a qualitative difference, a change in feel and emotion, between the fantasy wargames of something like Halo and Io’s exquisitely planned assassinations. 

Hitman 2, indeed, cleverly dramatises the visceral payoff of increased naturalism in its own training level, where the player is taught how to use the game’s garrotting device, the fibre wire, on a scarecrow in the church grounds. Practising the movements required on this stuffed dummy is a purely mechanical exercise, but the first time the player does it “for real” — perhaps on the urinating guard outside the mob villa — something has changed. A bloody rush of power to the head, a feeling of accomplishment and smug oneupmanship: the guy never knew what was coming to him. Without the visual realism this would be merely a formal puzzle, like the disappointing VR missions in MGS Substance. In the world of Hitman 2, it becomes a kill.

Hitman 2 recognises that the sadistic pleasure to be had from killing as many enemies as possible is a valid way to enjoy the game; on the other hand, it holds out a carrot for those who wish to refine their skills and withhold their violence sufficiently to receive the Silent Assassin rating. And the player can wander along this axis — between the twin poles of kill-everything-that-moves and take-down-only-the-target — with relative freedom. Tactical decisions — such as whether you have time to anaesthetize a Russian civilian on the underground, or whether you need to knife him to death and steal his clothes before he alerts a patrolling infantryman — are made more interesting by the game’s reward structure.

In Splinter Cell, on the other hand, killing a certain number of civilians results in instant mission failure, and other missions are entirely designated no-kill zones. Though this does enforce proper exploitation of the game’s excellent hide-and-seek mechanics, a feeling of top-down arbitrariness to these rules is exacerbated by the bizarre volte-face of the second Chinese Embassy mission. When you are first there, killing is off-limits (though you can just about get away with shooting a dog), but second time around, for underjustified narrative reasons, suddenly everyone is rifle fodder.

Splinter Cell’s modes of careful killing — the stealthy grab, the pistol-whip and the body-dragging — are nicely engineered, but what the game really proves is that murder simulators depend just as much on environmental awareness as a repertoire of subtle violence. The light-shadow mechanic, developed and finessed from the days of Thief, can be compromised by the dubious AI — guards alerted by a single pistol ricochet can instantly develop the nightvision of cats and spot you in the darkest corner — but it provides ample opportunity for silently crowing “Ha! You don’t even know I’m here!” as a guard walks past within inches of your crouched form. (Let’s not wonder pedantically why the poor saps never notice the three lights shining out of your head.)

It is clear from this example, indeed, that murder simulators are primarily games that dramatise and make almost tangible a pleasurable feeling of informational superiority. The abysmal State of Emergency, for all its look-at-me-I’m-so-outrageous violence, is not a murder simulator, because there is no contextual engineering, no sense of rhythm and discovery. The same is true of its big brother, GTA3, or Vice City: killing people in these games always feels somewhat impersonal, both because it’s so easy and because the consequences can be neutralised.

A real murder simulator is about the primal, one-on-one encounter with a worthy foe, over whom you hold the trump card of information. You know you are there; he does not. But in order to luxuriate in such superiority, you have to believe at some level that those you are fooling are worth being fooled — that they have some minimum level of intelligence. This is where Splinter Cell’s illusion can regularly crumble: its AI is far inferior to the heart-pounding pack behaviour of searching guards in MGS2. 

Hitman 2, however, goes further in the opportunity it affords really to test your informational superiority, by walking past enemies in full daylight protected by nothing more than an appropriate outfit. The game’s use of disguises is brilliantly conceived: particularly in the fact that they can be believably compromised by behaviour and proximity — the roadblock sentries in St Petersburg find nothing suspicious about you when they are reasonably far away and dressed like them, but get too close and they will notice that you are carrying a sniper rifle instead of one of their own standard-issue AK47s.

You might say that in a really good murder simulator the actual murder is the icing on the cake. Some levels in Hitman 2 can demand as much thought and imagination as a tactical sim like Rainbow Six, and however many people you choose to whack on the way to your goal, the final kill evinces not a mere psychopathic thrill but a serene sense of accomplishment. It’s time to bite off the end of a cigar and say with George Peppard: “I love it when a plan comes together.” 

But then, of course, you watch the walls of your toolshed fill up with new toys, and probably you won’t be able to resist trying them out on a few unsuspecting guards in the next mission. Silent Assassin can wait: it’s time for a few more gratuitous murders. Remembering the furore over Hitman 2’s depiction of Sikhs and the game’s subsequent withdrawal for recoding, one is reminded that a naturalistic style always has political implications. And it remains to be seen for how much longer the ante of realism can be raised in the murder simulator before we begin to find it more distasteful than pleasurable.

Edge 120, January 2003




Postscript: The bar was subsequently raised considerably by Manhunt and Manhunt 2, which brings us to…


Torture Porn

You pick a shard of glass out of the broken window and stab the guy in the mouth with it. He doesn’t tell you what you want to know, so you start punching him in the head. He spits blood, and then spills the beans. Now you can go happily on your way, probing the unlocked new playspace with your permanently tumescent rifle.

What is obscene about this moment in Call of Duty: Black Ops is not so much the lovingly simulated blood and violence, but the implication of its embedded national-security ideology: that torture is an effective way to elicit mission-critical information. In most videogames, a quick scene of torture porn is just functionally equivalent to pulling a lever. And this might even lead to you an argument that such scenes are not too graphic, but on the contrary, not graphic — or prolonged — enough.

 Ian Bogost’s superb recent collection, How to Do Things With Videogames, makes just this argument: in the essay “Disinterest”, he argues that a ragdoll web game, Torture Game 2, is offensive precisely because of its “lack of earnestness and depth of simulation”, and praises the Wii version of Manhunt 2, because its gestural control generates a “physiological response” as well as the psychological disgust the player feels for what she is doing. Bogost’s conclusion is bracing. “A murder simulator ought to revile us, the more the better,” he insists. “We should simulate torture not to take the place of real acts but to renew our disgust for them.”

The normative value of Bogost’s “should” is interestingly shocking (he appears to be recommending the production of more torture simulators), but I am suspicious of his reasons. Does our disgust for acts of torture really need constant renewal? Would it otherwise be dulled? Or do the grubby thrills of, say, the torture-porn movie genre (Saw, Hostel, etc) not actually depend on our disgust being inexhaustible, even as it can coexist with guilty pleasure when we know it is not actually happening? I recently watched The Human Centipede 2, a grimly, brilliantly perverse sequel that plays with the idea of someone tempted to act out fantasies suggested by a media product. The sequences with the teeth and the knees are so revolting that I’m completely sure I wouldn’t need to play an interactive version just to top up my disapproval.

Another implication of Bogost’s argument is that, if the deep simulation of torture is justified by our moral edification, then we would be all the more morally edified by playing simulations of other acts we find repellent — just to be sure we keep finding them revolting, to “renew our disgust”. Bogost is arguably constrained by his own reasoning also to approve of a rape simulator such as the 2006 Japanese game RapeLay, which has the player grope women on a subway train and rape a mother and her two teenage daughters. In fact Bogost writes about such eroge and their forebears in another essay, “Titillation”, but he does not call for the production of more such games. Perhaps his assumption is that everyone already knows rape is bad, so no one needs to play a rape simulator to be reminded of it. 

Yet everyone already knows that torture is bad, too — it’s just that some people think you should do it anyway. This has also been an obscenity in our culture since the days of Bush, Cheney and Rumsfeld’s grubby lexicon of euphemisms: the “abuse” or “stress” or “expert” application of “tough interrogation” to prisoners. Appeals to a 24-style “ticking bomb” scenario became the rhetorical comfort-blanket of a certain kind of macho commentator. But to force those people to play torture simulators in the hope of changing their minds would be to misunderstand what passes for their argument in the first place. Even the academics and columnists who insist on the necessity of torture don’t claim that it’s a pleasant business: indeed, their pose as hard-headed realists, able to face up to perilous facts and tough decisions, depends in part on a continued acknowledgment that torture is horrific in itself.

We should feel equally uneasy, though, about any automatic moral equation between simulation and reality. Such a confusion is at the heart of Britain’s laws on “extreme” pornography, which bans not only photographic images of people performing acts of (say) BDSM or bestiality, but even computer-generated images of such acts, the production of which has involved no people or animals at all. Our simulations are so much less powerful than the kind of “ancestor simulation” run by an advanced civilization (in which the philosopher Nick Bostrom says we all might actually be living) that the characters in them do not count as living and cannot suffer. But the people playing them (whether or not we turn out to be simulated ourselves) can suffer, in that we might feel degraded by the experience. If developers ought to make more torture simulators for the reasons Bogost offers, then it seems to follow that they should also make simulators of all the other horrors we can imagine humans inflicting on one another; but I’m not sure anyone needs to, or should, play them. 

Edge 238, February 2012


Postmodern Warfare

The first time, I lose track of the “Person of Interest” because I’m not sure how the controls work. No medal. The second time, I’m too gung-ho, and blow him up without authorization. “Christ, we were not cleared to engage!” my superior officer, Jane, says. “You have any idea how many forms we’ll need to fill out?” No medal. The third time, chastened by the prospect of burdening my attractive comrade with unnecessary bureaucracy, I play it by the book. On the fuzzy monochrome screen, with white reticule and coordinate guidelines, we watch a blurry white humanoid figure perambulate around the mountains on the other side of the world. “This a real bad guy or just an Osama fanboy?” I wonder. “Not really our problem, is it?” Jane responds coolly. Then the Person of Interest appears to crouch down in one spot. He’s installing an IED, Jane decides instantly. I don’t know how she can tell, but I’m not about to argue. She requests permission to engage. We get it. I launch a Hellfire missile and keep the target laser-painted all the way down. Silent whiteout. Finally, I get my medal: the Death from Above Merit. As trophies and achievements go, it feels pretty sardonic.

This is a very different kind of drone simulation from the Modern Warfare paradigm of crouching in cover and flipping open your laptop to get an aerial view from a Predator circling overhead, before raining explodey death down onto the Russian fools in your way. I am playing Molleindustria’s stunning new Flash game, Unmanned. The title’s haunting ambiguity is surely deliberate: it is a game about how such postmodern warfare, where attacker and victim are separated by thousands of miles but connected via all-too-ambiguous one-way video link, could unman you.

Accordingly, actually firing the UAV’s missile (or not) is only one small part of this game, which includes a nightmare, a weirdly suspenseful sequence of driving to work on a featureless, straight road, a phone conversation with your wife, and a brilliant karaoke interlude featuring an arrangement of Queen’s “One Vision” with mournful strings (you have to click on the correct lyric at the right time), as the camera zooms out to encompass the whole Earth hanging in space. When you return from work, it’s time to spend some quality time with your small son. “This game is so much better than Contemporary Warfare 2!” he cries, as you play a devastatingly perfect point-and-click reduction of a modern FPS, shooting black-masked terrorists who pop up and down behind crates or in and out of doorways in a vaguely middle-eastern sandstone complex.

Unmanned, then, is a twin-barrelled satire: a brilliant, playable pisstake of the cartoonishness of modern über-“realistic” wargames such as the CoDs, and also a more disturbing commentary on the real-world practice of remote warfare using robots. (Already in 2010 there were 5,000 Predator and other drones in the skies over Iraq and Afghanistan.) The game’s focus on what such killing does emotionally to the drone operators (and in turn to you) is a brave decision: there is something really uncomfortably eerie about flirting with Jane while causing the death of someone — militant or civilian, it’s “not our problem” — thousands of miles away. It’s a sharp 10-minute game with enough dialogue branching and inventive mini-mechanics to reward many playthroughs.

Formally, to play Unmanned with a mouse is remote warfare squared — the onscreen characters are grasping black joysticks with big red fire buttons, like my beloved 1980s Quickshot. It’s a reminder that to play an ordinary wargame like MW3 is already to engage in remote operations, with the game controller sending signals to the world beyond the screen: one can consider the weaponized roaming viewpoint that is “your” character in an FPS as analogous to a radio-controlled car. Games that actually feature radio-controlled vehicles make this cybernetic equivalence gleefully explicit — vertiginously so in the case of Motorstorm RC on the Vita, where the radio car exists somewhere inside the controller-transmitter itself. 

Unmanned offers its procedural polemic at an interesting historical time, where human control of warfighting hardware is becoming, in some quarters, almost vestigial. One stated goal of military researchers is autonomous swarms of insect-sized attack robots, or Proliferated Autonomous Weapons (the official acronym, splendidly, is PRAWNS). We seem in some sense to be sleepwalking into an Age of Drones. One can already buy tiny battery-operated drones from Wal-Mart, and the Pirate Bay has announced that it wants to defend itself against shutdown by operating a swarm of server-bots in the sky. The sky of the future will contain many clouds, some more dangerous than others.

 When I wrote about various flavours of robot futurology for Esquire magazine a while ago, one quote stood out: that of a DARPA official who said that human beings were becoming “the weakest link in defense systems”. The mission of Molleindustria’s superb Unmanned is to probe that “weakest link” relentlessly, before it is eliminated completely. In doing so, it shows how the human factor might not be so dispensable after all.

Edge 241, April 2012


V. HUMANITY


Cooperate With Yourself!

It’s unfair that a lovingly crafted and aesthetically stylish game should turned out to be so philosophically depressing. Echoshift is a beautiful and clever little puzzler, with its haunting army of shadow puppets and harmonized trilling woodwinds on the soundtrack. But what is disturbing about it is inseparable from its central mechanic, encapsulated in the developers’ own cute name for the concept: “self co-op”.

On one level, “self co-op” is an apt description of the way you must choreograph the actions of your previous selves in gradually iterating a solution to each level. (The concept had been seen previously, in arguably purer form, in the Flash game Click*10.) Yet the mournful surrealism of “self co-op” also represents a truth about an atomised, mistrustful society, where the only person you can really trust to cooperate with you is yourself. 

In the classic Prisoner’s Dilemma of mid-twentieth-century game theory, cooperation is for losers: the “rational” player is expected to betray his co-accused. Subsequently, indeed, neoliberal economics ensconced and somehow naturalized a pessimistic and paranoid conception of the “rational” actor in society — someone who, by definition, cares only for himself, and views everyone else as at best a pitiless rival and at worst a full-blown enemy.

It is only natural, then, in a world where loyalty, altruism or empathy are mere sentimental illusions, that the notion of cooperation with another person should be reduced to that of a temporary alliance of self-interest and no more. (That is the original idea behind the spectacularly ugly coinage “co-opetition”, first recorded in 1913 as used by the Sealshipt oyster company, trying to reassure its various dealers that they had common cause.) Only natural, too, that the solitary individual thus thrown back on his own resources in the jungle of the “market” should become masturbatorily fascinated by his own abilities for self-advancement, to the exclusion of all else. The term “self-help” (the generic name for a huge industry of exhortation catering to the monstrous egoism encouraged by modern society) already splits the self in two: there is the self to be helped, and the self doing the helping. Echoshift’s wry phrase “self co-op” merely takes this to the next logical stage, where your self can be split into two, or three, or ten, all happily working together in a completely solipsistic universe. We would not be at all surprised to learn of a new inspirational bestseller entitled Cooperate With Yourself!.

But the possibility of real cooperation with another person is, of course, somewhere at the root of our social being. So are my thoughts led from Echoshift’s delicate allegory of a modern Everyman as psychic castaway — doomed to trudging repetitively numberless rat-traps of stairs, doors and switches, to no higher purpose than that they are, simply, there — to the possibility of true cooperation in videogames. 

Now, to an extent, all competition is cooperative. (We cooperate in agreeing to play by the rules of chess, or tennis; we cooperate in keeping score; we cooperate in trying to make it a “good game” for reasons aesthetic as well as competitive.) But playing against a friend seems to be becoming less compelling than playing with a friend, or so you might assume from the rise of designed-for-co-op games such as Left 4 Dead, Lara Croft: Guardian of Light, or Modern Warfare 2’s Special Ops mode, a far more important and groundbreaking achievement of design than its singleplayer campaign or its polished but unsurprising standard multiplayer. (Contrast the unsatisfying “co-op campaign” of World at War, which is hardly co-op at all: rather than having to plan and act as a team, you just both happen to be playing the same level at the same time.)

A Marxist critique of videogames would say that they are in our age the opiate of the people: industrial products of dazzling craft whose function is to keep the masses hypnotically distracted from their true condition so that they do not act to change it. But to this gloomy analysis one could also oppose a more optimistic reading: why cannot games also be training grounds for collective action?

After all, cooperation in a videogame is not somehow less “real” or authentic merely because the world is imaginary. Blocking out all but the last few Spec Ops missions on Veteran, my friend and I have shot thousands of pretend men in the face, and blown up cars and aeroplanes that were merely gossamer pixel dreams, but the intense camaraderie we felt was as real as any social emotion, and the whole experience far richer than any competitive fragfest. Cooperation, in that sense, is its own reward. Videogames that offer themselves as arenas in which it may flower could help, in their own tiny way, to combat what is so powerfully depicted by Echoshift: the isolation that ideology seeks to impose on us all.

Edge 218, September 2010


Two Concepts of Liberty

It’s when I have two men and a dog happily balanced on the undulating form of my giant quadrupedal anthropomorphic caterpillar and then eat a house that I realise this is either one of the most important videogames of recent years, or somehow not a videogame at all. What is this crazy thing called Noby Noby Boy?

The core pleasure of Boy’s stretchiness is the kind of thing that is sometimes loosely called a “mechanic”, but that word implies a sense of linear rigidity belied by Boy’s twangy and twirly acrobatics. It’s more about the simulation of a recognisable material quality, like my preference for blue denim when I am Sackboy (a texture I in some way stroke with my eyes), or the peculiarly satisfying way in which MGS’s iconic cardboard box flops down around Snake. Some kind of stylized “physics” had been around in videogames for a long time, of course (think of the crucial role played by versions of “inertia” in Asteroids or the 2D Mario games), but gradually more interest was directed not just to how objects move but what they are like in themselves. This is one obscure thread, indeed, by which you could trace the evolution of videogames: from hard and rigid (the only halfway “realistic” representations for a long time could be of shiny metal objects) to soft and deformable. 

Like its predecessor Katamari (and before that, Stretch Panic), Noby Noby Boy is an example of what we could call a physical-property toy. The much-lauded indie game Gish, meanwhile, was built on the physical property of viscosity (a ball of tar), paving the way for the delightful squishiness of LocoRoco. There appears to be something inherently thrilling about bounciness (not just for the obvious psychosexual reasons to do with the stereotypical videogamer demographic): the word (64 or 128 bits long) is made flesh (of a naturalistic or surreal kind). A curious joy is awoken in witnessing a representation of what is attractively tactile, locked away or sublimated to a realm where you can’t actually touch it, as with Salvador Dal�í’s famous soft clocks. 

To call it a “toy” is to recognise the most radical aspect of Noby Noby Boy, which is that there is nothing to do. Or, if you prefer, there is everything to do. It’s just that, aside from sending statistics of your length increases to Girl, the system does not predetermine some set of actions as a win and another as a fail. Similarly a child’s plastic truck comes with no rules, strategies or definitions of success that are extrinsic to how the truck actually works as a physical thing. You play a game, but you play with a toy. 

If playing with a toy sounds somehow like an “immature” pursuit, we ought to recognise that it fits into everyday adult life very nicely. After all, huge numbers of non-gaming grown-ups play with toys, too: it’s just that the toys in question are cunningly disguised as sports equipment, or vehicles, or “productivity” devices. (The dazed masses who cannot stop fiddling with their iPhones in the pub or at the bus stop or over romantic candlelit dinners are surely entranced as much by the functioning of the device itself as by whatever they are “doing” on it.) 

As a toy, Noby Noby Boy also takes a polemical position on what we call “freedom” in videogames. It ought to remind us that there are actually two sorts of freedom we care about. The more restricted kind can be called “freedom how”: the game gives you an objective or issues you an order, and you then explore the freedom of combining tools and tactics to accomplish the mandated task in your own way. “Freedom how” is what we value in MGS, or Far Cry 2. But those games offer very little of the other kind of freedom, “freedom to”: the liberty to define your own tasks in the first place, or just to act in a way that isn’t task-oriented at all. Often, the more a game tries to give us a little taste of “freedom to” — as in GTA4 — the more frustrated we become by its limitations (you can’t go into that building; you can’t wander off and try a pottery class). 

Noby Noby Boy splats gaily down into this argumentative space by showing us an extreme execution of “freedom to”, not telling us what the hell we are supposed to be doing in its ridiculous universe, and relying on no other motivational structure to keep the player going than its innate charm and the vague feel-good communalism of sending Girl further out into space. It is a gauntlet thrown down to videogame designers and players, demanding that we ask whether it is a videogame at all, what we want out of videogames, and whether the pleasures of the form, like Boy himself, can be teased and stretched in surprising new directions.

Edge 202, May 2009


I, Gun

The topic of “personal identity” in philosophy is a knotty one. What guarantees that you are the same person from one day to the next, or from one decade to the next? Some thinkers favour a story about psychological consistency, which others attempt to challenge with fantastical parables. Suppose that, through some magic sci-fi process, you suddenly underwent “fission”, so that there were now two identical human beings who shared all your thoughts and memories. Which one would be “you”? Both? Neither? 

One day, perhaps, the evolved progeny of videogames might furnish a kind of dynamic laboratory for such thought experiments. Currently, however — with marginal exceptions such as Braid, Echochrome, and perhaps Chubby Drizzle — they force us into a tiny set of roles that are crudely static, vacant, and geosocially myopic. 

Who was I, for instance, in the Modern Warfare games? I was a favoured clutch of guns. No idea who the variously accented and moustachio’d soldiers I inhabited were; but I do recall vividly that I adored the M4A1, superior all-purpose face-shooting gadget (preferably with a grenade-launcher attachment), and as backup the warm close-quarters precision of an MP5, whereas my co-op friend is a high priest of the cult of the AK-47. In such games, the weapons have more character than the characters do. The fetishistically accurate looks and use-personality of an MP5 give it a far more robust and consistent “personal identity” than is allowed to any of the grunts you temporarily control. (This is extended brilliantly in Far Cry 2, whose guns age and begin to creak, just like humans.)

The monstrously entertaining Lost Planet 2, though, offers an intriguing reversal of the norm: it is the weapons that are genericized and anonymous, known merely by the labels “rifle”, “shotgun”, and so forth. In each “chapter” of the game, meanwhile, “you” are a member of a different faction, all of whom appear to be at each others’ throats until, at the finale, they all, rather touchingly, agree to cooperate in order to defeat an enormous glowing blob whose implacable blobular enormity threatens to plunge the planet into a new ice age, or something. (I am paraphrasing slightly.) The diversity of roles is only superficial, in that every character moves similarly, yet playing a set of kinetically inspired levels as a Sand Pirate did in some way teach me to love those foul-mouthed criminals.

Videogames do reveal something about the player’s “personal identity”, insofar as they can sustain a style of play that remains recognisable as yours over time, and between games. In co-op shooters, my friend likes to storm around going all Rambo with his beloved Kalashnikov, while I hang back firing single shots, jonesing for that pink mist. It’s a good tactical combination, and so over the years we have each made every disposable “character” in all the shooters we have played as much like ourselves as possible. Videogame characters, after all, are inert until someone plays them. And when you play them, you change them: not their polygonal fizzogs or fatuous scripted clichés, but their behaviour. So any playable dude from Modern Warfare 2 (as I played it) has more in common with a dude from Lost Planet 2 (as I played it) than he does with another dude in his own game (as someone else played it). In this way, “personal identity” in videogames is really an emergent, intertextual phenomenon. 

Could games also be devices for exploring the personhood of others, vehicles for enlarging our imaginative sympathies, as some people suppose novels are? Maybe, if they get a lot more sophisticated, and ditch the cultural imperialism. (Aren’t you tired of “being” an American in games? Even if you are an American? Even if you’re in space? Why aren’t there more iconic videogame protagonists who are German or Swedish, let alone Nigerian or Chilean?)

Perhaps in 30 years most of the protagonists in games will be Chinese. But they will also still all be “me”. That could work in a creatively uncanny sense (I experience the rich, persuasive simulation of another person as “me”) or it could just be business as usual (I happily shoot people in they face the way I always do, except “I” am hoarsely yelling sweet nothings in Mandarin while I do it). Until then, beneath the sounds of chattering gunfire and excitably farting French horns, I will periodically hear Bob Dylan’s quizzically hostile croak: “Who are you, anyway?”

Edge 229, June 2011


Power Law

It was when I climbed to the mountain lodge, hid inside a bush across the wooden drawbridge, and fired a single shot from my flare pistol. The flare ignited the lodge, and the guards started running around in a blind panic. I just sat there, listening to the cries of my target inside the lodge as it smoked and burned, until he fell silent. Job done. I got off the mountain fast and proud. That's one stealthy psychotic safari outing. That’s power. 

Like many people, I had initially dismissed Far Cry 2 as yet another boring open-world job simulator involving endless backtracking. Coming back to it in search of more pretend men to kill after completing CoD4 left a killing-pretend-men-shaped hole in my digital heart, I realised that such criticisms were both true and beside the point. For many of them, it is a plausible response to say: “You’re doing it wrong.” Are you driving up to every checkpoint in your Jeep, hopping out guns blazing? You’re doing it wrong. (The simple solution to the respawning checkpoint controversy: they ought just to have taken a longer, and more fictionally plausible, time to repopulate: say, 24 gameworld hours.) Are you sticking to the roads instead off driving cross-country whenever possible? You’re doing it wrong. 

Of course, to be justified in saying “You’re doing it wrong”, a game must give you an enjoyable way to do it right. Yet for the first couple of hours, Far Cry 2 fails dismally. The player is just not yet properly equipped to play the game. Stuck already in the tutorial, I eventually realized that I was obliged to buy one of the crappy guns the arms dealer was offering me. But I didn’t want any of those guns: they looked rubbish. And, as I quickly learned when I yomped off through the bush, they were.

So the player feels impotent and frustrated for the first few hours of the game. Much later, it all clicks. Finally you can stride out loaded up with, say, the Dart Rifle, the Silenced MP5, and the Flare Pistol. Now you can snipe people in the face from afar and chuckle bloodthirstily at the emergent comedy of panic-stricken guards blowing themselves up. You have gone from zero to badass. That’s satisfying.

But does the satisfaction retrospectively justify the clunky beginnings? Many games progress in the same way as Far Cry 2, as we would see clearly if we plotted graphs of player power over time. Far too often, the player is underpowered early on. It is as though developers design the core experience around the peak of player power, with all the rules and toys in place, before working back through the game, gradually stripping power until the player is forced to begin with a rusty screwdriver. Presto, an instant mechanic of reward — but one that is fatally easy to misjudge. 

Player power’s ebb and flow, with spikes and troughs in the time-curve, can imply its own emergent narrative. Take two complementarily stunning moments near the end of MGS4. In one, you are almost completely impotent, crawling through a corridor and unable to use any weapon or gadget. The other moment is one of the exhilarating peaks of player power in all videogaming: you are piloting a Metal Gear through hangar tunnels, stomping and shooting hundreds of tiny, terrified guards. Nothing can stop you. 

Some games are nervous of allowing the player to become “too powerful”. Far Cry 2’s own Clint Hocking, one of the most thoughtful and eloquent of contemporary developers, explained in a talk at this spring’s GDC that the game’s systemic random annoyances — malaria attacks and jamming guns — were designed so as to forestall a feeling of “mastery”, where everything always went according to plan. “When we master a thing, we destroy it,” he argued. 

I don’t agree; nor, I suppose, would many world-class athletes or musicians. In a videogame, absolute, unchallengeable power (as in MGS4’s Metal Gear moment) is a fierce, raw pleasure. It shouldn’t last the whole game, but it can be a durable and thrilling peak. (And it is available, in bursts, in Hocking’s own game, as when a sniping mission is going well.) As Hannibal Smith said: “I love it when a plan comes together.” Should the designer really be a moralistic father-figure, assuming too much power is bad for his children, second-guessing the player’s creative planning in order to try to bork it in advance?

By exploiting the player’s anxiety and adrenaline directly through the downgrading and up-ramping of his power, after all, Hideo Kojima has demonstrated an extraordinary tool for engaging the player emotionally: a more visceral bond between player and gameworld is thereby created than can ever be induced with cinematics or “buddies”. As Nietzsche said, and Far Cry 2’s Kurtz figure rehearses: the will to power is all.

Edge 204, June 2009


Cognitive Panic

I am an air traffic controller! The rhythm of a shift is unpredictable. One minute I am idly tapping my foot along to blippy electro-funk; the next I am frantically giving orders to six aircraft at once and breathing a huge sigh of relief as one plane that is landing just misses blasting into the rear of another plane taking off from the same runway. Keep your holding pattern, flight 701. Flight 305, you are cleared to taxi. Flight 504, go to gate 16. Oh no, hang on...

There is a class of videogames built specifically to inculcate a feeling of what we might characterise as “cognitive panic”. Caught in a blizzard of decision procedures, the player has no leisure to plan but must manage a constant emergency. Moments of cognitive panic provide the adrenaline juice in most action games, whether you are defending an immobilized tank from marauders on all sides in COD4 or slicing round a corner while making weapon-management decisions in WipEout HD; but it’s real-time strategy games — such as the DS’s lovely Air Traffic Chaos — that are, fundamentally, hardcore cognitive-panic toys. 

The obvious question is: why is cognitive panic pleasurable? When we experience it in real life, on one of those days where everything goes wrong simultaneously and there seems to be a never-ending hail of demands on your attention, it’s not usually very welcome. Indeed, the phrase “cognitive panic” is sometimes used in psychiatric medicine, to describe a panic attack with the mental symptoms (“fear of losing control or going crazy”) but not the physical ones (“feeling of choking”, “nausea”) described in the American Psychiatric Association’s diagnostic manual. Why would videogamers seek out the kind of stress that makes people seek professional help?

At the Naval Medical Center in San Diego, soldiers returning from war with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder are encouraged to play through reconstructions in a “virtual Iraq”, where things are initially calm, but then violent events and sensory overload are gradually ramped up so as finally to replicate the original trauma as closely as possible. Navy psychologist Karen Perlman was quoted in the LA Times last year as explaining: “Habituation occurs when they repeat their story over and over again. They start to learn they can tolerate their distress, they can work through it.” The treatment depends on the stress not being somehow diluted, but replicated as closely as possible, so that the patient can learn to manage it. Still, the fact that the “virtual Iraq” is known to be imaginary provides a crucial safety valve. “The great thing about virtual reality,” said research leader Lt. Cmdr. Robert McLay, “is that you can turn it off.”

On a more trivial level, could it be that cognitive panic as entertainment performs a low-level therapeutic role? If I learn to sail through the Expert levels of Air Traffic Chaos with a super-functioning Zen serenity, will I be better equipped to handle stressful situations in real life? Well, one should hesitate to make such general claims. The daddy of technical air-traffic-control simulators on the PC, ATCSimulator2, is pretty much obligatory among those who intend to train as air traffic controllers in real life, but you wouldn’t necessarily recommend it as an essential adjunct to a student of brain surgery. (She would want Trauma Centre, of course.) On the other hand, an ability to manage cognitive panic looks as though it ought to be high on the list of potentially “transferable” or generalizable skills that we can practise in videogames. More research on this question is needed.

Conversely, though, one might also wonder whether part of the reason why the generation of videogamers in their thirties and older express an increasing dissatisfaction with modern games is that maturing adults derive less and less pleasure from the unnecessary engineering of cognitive panic. After all, they’ve got enough to worry about with the credit crunch and the job market. Personally, I used to be rigorously intolerant of turn-based videogames, but in recent years I have much preferred Advance Wars to any RTS, and I prefer both Metal Gear Ac!d games to Metal Gear Solid: Portable Ops. 

This is not to say that my twitch synapses are burned out: I still prefer Guns of the Patriots to just about everything. But MGS4 is germane to the topic at hand, too: after all, its rhythm of stress and recovery could be seen as an allegory of gamers’ ambivalence about cognitive panic. Perhaps Old Snake represents a physical manifestation of the Gen X gamer’s ageing brain, increasingly vulnerable to stress and given to wondering whether it’s all worth it — but still, when it really counts, “pretty good”. 

Edge 196, November 2008


Rhythm Action

In the snowy early days of 2009, I am setting my metronome and practising fingering studies on my beautiful new guitar. Every few days or so, I find I can bump the tempo up a notch, getting a satisfying confirmation of my improvement; and then I will allow myself to plug into Guitar Rig and lay down some punishing heavy-metal nonsense. All told, it’s much more fun than a videogame.

Knowing this, friends often ask me what I think about Guitar Hero and Rock Band. Well, from a few casual plays, I have developed no interest in learning to play an oversimplified imitation of my axe. But for a musician to express contempt towards the game, and insist that Guitar Hero fans should dump it and go learn to play a real guitar, would be a harshly purist view of how one should spend one’s dwindling stock of hours on Earth. It would also be a little like saying to a Tomb Raider fan: Why don’t you just go outside and climb some rocks and shoot some bears for real? Sure, it would be more challenging, and maybe even more fun, but the game is not intended as a perfect simulation of the real thing.

On the other hand, these games do inevitably represent “playing” music as robotic, supervised work. Despite the limited space made for “improvisation” in such games of late, most of the time you are required to do exactly what is preprogrammed into the game. There is no room to drag the tempo a bit in the verse, or to suddenly make up a cute lead harmony in the chorus. Essentially you are trained into a Pavlovian response to a series of QuickTime Events, the reward for which is that you get to hear a prerecorded song the way it should be.

One of the great pleasures of playing music for real, though, is doing it your own way: making innumerable micro-decisions about timing and phrasing that add up to an interpretation. But the stern box-like structures that music games force the player into make this difficult. I was reminded this in another way recently when duetting on Aha’s “Take On Me” with Lips developer Keiichi Yano (who, luckily for me, has a beautiful falsetto), on stage in a futuristic Zü�rich cyber-mall. Lips tries to carve out opportunities for player expression by encouraging you to pose or use the mic as a tambourine, but its scoring system, as in all karaoke games, is still pedantically rigid. Part of the fun of real karaoke is singing a familiar song in an unexpected way, but that’s something a videogame system doesn’t know how to evaluate.

In general this is part of a larger conversation about the extent to which a videogame allows you to “play with style”. The best videogames, I propose, have a certain excess of potential built into their control system that allows the player to show off while accomplishing the preset tasks. The game doesn’t just give you the tools to do the job; it gives you tools that are flexible enough to do the job in different ways. This is as true of Defender as it is of GTA4, or as it was of a certain epoch in the development of Tomb Raider, where one could somersault and backflip at will. (The increased fluidity of movement in Underworld, unfortunately, has come at the expense of some of this freedom.)

Real musical instruments, too, of course, boast extremely deep interfaces that have been honed over centuries to allow for expressive nuance. In Guitar Hero or Rock Band, by contrast, it is an understandable disappointment that you are not allowed to free solo over your favourite Aerosmith or Sabbath track: the interface simply wouldn’t be up to the job.

And yet — practising to the rigid structures of Guitar Hero, like playing dry studies along to a metronome, is at least likely to improve your command of rhythm. And, looking away from that depressing plastic nullification of the beautiful complexity of a real guitar, I find myself rather tempted by those drum controllers. Playing the drums in Rock Band or World Tour is far closer to actually playing the drums. That skill is transferable to a real set of Ludwigs and Zildjians in a way that facility with the plastic “guitar” obviously isn’t.

Maybe, after all, we can hope for the best of both worlds. According to a survey by UK music charity Youth Music released at the end of last year, of the six million young people who play music videogames, nearly half of them have been inspired to take up a real instrument. If Guitar Hero becomes a gateway drug to a lifelong addiction to Les Pauls or Stratocasters, then everyone can be happy (even if they don’t work for Gibson or Fender). I’ve been playing guitar, on and off, for twenty years, which is a lot longer than I ever expect to be interested in any single videogame. Games are for Christmas, but a musical instrument is for life. 

Edge 199, February 2009




Postscript: The new music game Rocksmith uses a real guitar as the interface, which may be one example where the technologically assisted “gamification” of learning has true promise.


Satisficing

As I sighed and sheepishly typed in “wings” yet again, I knew what I was doing. I was satisficing. Scribblenauts, one of the most deeply frustrating amazing games I have ever played, dares you to be as surreal and inventive as possible. It awards bonuses and style points, and challenges you to complete the same level in different ways. It is a glorious feeling when you see that, yes, sure, you can rope that sheep to a hot-air balloon and fly it back to his friends. And yet, if inspiration runs dry, you find yourself falling back on a few old standbys: even if some of what should be über-powerful objects are cunningly weakened (it is somehow heartbreaking even to a non-believer to see how easily God can be killed), you develop a small repertoire of get-out-of-jail-free cards. You feel guilty, but you do it anyway, because there’s always the next level to check out. In decision theory and economics, this kind of behaviour — choosing a good-enough approach rather than seeking to optimize or maximize — is called satisficing. And I think videogames too often encourage it.

The same problem, in a different guise, appeared when I was playing Uncharted 2, which with all its relentless prodding and funnelling is the exact opposite of Scribblenauts. Now, it is unfair to criticize Uncharted 2 for not being a “sandbox” game, just as it would be unfair to criticize LocoRoco for not being a sci-fi-themed firstperson shooter. Still, let’s face it: much of the time in Uncharted 2, you are running through lovingly rendered corridors. (This is why the train level is the game’s masterpiece: a train just is a long corridor.) I was reminded most strongly of Crash Bandicoot, another game where you run up lovingly rendered corridors, except that Crash was a more lovable lead character and had a more satisfying jump animation.

There is something almost hysterical, too, about U2’s constant interruption of play by mini-cut-scenes in an attempt to add unnecessary “drama”. I lost count of the number of times the game stopped to show me one of Drake’s hands slipping off a ledge, the camera swooping up to peer down on my avatar dangling one-handedly over the latest routine precipice, before he, in no way surprisingly, regained a safe grip and the game saw fit to restore my control. The game is like a bossy child, constantly tapping you on the arm and ordering you in a squeaky voice to Feel Excited Now. There is nothing less dramatic than a constant anxiety to keep the tension at a single high pitch. 

Uncharted 2 does indeed, as people have said, boast one of the best videogame scripts yet seen, which is only to say that it more or less attains the heights of a straight-to-DVD action B-movie. Nonetheless it does provide an irresistibly propulsive element to proceedings — which, unfortunately, I found to work against the most successful aspect, which is the combat. Maybe it’s just me, but I didn’t try to optimize the way I played the superb set-piece gun battles: instead, I satisficed, stumbling through them any old how, impatient to see the next chapter.

In their different ways, then, my experiences with Scribblenauts and Uncharted 2 awakened a concern that the traditional ways in which videogames try to “motivate” us — through the desire to know what happens next in a scripted narrative, or the desire to acquire new gadgets and weapons, or simply the desire to see what the next puzzle is — are by their very nature also those kinds of structures that will encourage us to satisfice rather than aspire to optimize our strategies of play. Because we are so fixated on what the next thing might be, we hurry to get the current thing out of the way, even if that means doing the minimum required rather than playing with style. In this sense, games’ standard strategies of motivation are strangely demotivating.

Now, it’s very likely that many people have more self-discipline than I do in this regard; and others wisely choose to balance a satisficing first playthrough with optimizing replays. Yet maybe we don’t need to be dragged so forcefully through videogames in the first place. Maybe one aspect of the fuzzy ideal I have previously invoked under the slogan “slow gaming” would be that it afforded us the freedom from narrative (verbal or structural) really to maximise our involvement in what’s in front of us. Noby Noby Boy has you playing creatively from the start because there is nothing else to do with it: no carrot of a next chapter or new puzzle dangling before your nose, just the bizarre world as it is. It makes no sense even to try to satisfice in Noby Noby Boy: which is why, for me, it was the best game of 2009.

Edge 210, December 2009


We Could Be Heroes

Crash Bandicoot was always better, in a way, than Super Mario 64. Playing mainly along one axis at a time is what allows the hectic complications and comic reversals of classic 2D platforming to survive in an all-too-solid environment. The Mario of SM64 (and Sunshine), by contrast, was oddly lackadaisical and perambulatory. The gorgeously crafted, endlessly cheerful and inventive Super Mario 3D Land, with its quasi-Escherian tricks of perspective and vertiginous postmodern rush (“3D” is the new parallax scrolling!), is essentially a more elaborate Crash Bandicoot game starring Mario, and so probably the best 3D platform game yet made. (Since its release, 3DS sales have shot up. Imagine: a console starts selling when there are finally some good games for it.)

To play SM3DL is to experience not only a beautiful videogame, but also a kind of moral purity. Consider: Mario is never conflicted; he is never given a soliloquy to muse poetically on the horror of his never-ending war with giant cannons, flying ghost-ships, and a turtle-demon or his offspring who serially kidnaps his posh inamorata. He is not a videogame Hamlet. (That would be Solid Snake.) Instead, Mario is the perfect Aristotelian man, whose character is formed through repeated virtuous actions. Jump, jump, jump. (Why else was he first christened Jumpman?) Who else would leap into his foe’s fiendish lair with the uncomplicated joie de vivre of his thrillingly confident “Yahoo!”? That’s a real hero. 

We don’t need another hero, sang Tina Turner; but of course we always do. What sort of new cultural heroes are we going to get in this new post-democratic age of “austerity”? I suspect we might be due a dose of what the neocon fanboys of eternal war in the Middle East liked to call “moral clarity”. To apply “moral clarity”, in their sense of “some people are wholly evil; we are wholly good”, to the world is a recipe for vicious catastrophe, or at least skewed consciousness. To apply “moral clarity” in art, meanwhile, is often a recipe for aesthetic impoverishment. Literature is usually the more complex and interesting when no character is wholly good or bad, but the heroes have flaws and the villains have redeeming qualities, as has been the case since Homer and Sophocles, through Shakespeare and Dostoyevsky, to Game of Thrones. 

Between the 1980s and now, popular culture too has been intent on problematizing its heroes in this way: The Dark Knight offered us a near-psychopathic Batman, while the John Rambo of Stallone’s striking most recent film (Rambo IV aka John Rambo) is a far more ambivalent figure than the Afghanistan-sanitizing übermensch of Rambo III. It has by now, at least in popular entertainment, become a cliché for the hero to worry about the ethics of his mission. More novel at this cultural moment would be a hero who is confident in his own “moral clarity” (even if we are not): a new Dirty Harry for the age, or a new Judge Dredd — or, what the hell, the same Judge Dredd, in the forthcoming Dredd 3D. 

Mario, by contrast, is eternally unproblematic. He has his own kind of “moral clarity”, but he pursues it gently: it is measured out in red hearts and innocent puffs of smoke. In a way that moral-clarity conservatives would ridicule as weak-kneed liberal utopianism, Mario is an ever-faithful believer in the possible rehabilitation of even the most recidivist wrongdoer: he never murders Bowser but allows him to escape to learn his lesson — which we hope, for our own selfish reasons, that he never does. 

The term “hero” is these days often loosely used to mean just “the central character” (see Neal Stephenson’s wittily named Hiro Protagonist). But Mario is more than that, a hero in the Homeric sense: an illustrious warrior, fighting for a good cause, favoured by the gods. And for whom is he a hero? For Princess Peach, but also — and, in a way, more than a hero in any other artform can be — for all of us. As we run, jump, and duck along with Mario, we are obliged ourselves to become brave and skilful, mastering the rhythm of his flexible verbs, happily taking on apparently insuperable odds. The fact that, if you fail a level five times, SM3DL awards you a furry white invincibility suit is a touch of genius: it doesn’t dumb the game down so much as encourage you, in an excited and friendly way, to continue attempting to be a hero, because Peach and the world need you. And so, in a small but not wholly insignificant way, for the length of time a Mario game lasts, he makes us all better people. For that we should thank all the artists at Nintendo who bring him to life, time after time, for our thumb-aching pleasure, and even for our moral betterment.

Edge 237, January 2012


Street Life

Making coffee is really difficult. You have to grind the beans to the right coarseness, then tamp down the coffee, connect the tray to the machine, and so on; and all the while your customer’s patience gauge is rapidly emptying; and by the time the espresso is ready you’ve forgotten what she ordered so you put milk froth into what was supposed to be an Americano, and so you have to start all over again; on top of all of which you are stressed because there is a custody hearing with your ex-husband and your daughter in 30 minutes for which you absolutely cannot be late.

This is not real life; it’s Cart Life, a buggy but brilliant “retail simulator” by Richard Hofmeier. Having talked to real street vendors about their experiences, Hofmeier synthesized fact and fiction into a profoundly unusual and moving videogame of low-res greyscale visuals (Dun Darach meets Canabalt), chiptune music, and devastating humanism. 

In her egotistical manifesto for “gamification”, Reality Is Broken, Jane McGonigal makes an extraordinary claim. “Reality,” she writes, “is too easy.” That’s why we need to fill it with the “voluntary obstacles” of games, to make things more interesting. Nothing could be a more fatuously perfect example of blinkered privilege, the digital utopianism of the materially comfortable. Reality might be “too easy” for McGonigal; it is anything but for Melanie, Cart Life’s coffee-hut heroine, or the other freely playable character, Andrus, who runs a newspaper stall. They have to make a living a dollar at a time, while figuring out how to feed themselves, look after a cat or child, brave the Kafkaesque ambience of City Hall, and at the end of each day dream troubling dreams of their new life in the unforgiving city.

Another property that reality has, according to McGonigal’s zany metaphysics, is that it is “unproductive”. Only a game, like World of Warcraft, offers the kind of “blissful productivity” that she defines as “the sense of being deeply immersed in work that produces immediate and obvious results”. Well, Melanie and Andrus in Cart Life are engaged in work that demands an immersed concentration and produces immediate results: they make a dollar or two whenever they sell a newspaper, or a cup of coffee or milk, or maybe even a hot dog, but their lives are still somehow not as blissful as promised by McGonigal’s Panglossian advert for the virtualized late-capitalist work ethic. 

This is not to say that Cart Life is merely a dour denunciation of the working conditions of modern street entrepreneurs. It is an authentic game of resource management and exploration, with oddball humour tucked away in unexpected places (the janitor at City Hall says of the clerk: “Her desire to maintain a sterile work environment is simply perverse”), and touching tableaux of friendship, camaraderie, and even love. The imagination with which Hofmeier has “gamified” the characters’ lives for our interaction, meanwhile, is impressive. Coffee is made by means of tiny Warioware-style game-fragments using the cursor keys. Meanwhile, each morning Andrus must collect his new batch of newspapers, fold them, and arrange them on his stall, which is done by typing in repetitive phrases that appear on the screen: “Folding again”, “Leave a nice crease”, “They will be easy to reach now”, and many more. Type one in incorrectly and you tear a newspaper, which you then can’t sell. This simple mechanic is surprisingly effective: by being made to type in his thoughts, we come closer to sharing Andrus’s aspirations, joining him in a tiny hymn of hope. He might currently live in a dingy motel on the city’s outskirts, with a cat that he has to smuggle past reception, but we dream of a better life for him. 

I have previously criticized the “employment paradigm” in videogames: you act as the employee of an in-game character or the designer, performing dull repetitive tasks to earn currency, and then buying equipment or promotions that will help you perform more dull repetitive tasks. The pseudo-philosophers of “gamification” want to make more of real life like a boring job. Richard Hofmeier, on the other hand, has made a real job into a videogame, one that is not only interesting to play but that changes your outlook on reality. I know who wins that contest.

One of the glibly tossed-off future possibilities of gamification presented by McGonigal is that large-scale crowdsourcing games could help “end poverty”. You know that a new fad herbal supplement or therapy technique is bullshit when it promises to cure absolutely everything, from shyness to baldness to cancer; in the same way, McGonigal’s prophecy that gamification will wash away all the world’s ills makes it obvious that it is cultural quackery. I don’t think Hofmeier’s Cart Life will end poverty either, but in its superbly intelligent way of making you walk a mile in the shoes of the poor, it has a far better chance at least of increasing empathy with the downtrodden. That is more than a library-ful of gamification moonshine will ever accomplish.

Edge 234, October 2011


EPILOGUE: END TIMES


Parallel Worlds

Yesterday the publishers Random House announced that they had sacked Lee Child, author of the enormously successful Jack Reacher series of ultraviolent detective thrillers. In an act of what a Random House SEC filing has described as gross insubordination, Child was planning that the next in the series would be an erotic space opera. The job of composing the official Jack Reacher texts will now be delegated to a group of scriveners more sensitive to the publishers’ desires. “We own the Jack Reacher IP,” said a Random House manager, “and we think you will be very excited about the ways we plan to extend it. There will be Jack Reacher ringtones, Jack Reacher children’s eggcups, and a Jack Reacher musical (on rollerskates) within the next year.” Lee Child is countersuing the publishers on the basis that they are spittle-flecked idiots. When reached by telephone at his new writing shed, he refused to confirm or deny that he was also working on a new novel, starring a former military policeman named Zack Feature.

In other news, travel restrictions did not prevent three major publishing houses showing off their new motion-control systems at the London Book Fair. The Chief Technology Officer of Bloomsbury sneered: “Readers are bored with simply turning a page to find out what happens next. With our new Get Off™ peripheral, they will have to execute a flying crescent-kick wearing kung-fu slippers, or mime a wooden puppet whose strings have just been cut.” Next door, rivals Fourth Estate were pushing their own 3D display technology. “We think readers are bored with the same old flat words,” whispered their bug-eyed spokesman. “Lettering that is truly three-dimensional will empower a new level of immersion. Your favourite words — like, maybe, ‘plinth’ or ‘flange’ — will quite literally jump off the page.”

These publishers are all hoping to surf the recent wave of unusual mainstream media attention for their medium after a book entitled Chevy Brayne was hailed as the closest literature has yet come to fulfilling its promise as a fusion of 1980s hair-metal with edgy contemporary dance. A 15-year-old reviewer for the Guardian wrote: “Arguments have raged for centuries over whether books can really be art. But with its hypnotic elbow jerking and heavily chorused guitar solos, Chevy Brayne puts that issue definitively to rest.” Among the hardcore reading fraternity, on the other hand, some notes of scepticism were sounded. “The writer of this book promised us for years that it wouldn’t be what it looked like in demos, which is essentially just one word after another in a linear order,” fumed one enraged nerd. “And yet, for all the body-popping in baggy Y-fronts and squealing pinched harmonics, that’s exactly what it is. I might as well be reading Nicholas sodding Nickleby.”

The debate continued to simmer in the serious press, however, as to whether books retard children’s development. The author of a new government-commissioned report, Kanye Mould, announced this morning: “It’s obvious that videogames like Ace Attorney Investigations: Miles Edgeworth teach our children the critical life-skills of logic and deduction, and offer them valuable preparation for careers in academic philosophy as argumentation theorists. On the other hand, parents are rightly worried that too many children are spending hours a day slack-jawed on the sofa, passively consuming books that brainwash them into thinking that it is possible to have sexual intercourse with vampires, or that there exist schools for wizards.” 

Among Mould’s recommendations were that the cover of every book sold should feature enormous colour icons warning parents of false (a big red X) or immoral (a giant blue cock) information contained therein, as well as icons (to be determined) for clumsy prose, improper use of statistics, or poor paragraphing. “Parents need to know that their children’s vulnerable young minds are not being twisted by books,” said one parent, waving a crudely whittled stick in the camera’s face. “Every copy of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet should totally be forced to display a big red X and a giant blue cock on the cover.” 

Finally, readers worldwide were flummoxed by technical issues bedevilling the latest episode of downloadable content released for Don DeLillo’s celebrated novel Underworld, which added a new epilogue chapter in which Lady Gaga tortures George Osborne to death on the boiling slopes of an Icelandic volcano. Book-lovers desperate to see exactly what hi-def outrages Gaga would perpetrate upon the Tory’s pasty flesh under cover of the putrid ash-cloud were frustrated by a bug that not only rendered the existing novel unreadable but caused customers to be unable to read anything at all for 24 hours, including restaurant menus and the destinations on the front of buses. During this time, DeLillo’s publisher posted a semi-apologetic message, ending in the word “LOL”, on an official internet forum, but no one was able to read it.

Edge 216, May 2010


Armageddon It

If the Mayans were right then the world will end in 2012, hastened (I hope) by the autumn publication of my new book, You Aren’t What You Eat, on why our ridiculous cultural obsession with food, chefs and cooking is a sign of a decadent civilization about to collapse. Imminent apocalypse also means, unfortunately, that we have less than a year’s videogaming left, so we ought to make it count. In that spirit I have drawn up the following list of my New Year’s Gaming Resolutions.

First, I resolve that I will stop frantically trying to mêlée NPCs to death while they are delivering interminable screeds of expository mono- or dialogue. One day a cunning game will actually let me kill a frail old scientist or annoying young rookie in the midst of their telling me what we are supposed to do next, and then I won’t know what to do next. My character will be trapped in a room with an unconvincing wooden door that is impermeable to anti-aircraft missiles, until he starves to death in another 200 hours of poignantly existential play-time. Of course this doesn’t mean I’m going to start respecting NPCs as “characters”, but I ought to pay them slightly more respect as dodgily animated and excruciatingly slow-talking vehicles for go-there-and-find-that mission instructions which could instead be conveyed in seconds with a few lines of text — that is, if designers of superviolent laser-cowboy-gunporn videogames could count on all their customers being able to read.

Second, I will reinvigorate the retro game-reviewing vocabulary, since that will be the only way to distinguish oneself in an increasingly crowded media-critical space from the hordes of reviewers who are all now like Huizinga this and affordances that. I will write about “graphics” and “playability” and “addictiveness”, and even “use of computer”. Call of Duty Twenty-Three, I shall prosily meditate, is a tragicomic Baudrillardian metadiscourse on the futility of a war that is not actually taking place while you are fighting it, with fascinating structural analogies to the latest findings of neuroeconomics; also, it has ashy graphics and uses the computer really hard. 

Thirdly, I will campaign forcefully in favour of Quick-Time Events and the glorious freedom they bring — freedom for the designer, to show you whatever he wants regardless of your so-called “input”. Building coherent explorable systems that produce emergent responses and behaviour is so 2008 and Clint Hocking, and frankly it’s an insult to the post-Noughties game designer, whose zombie-aliens-on-a-speeding-steam-train aesthetic vision is so inspired that no mere amateur (eg, someone playing the game) ought to be allowed any say in how it happens, or from which camera angle it’s best to watch it. 

In this respect I am inspired by the response of Naughty Dog to a review of Uncharted 3 which literally set the internet on fire with squeaky howls of fanboytard rage because it dared to award the game a mere eight points out of a possible ten, pointing out (in a dastardly simulacrum of reasonableness) that for much of the “action”, you are not actually in control. Naughty Dog bleated back: “We have done even more than we did before to keep the player in control from moment to moment, and to return control to the player really promptly whenever we possibly could.” This reveals the wholly admirable fact that the default position for Naughty Dog is to keep the player the hell out of control during the virtual projection of its “cinematic” story, and only grudgingly to “return control” to the player during the minimal interludes when it is actually pretending to be a videogame so as not to fall foul of advertising-standards rules. If my 2012 QTE campaign is successful, and the world for some reason does not end, perhaps because the Mayans were just dicking with our minds, then I hereby undertake to push the concept even further in subsequent years until my gaming nirvana is achieved, when all these nonsensical multi-stick or “motion” controllers will be obsolete and the only thing you’ll need to play a videogame will be a single giant button, labelled “PAUSE”.

Lastly, I will get on-message regarding the “gamification” movement. I rather harshed on gamification’s ludic mellow in 2011, devoting two columns in Edge to explaining why gamification is moronic marketing-led cultural quackery that actually tramples the working poor underfoot while wearing a massive shit-eating grin on its sweaty face. But now I understand the truth. There’s no money in saying the emperor has no clothes. What there is money in is clambering aboard the latest glibly cyber-utopian bandwagon and cheering it on in PowerPoint presentations to corporate audiences in order to trouser enormous consulting fees. Therefore: gamification is awesome! And inquiries about speaking engagements should be directed at me via the contact form on my website. I promise to spend all my fees on booze and useless shiny gewgaws before armageddon hits.

Edge 236, December 2011




Postscript, 2013: I’m still waiting.
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