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      Preface

      It’s as if someone pressed the RESET button: though much of my life concerns playing and writing about video games, independent games give me the refreshing feeling of starting over, of once again not knowing what video games are and having to discover them from the beginning. It’s about going back—not nostalgically back to early games, but rediscovering the feeling I had when I first started playing: the feeling of unexplored territory, in the world and in myself, the anticipation that every new video game can offer something unsuspected or can be an argument about what video games should be.

      There’s a thrill when something breaks and new things begin to grow through the cracks: I came to independent video games because I was tired of video games about running through hallways shooting things, because I was fascinated with the underdog, entranced by radical new ideas of what games could be, enmeshed in lively gatherings and late-night discussions about a new video game, grown bottom-up outside the shackles of big corporations and expressing new ideas and personal experiences—all while I also was programming at game jams and trying to teach students how to create such games.

      During the twenty years that this book covers, one of my many relations to video games has been that of the addict to experiments: always looking for the next game to pull the rug out from under me and make me do, see, or think something never considered, always upping the dose.

      Yet as I played and talked about these games, I started seeing other things in independent games: there was a longing for an imagined idyllic past in video game history, alongside a democratic game movement working toward letting video games represent a more diverse group of developers and players, creating a new class of culturally interesting games with the courage to break with game tradition. But such independent games sometimes ticked a different set of boxes, the boxes of intellectual cultural criticism and all its associations, including that of only being made for a small portion of the population.

      My ambivalence was doubled because I intuitively subscribe to several sets of competing standards: I am an inclusive user of games, interested in how others and myself find new and quotidian pleasures in seemingly simple casual games. I do enjoy many big-budget games on consoles. And I value the prolonged discussion of avant-garde video game experiments, challenging our preconceptions of what a video game can be.

      This book is thus about strange new games and the conflicts around them.

      For this book, I’ve interviewed twenty-one developers and festival organizers. Interview excerpts can be found throughout the book, and the full interviews are available on the book’s website at www.jesperjuul.net/handmadepixels.

      Although this book lists my name as author, it did take a village to write, and I’m grateful to all who helped me through their support, discussion, or suggestions.

      First, thanks to Dooley Murphy, indefatigable research assistant.

      Thanks to Doug Sery, my editor at MIT Press, and the rest of the MIT Press for faith in the project.

      Thanks to my colleagues at the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, School of Design for support and discussion: Ida Engholm, Jakob Ion Wille, Arthur Steijn, Li Jönsson, Sofie Beier, and Tine Kjølsen.

      For discussions and comments on the book and its ideas through its incarnations, thanks to Clara Fernández-Vara, Andy Nealen, Bennett Foddy, John Sharp, Frank Lantz, Nick Montfort, Charles Pratt, Eric Zimmerman, J. P. Dyson, Celia Pearce, Sebastian Deterding, Solip Park, Cameron Kunzelman, Naomi Clark, Chris Bateman, Paweł Grabarczyk, José Zagal, Sonia Fizek, Fabrizio Poltronieri, Pia Pedersen, Nanna Debois Buhl, Óliver Pérez Latorre, Susana Pajares Tosca, Brian Schrank, Liz Linden, Nick Montfort, Jonathan Lessard, and Joost van Dreunen.

      Special thanks to my family, Nanna, Alva, and Otto, for unwavering support.

      Parts of the Undertale section in chapter 4 were originally drafted by Dooley Murphy.

      An early version of chapter 2 was published as “High-Tech Low-Tech Authenticity: The Creation of Independent Style at the Independent Games Festival” in Proceedings of the 9th International Conference on the Foundations of Digital Games, Ft. Lauderdale, Florida, 2014.

      An early version of chapter 4 was presented as “Anti-inspiration in Independent Games” at the 1st International Joint Conference of DiGRA and FDG 2016, Dundee, Scotland, 2016.

      Early versions of chapter 5 were presented at DiGRA UK, Manchester, 2016, and at the Philosophy of Computer Games Conference, Copenhagen, Denmark, 2018. Early versions of chapter 6 were presented at Spilbar in Copenhagen, 2016, and at Game Think 2.0 in Glasgow, 2017.

      Cover image courtesy of Pippin Barr.

    
  
    
      1 Introduction

      Strange Games

      Figures 1.1–1.4: In one video game, an old lady staggers through the graveyard. In another, a cat witnesses the 1953 coup in Iran. In one, you play the drab role of an immigration officer in a fictional Eastern European country. In another, you solve puzzles in a pixelated world of wonder. In another game, the character goes through hormone replacement therapy. Two rabbit-like creatures quip existentially about burning up in lava. Stanley works in an office, doing only what he is told, the narrator says—but what if you do something different? A lonely man wanders around a national park, seeing the sun rise and set. In what looks like an adventure game, you must wait hours in real time to partake in the art exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art.

      These are independent and experimental games. I have written this book because I think the appearance of independent video games is one of the most interesting and important events in the history of video games, and I am deeply addicted to the rush of finding a new game that flies in the face of everything I thought I knew about video games. Do I have a favorite among these games? I wish I could answer, but it’s not that any one game is the one that really represents me; rather, every game asks us to be in the world in its own way, to see the world from a new perspective, to do new things.

      
        [image: ]

        Figure 1.1 The Graveyard (Tale of Tales 2009) and The Cat and the Coup (Brinson and ValaNejad 2011). The old lady staggers through a graveyard; the cat witnesses a coup.

        [image: ]

        Figure 1.2 Papers, Please (Pope 2013) and Fez (Polytron 2012). The drab high-stakes life of an immigration officer; the whimsical charm of a 3-D, pixelated world.
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        Figure 1.3 Dys4ia (Anthropy 2012), EVERYTHING IS GOING TO BE OK (Lawhead 2017), and The Stanley Parable (Galactic Café 2013). Hormone replacement therapy; cacophonic vignettes; refusing the instructions of the narrator.

        [image: ]

        Figure 1.4 Firewatch (Campo Santo 2016) and The Artist Is Present (Barr 2011). A lonely fire lookout in a national park; waiting for hours in real time in line at the Museum of Modern Art.

      
      Independent games are new video games inspired by independent cinema and independent music, creating new experiences in new settings in new ways. But though independent video games are easily compared to cinema and music, they are also quite different in being purely digital and by becoming established at a later time, in the early 2000s. As I write some of this at my local independent coffee shop, I ask the owner-barista if he has considered adding new locations to his café. “I hate chains,” he replies. Independent video games have appeared at a time when such cultural ideas of the local and small scale are prevalent, and independence thus is not just a general substance to be sprinkled on any medium; the meaning of independence itself has changed over time. Cinema and music exist in both analog and digital forms, but video games are all digital, and independent video games thus are the first purely digital art form to develop a sense of independence and authenticity among the bits. So this digital, immaterial, and global art form must meet with early twenty-first-century ideas of authenticity, often centered on the analog, the local, the personal, the physical, and the handcrafted.

      Video games fundamentally involve doing something. Not just watching something or thinking about something, but physically making something happen on a screen, or outside the screen, something for which we generally feel responsible. The difference between different games is what they make us do, how they make us do it, and how they present what we are doing. Independent and experimental games contain a fundamental newness: they are about playing in new ways, solving new problems, solving old problems for new reasons, being free to ignore something we used to have to do, or framing video games in a new way—no longer as products, but as cultural works created by people. Independent games look in ways we never thought a video game would look and are often made by people who did not use to make games (or whose video games had not been recognized).

      By making these games, independent game developers reject the present—the modern large budget (AAA) video games full of heroic deeds and superpowered characters, with their fetishism of technically better graphics, as well as the supposedly exploitative casual games that the general population plays on mobile phones and tablets. The budget for Grand Theft Auto V’s initial release was estimated to be $137 million,1 but several of the games in figures 1.1–1.4 effectively were made by one person in their spare time: many independent game developers criticize the way mainstream video games are made and claim that a team of twenty or one thousand people can design only by committee and produce dull, similar, focus group–tested games.

      This book’s title, Handmade Pixels, concerns the point that independent video games, though mere collections of bits, infinitely reproduceable and circulated globally, are also promoted as rare, handcrafted objects. The subtitle, Independent Video Games and the Quest for Authenticity, refers to the fact that independent games are continually presented as the authentic alternative to mainstream games—and to previous independent games—and that developers continue to strive to make new, truly authentic video games. Yesterday’s independent game design soon comes to be seen as an empty style, too established and too similar to the mainstream.

      In this book, I will look at how all of this happened: at how a long-simmering idea of independent games became an actual historical movement, at how independent games fit into a larger cultural history. Although I come to this as a fan, I must also criticize some of the central ideas in the field of independent games. I will be discussing my own role as game player, as scholar, as developer, as educator, as organizer, and as community participant.

      My own writing in this book is interspersed with quotes from interviews I have conducted during my research, and the full interviews are available on the book’s website. The ► character is used to refer to the full interviews or to other chapters. The book also contains a few first-person accounts of the festivals and events I have attended over the years.

      I am writing about something that no one can agree on: the developers that I interview have made many of the best-known independent games, yet several of them do not think of themselves as independent or indie. Some think that independent games are too commercial; some think that commercial games are not independent; some think that independent has become too big a tent and ceased to be about making good games.

      This is not a problem: independent game and indie game are labels for which there are no agreed-upon definitions, yet they play a large role in game development and consumption. Independent and indie are used somewhat interchangeably in the industry. I will refrain from making a clear delineation between them2 and will mostly use independent except when the context calls for another term. My focus is from roughly 1998 to 2018 in the Western world, though I will make comparisons to other times and places, where ideas of independence are used differently. I am not going to make strong demarcations of what is or isn’t an independent game (though I have no qualms about definitions in general), but when I refer to independent games, I mean games promoted as independent games and/or through independent institutions such as festivals.

      These are the questions I am asking: What work do the terms independent and indie do? Why do developers, players, and critics claim that a game is or isn’t independent? How are independent games designed, and how does that relate to the instutitions that promote them? What does an “independent” game ask of us?

      Antimodernism and Authenticity

      But given how different independent games are, do they have anything in common at all? If we look closer, we can see that each game in figures 1.1–1.4 borrows its visual style from an earlier time. Papers, Please,3 Dys4ia,4 and EVERYTHING IS GOING TO BE OK5 are deliberately pixelated, and The Cat and the Coup6 refers to Islamic art. Firewatch7 refers to poster design, and The Artist Is Present8 refers to 1980s Sierra adventure games. The Stanley Parable9 is subtler: the trained eye will notice that it looks dated, with uninspired grey walls, textures, and simple lighting. This game was originally made as a modification for the aging Half-Life 2 game, and The Stanley Parable’s visuals borrow heavily from this other game made nine years prior.

      Why use older visual styles? There are sometimes practical reasons; for some developers, making graphics in pixel style especially is easy. But it also carries a deeper meaning because independent games, though new, tend to claim, explicitly or implicitly, to go back to an earlier and better time: to the beginning of video game history, when games were made by small teams or by individuals. To simpler games, based on single mechanics—actions—in confined spaces. To early pixelated computer games or beyond that: to painting, to the hand-drawn, to styles that we associate with the throwaway, or sometimes with the educated visual designer, demonstrating a sophisticated taste and an awareness of history. In this immaterial medium, authenticity is often signaled by visual styles that suggest materiality.

      Independent games, then, contain an antimodernism in them. I borrow this term from T. J. Jackson Lears’s 1981 work No Place of Grace: Antimodernism and the Transformation of American Culture, 1880–1920. Antimodernism, says Lears, is a “revulsion against the process of rationalization ... the reduction of the world to a disenchanted object to be manipulated by rational technique.”10 Antimodernism thus refers to a feeling that the modern world has gone wrong (antimodernism does not refer to modern art), that the soul of something has been lost, that things have gone too far; that the world has become too anonymous, too large in scale, too rational, and lost much of its meaning, and we now need to reach back in time to find authentic ways of being and making.

      The antimodernism of independent games is explicit when developers, players, and critics talk about their longing for the production methods of early video games, for the early experimental years of video game history, or for video game designs that reject the modern rational world. It is also explicit in criticisms of current video game design and rejections of current business models. This antimodernism also can be implicit in the visual style of independent games or in game designs that reject mainstream video game conventions.11

      Independent games thus are strange and new, but historically familiar in their rejection of large-scale production and in their emphasis on the small team, the particular, the craft. Compare this to the Arts and Crafts movement of the late nineteenth century, with its worries about the alienation of “machine production” and its celebration of the individual craftsperson or craft community.

      In video games, this can, more radically, involve rejecting the goal orientation of most games. Goals force us to rationally optimize our strategies and follow orders, strangely reminiscent of the “iron cage” of rationality and bureaucracy, as described by Weber.12 We think of games as being about freedom, but to some they also look a lot like the control and oppression that ail the world today, and some developers therefore believe that we need to make games less goal-oriented.

      For independent video games, the fundamental challenge is that we, in the West, tend to associate technology with the inauthentic, with cold, rational calculation, and with the inhumane. For this, and for their large teams, video games have long been assigned the status of technology rather than culture, and to escape this, independent games look to earlier styles and methods, to the analog or to technology so old that it no longer feels like technology. The antimodernism of independent video games is explicit when they are promoted as honest, personal, and authentic because they are made by small teams and because they reject design principles of the inauthentic mainstream games. But what is an authentic game? Authenticity usually refers to the absence of a range of ills: selling out, being unoriginal, being controlled by money, being superficial, or angling for fame. In the classic book Sincerity and Authenticity, critic Lionel Trilling famously declares that “authenticity is implicitly a polemical concept, fulfilling its nature by dealing aggressively with received and habitual opinion, aesthetic opinion in the first instance, social and political opinion in the next.”13 For Trilling, authenticity often is used to brush aside conventions and social mores, and Charles Lindholm describes authenticity as a term that “has higher, more spiritual claims to make.”14 We see this in the way that many independent games are promoted not merely as “good games,” but as games that carry a higher meaning.

      Richard Peterson is more skeptical and uses the term authenticity work for effort made to have something accepted as authentic.15 Independent games thus involve much authenticity work: players and developers argue that independent games possess something special in their design, development, distribution, or use that guarantees their authenticity. As Julia Straub observes, this creates a paradox of authenticity,16 wherein we assume authenticity to be pure and unmediated, yet we plan, strategize, and design to signal this purity and lack of mediation. The issue, of course, is that trying too hard in your quest to be authentic ... will itself appear fake and inauthentic.

      Music critic Keir Keightley has described how rock music was historically cast as an authentic music form, compared to fundamentally inauthentic pop music that was too commercial, too slick, too superficial. Any rock music compromised in its production, origins, or popularity would then be recast as pop music and excised from rock, thereby guaranteeing the authenticity of rock music.17 A similar discussion about authenticity is ongoing in the history of hip-hop, wherein Kembrew McLeod identifies how authenticity is discussed with distinctions between underground and commercial, between the street and the suburbs.18 Independent games function in a similar way, with mainstream video games playing the role of the big other, against which independent games can assert their authenticity;19 games made on too large budgets, with the wrong aesthetics, with the wrong business model, in the wrong genre, on the wrong platform, too popular, or made by the wrong people will be excluded from indie-ness and assigned to the mainstream.

      Such ideas of authenticity are a double-edged sword: they can be creative, allowing new works to be made, and they can inspire us to find new ways of working. But they can also degrade into endless infighting, accusations, and calls for unattainable purity.

      With this book, I aim to discuss such claims of authenticity, and to do this by introducing many games that may not have received the attention of mainstream video games.

      The selection of games is personal, of course, but I have focused on games that represent something new, a trend or innovation; for the same reason, I am ignoring many better-known games. The reader will likely both learn about new games and miss the games and people that I have had to leave out.

      Spoiler alert: I will be revealing the endings of many of the games I discuss.

      Normal Video Games, 1980–2005

      “Indie games let me be a fan who is cheering on someone authentic and deserving,” says developer Dan Cook.20 Many independent game proponents claim that independent games are authentic in opposition to mainstream and “normal” video games, but what does “normal” mean? There was a period from roughly from 1980 to 2005 when we knew what video games were. As home gaming took over from the arcades, the game industry settled on a standard type of video game, with conventions for how video games should be developed and designed, how they should be promoted and distributed, and with expectations for how the games should be used and by who. During this time, video games

      
        	•	were involved activities on which players had to spend hours at a time;

        	•	were sold in boxes;

        	•	targeted males aged 10–35; and

        	•	games (and especially hardware) were promoted on the basis of technically better graphics. Graphics did not have to be beautiful or pleasing but had to demonstrate the capabilities of the game console and the technical skills of the developer.

      

      Although it wasn’t true that video games were only played by boys and young men, it nevertheless persisted as a belief in the industry. Developer Margaret Wallace has explained that when she worked on making the games Dogz and Catz in the 1990s, the company “would get data from our customers saying that 14-year-old boys were not the dominant users of the games, it was girls and women ... when we looked at the data, and saw that our users were more balanced in terms of the gender breakdown, people had the hardest time accepting that.”21

      This setup had a few implications:

      
        	•	It favored games of a certain scope. A small experimental game would not be displayed on a store shelf next to a $15 million game.

        	•	The industry convinced itself that young males were its primary audience.

        	•	To continue to demonstrate graphical improvements, budgets continued to grow, and the industry grew more conservative.

      

      This setup was challenged in two different ways, one that highlighted game players and one that highlighted game developers. This is not because developers or players were ever absent from game history, but because they were considered unchanging and given. With a few exceptions, developers were large, faceless entities that distributed games in boxes, and players were taken to be the standard audience of young men willing to put in countless hours to improve their skills at a game. Change came in two ways:

      Players: Casual games, as I discussed in my 2009 book A Casual Revolution,22 are video games designed for a broader audience; these games are flexible toward many kinds of use, allowing players to use them as they see fit. Casual games are interesting for their renewed focus on the audience for video games and on the pragmatic ways that a game must fit within the life of a player. Casual games acknowledge that video games often have asked players to have encyclopedic knowledge of video game conventions; that not all potential players are willing to invest in expensive hardware; and that many people are unwilling to commit hour-long periods of time to playing.

      Developers: Independent games concern the other side of the equation: here the developers come into focus, and we start seeing games promoted as having artistic merit, as being personal expressions of the developers. For independent games, the question of provenance looms larger than in other types of video games, and the promotion and reception of these games often focus on the financial setup, on the community behind the game, on the developer, and on how they made the game and why.

      Change came in part due to external forces. In the early 2000s, the new distribution form of downloadable casual games began to offer players the opportunity to download smaller games on their computers. Portals included Big Fish Games, and developers included PopCap. Games in this channel were rarely experimental but were rather aimed at providing an accessible experience for its broad target audience, but this was central as the first mainstream channel for selling video games without physical distribution. Alongside that, Flash game portals such as Shockwave and Newgrounds promoted smaller experimental games, mostly supported by advertising. In 2005, Valve Corporation’s Steam platform begin to sell games made by other developers, and console manufacturers also added online stores. This removed the need for a publisher to be responsible for physically distributing game discs to customers, and the move away from physical distribution also meant that games now could be made on many different scales. Large-budget games were still made at full $60/€60 price points, but all kinds of cheaper and sometimes free games could now be distributed easily. As I will discuss, this eventually led to the issue of discoverability: with the relative democratization of game development through new tools and online distribution, it became harder to make a game that was noticed or sold in sufficient numbers.

      What Is an Independent Game?

      The best-known representation of independent games is the 2012 film Indie Game: The Movie,23 which presents independent games as the result of the personal struggles of individual developers, working hard under difficult circumstances and finally making it to become financially successful. In the movie, one independent game developer stands silhouetted in front of the window in a high-rise San Francisco apartment. He speaks with certainty about the state of video games and what he uniquely brings to them.24 Later, an Atlantic article proclaims in no uncertain terms that he, Jonathan Blow, is out to save video games.25

      So what is an independent game? As we would expect, rhetorical wars have raged about this very question. Developers hope to be part of (or be set apart from) a category that is suddenly attractive, with festivals, media outlets, and a potential fanbase; it is an ever-contested term as new generations of developers arrive to declare previous games and developers to be inauthentic and not independent after all.

      In his study of American independent cinema, film scholar Geoff King distinguishes between three types of independence, which I will adapt here. King sees a film as independent as follows:

      
        	1.	Financially independent in terms of its “industrial location.”

        	2.	Aesthetically independent (my term) in its “formal/aesthetic strategies.”

        	3.	Culturally independent (my term) in its “relationship to the broad social, cultural, political or ideological landscape.”26

      

      As it turns out, discussions around independent games have gone through these three types of independence somewhat in order—not that all game design and discussions of independent games completely changed on single dates, but these types of independence have dominated discussions and festival awards in turn. Through these three types of independence, we can see some of the tensions around independent games.

      Consider Jonathan Blow’s Braid,27 shown in figure 1.5. Braid is an independent game in the nominal sense of being financially independent by being financed by Jonathan Blow personally. The promise of financial independence is that it will give developers creative control to make better games and/or make games more personal. Along with the establishment of the independent game as a type of game with its own festivals, outlets, and audience, and as some developers gained financial success, there appeared a new rhetoric of independent games as embodying authenticity: explicitly, as in Dan Cook’s claim that independent games allow developers to be authentic,28 and implicitly, as in Anna Anthropy’s argument that “being able to identify the individual style and growth of individual authors leads to ... more personal games, more relevant games, more games with something to say.”29 Financial independence thus is described as leading to authenticity and to video games made by authors, auteurs.

      Independent games also have become aesthetically independent: they use styles and design principles that set them apart from mainstream games. The visual style I call Independent Style serves the multiple functions of being different from mainstream games, of showing a belonging to the category of independent games, and of signaling the two other kinds of independence. For Braid, its use of 1980s platform games (particularly Super Mario Bros) signals a distinction from mainstream video games, as does the use of watercolor graphics and classical instruments, suggesting a high culture usually absent in video games.

      
        [image: ]

        Figure 1.5 Braid (Number None 2008). A platform game in which you can rewind time; one of the best-known independent games.

      
      Finally, independent games are often promoted as culturally independent. It’s not just that independent games are presented as better games, but also that many independent games carry a cultural, political, and moral promise: that independent games provide better and more satisfying lives for game developers, that independent games better represent the diversity of experiences people have, that independent games make the world a better place. Braid criticizes the standard video game trope in which Mario saves the princess. At the very end of Braid, it turns out that the princess has been running from the player all along, and that we are stalkers following her, making an apparently gender-political argument about video games (though developer Jonathan Blow resists this singular interpretation of the game). In practice, though, some critics now feel that the commercially successful Braid is too similar to mainstream games and hence not truly independent; I will document many such conflicts over the status of individual independent games. Cultural independence overlaps somewhat with the term alternative as applied to music,30 but I will be using the term independence throughout.

      
        Jason Rohrer is an independent game developer of games such as Passage and One Hour One Life.

      
      
        Jason: I describe myself as an independent video game designer and programmer. Or you could summarize as that saying I’m an independent game developer. I think of myself not just as a designer, but also as somebody who’s doing the work to actually turn the design into a realized product.

        Jesper: Is that important, being a one-person shop? That the design and development are one process?

        Jason: I feel like it is for me; it helps make the end product a very personal thing. I’m not only making the game; I’m also making the website and coming up with a PR plan and doing tech support. And recording the music and writing the music and everything. So when the end user interfaces with this product, they are getting a very personal person-to-person thing.

      

      
        ►Jason Rohrer full interview on website

      
      Chapter 3 and the developer interviews document how these three types of independence have competed with each other over time. I am interested in how these three types of independence have appeared, in the discussions centered on them, in how they can be seen concretely in different games, and in how developers employ them, as changing notions of independence continue to interact, support each other, or be in conflict.

      Games in the first wave at independent festivals were financially independent but indistinguishable from mainstream games. From 2005, games like Braid and Fez31 (figure 1.2) gained wide attention and commercial success, with their developers promising their games—often surprising twists on well-known genres—to be better and more personal than the earlier independent games, which thus were inauthentic. But only a few years later, games such as Dys4ia (figure 1.3) appeared, games that both experimented with game structure and promised to mean something. This third wave of independent games thus declared the earlier second wave of independent to be inauthentic because those games were merely “fun” and too similar to mainstream games. At the same time, skeptical players and critics would sometimes deplore newer games for their pretentiousness,32 for inauthentically trying too hard. The history of independent games thus is in part a competition for authenticity.

      ►See chapter 2, “High-Tech Low-Tech Authenticity.”

      The Provenance of a Digital Object

      But can a digital work, for which there exists an infinite number of copies and no original, still be thought of as authentic? I first came to this question through the 1996 In Sides album by UK electronic music duo Orbital. On the album, which I acquired as a very physical CD, the liner notes explain that the track “The Girl with the Sun in Her Head” was recorded using electricity exclusively from a mobile solar generator. Not that electrical charges generated by a solar panel are different from electrical charges generated by burning coal, of course. The point is that the song, and the 44,100 kHz sixteen-bit waveform that makes it up on the CD, is explained in the liner notes as having a provenance going directly to the sun, giving the song’s immaterial bits an authenticity deriving from their moment of creation.

      Walter Benjamin’s famous 1936 essay, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,”33 often is invoked to argue that with modern mechanical reproduction, mass-reproduced art works lack the “aura” that Benjamin claims traditional culture held for certain objects (art or ritual objects). Art objects used to be unique, and with mechanical reproduction, this aura is lost. Benjamin’s argument is more detailed, but we can think of this as a general idea. At first, it may seem that the idea of an aura—or a feeling of direct connection to an authentic art work—is impossible for digital music or for a video game to achieve, given the lack of an original, but only until we realize that we are quite used to art forms for which no readily attainable originals exist. Think only of novels written with word processors or of sheet music.34 But even for such works, we still value the act of creation and often imagine a connection between that moment and our use of a work. Ideas of aura and authenticity thus in practice are easily adaptable to a digital age. Russel Cobb describes this as a paradox, in which digitization and globalization were supposed to “flatten” cultural differences but have in fact “led to a greater desire for authentic cultural products.”35 Hence we will happily discuss whether a purely digital object is authentic based on its design, on how and why it was made and by who.

      Although video games are also games, video games are not the digital distribution of something that used to be physical and analog, the way we can think of streaming music or digital film or e-books as digital versions of physical originals. Video games have their own tools, distribution channels, genres, and conventions; video games have no celluloid or vinyl, no early analog format that precedes digitization and mass reproducibility. (A separate trend of returning to board games exists, but when video games refer to the past, that past is rarely one of analog games.)

      Thus we care about how an independent video game was made, about its arrangement of bits and how they came to be. In fact, independent games are the video games that ask us to consider how the game was made, that ask us to see them as concretely made by actual humans.

      Criticizing What You Love

      However, as much as I am personally hooked on playing new and interesting games, I am equally skeptical of the idea we will see proposed many times, that independent games/film/music contain a special magic, authentic substance that transcendentally sets them apart from their compromised mainstream brethren. Thus, I am not so worried about whether independent games will be co-opted by big corporations because a) that is a constant threat, regardless, and b) independent games (or media) are never completely apart from the mainstream industry in the first place. But today, co-option happens not in the traditional way in which, for example, Hollywood movies like The Exorcist and Jaws in the early 1970s embraced independent movie ideas to tap into a youth audience.36 The current modus operandi is rather that large companies like Microsoft, Sony, Nintendo, Apple, Google, or Valve control the channels of distribution and take, for example, a 30 percent cut of all transactions: ideal from a business point of view because independent developers carry all the risk.

      Independent Times: Games, Cinema, Music, and Food

      Are independent games “independent” in the same way that music or cinema can be? I will show that independent games are inspired by and have been compared to various other “independent” forms, such as cinema37 and punk music,38 in their rejection of a compromised status quo and in the assumed democratization of video games through DIY tools. But independent games appeared at a different historical time than did other types of independence, and the ideas they incorporated were different than those incorporated in independent music or cinema. A conundrum: there is no guarantee that independent games will be similar to independent music or film, but we deliberately call them independent to suggest a similarity. Independent games tap into general notions of independent media and independent culture, but filtered and remade through the cultural ideas of the early 2000s.

      
        Mattie Brice is a critic, play designer, and curator, known for personal games such as Mainichi.

        I see what I’m doing [as curator at IndieCade] as an arts festival. I’m an artist, and I believe everyone else is an artist, whether they like it or not.

        I and my committee thought about what couldn’t be exhibited anywhere else. What needs IndieCade to exist in order for it to be shown at all? We made sure to show things that were excellent and would not find a home in other festivals or other shows.

        ►Mattie Brice full interview on website

      
      The term independent cinema has a long and tortured history, applied to disparate time periods. Janet Staiger locates the first wave of American independent cinema in the post–World War II era, following the breakup of the monopolies of the major studios,39 but the term is also often applied to movies from around the 1970s, such as Easy Rider.40 More recently, moviemakers like Jim Jarmusch were commonly called independent for movies like Stranger than Paradise—movies new in tone, in visual style (such as black and white), in pacing. By comparison, as argued by James MacDowell, independent films of the late 1990s and early 2000s such as Juno and Stranger than Fiction are often described as “quirky.” MacDowell says that such films balance irony and sincerity, viewing “characters’ schemes and achievements as comically absurd ... at the same time as they are treated with degrees of sympathy.”41 For example, figure 1.6 shows Juno,42 in which the protagonists are both dealing earnestly with teenage pregnancy and comically failing to deal with it maturely.
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        Figure 1.6 Juno (Reitman 2007). Film still. Fox Searchlight Pictures.

      
      
        Sam Roberts is the festival director for the IndieCade festival.

        I was looking on Craigslist for [writing] gigs, and Slamdance was looking for someone to showcase independent games and run a festival for independent games. It was a film festival that I had heard of; I knew who they were.

        I understood a film festival and I understood independent games. To me it was very straightforward: “This is something that does for young game makers what a film festival does for young filmmakers.” It finds talent, brings them to a place where they can be exposed, brings them to a place where they can meet other people working in their field, form relationships, community, collaboration, and become a home community.

        ►Sam Roberts full interview on website

      
      We can see the connection to independent games: making new art on smaller budgets, different art, more personal art than regular big-budget fare. Yet in the details, sensibilities can be quite different. Independent games are currently split between the playful and the earnest, with relatively little overlap between the two. There are somber independent games: the historical documentaries, such as The Cat and the Coup; the existential, such as the autobiographical That Dragon, Cancer,43 about the cancer that eventually killed the developers’ child (figure 1.7); solemn games like The Graveyard; as well games of boredom and futility such as Cart Life44 and Papers, Please.45 At the other end of the spectrum, a group of games emphasizes child-like wonder, Fez being one of them, and Goat Simulator46 is child-like in its fascination with the goofy, the flawed, and the glitchy. But if independent games do not share the tone of recent independent cinema, they do share a self-consciousness about their form.

      As an example, 868-Hack47 (figure 1.8) is all about highlighting game design craft, about making that seemingly simple game that can yield a thousand hours of gameplay through its emergent complexity; it is a game whose components are easily understood, but where we can admire the rich and delicate experience that arises from the interaction between these components. But independent games are often about games as well, as with The Stanley Parable, Braid, or Dys4ia, commenting on game conventions, highlighting or subverting them, sometimes to make cultural or political statements.

      Independent games thus wear their game-ness on their sleeve, openly making their underlying structures visible. They rarely suffer from the much-maligned movie envy often found in big-budget titles; independent games happily display the trappings of games, the points, the lives, the onscreen tutorials. They work hard to signal the underlying game logic. But when these game conventions and signals are removed, they are removed forcefully, and we immediately know that our instincts for what to do—running, shooting, strategizing, optimizing—are wrong. I am envious of the independent film critic, employing a nice word like quirky to describe a large group of works. Independent games have no single tone or mood; they are instead defined by their antimodernism and their quest for authenticity, by the way they are bent on rejecting whatever their developers think of as mainstream now.
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        Figure 1.7 That Dragon, Cancer (Numinous Games 2016). An autobiographical game about a dying child.
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        Figure 1.8 868-Hack (Brough 2015). A tiny game of perfect game design.

      
      
        Naomi Clark is a New York City–based educator and game designer who has worked in casual games. She recently designed the board game Consentacle.

        I think there was a close relationship between indie music and indie games, where indie game events were modeled on indie music events. You would go to a show, and instead of watching music and drinking Pabst Blue Ribbon or another trendy beer, you would go to a bar and drink the same beer, but you would be playing games or watching people play games.

        ►Naomi Clark full interview on website

      
      Surprisingly, it is easy to explain independent games through food culture: here we clearly see contemporary ideas that favor the direct, the local, the transparent, and the simple, especially in the locavore movement.48 For a certain type of restaurant, there is an expectation that major food items be listed on the menu with the name of the farm from which they came. It’s probably not that patrons are expected to have exhaustive knowledge of agricultural producers within a fifty-mile radius, but rather that the naming of providers suggests immediacy, familiarity, and simplicity, as if we knew that farm.

      Serving chicken sourced from a named farm shifts the conversation from the chicken itself to the way the chicken was raised. This is ripe for parody, as in the “Farm” episode of the show Portlandia, in which the two protagonists decide that it is not enough to simply hear or see pictures about the life of the chicken they are about to eat; they must pay an extended visit to the actual farm, and even join the cult-like farmers for an extended period of time.49

      Independent games share such sensibilities: if mainstream games are seen as products made by anonymous corporations and marketed globally, then many independent games are promoted as unique creations made by specific, named people with personal histories, as part of communities that you can join. Distribution still may be global, but in independent culture there is a preference for buying games directly from the website of the developer, or possibly from a developer-oriented website such as itch.io. The criteria by which locavore ideas are applied to independent games is not physical distance, then, but transaction transparency: the less corporate a website appears and the fewer steps are involved before the developers are paid, the more authentic the game-shopping experience is rated.

      It may seem obvious that new culture must differentiate itself from the mainstream by being more unique, rare, personal, and rougher around the edges and with a more direct connection to the creator. But think only of Andy Warhol’s incorporation of mass-produced objects in his art: the Campbell’s soup can, famously, or his serial colored prints of both Elvis and Mao. This was an assertion of mass production and anonymity against overly personal art. Similarly, minimalism in painting can be seen as a reaction against the way abstract expressionism emphasized the painter and the painting as a concrete imprint of the moment it was made. The latter half of the twentieth century saw music depersonalized by using electronic or concrete sounds, from Pierre Schaeffer to Danish composer Else Marie Pade to Kraftwerk (“We are the robots”).

      Joan Didion quotes painter Georgia O’Keeffe: “Where I was born and where and how I have lived is unimportant. ... It is what I have done with where I have been that should be of interest.”50 Had culturally independent games appeared alongside minimalism or early electronic music, developers might have been downplaying their personal histories like O’Keeffe did—but for now independent games are promoted as personal expression.

      Yet such ideas of independence also make independent status fickle. Can everybody be an independent game developer? When the minimal mobile game Flappy Bird51 was released in 2014, it fit the template of independent games well: a small game, referring to older video games both in visual style and in gameplay. But because the Vietnamese developer Dong Nguyen did not fit the template for an independent game developer, much of the video game press decided to present Flappy Bird as a cynical copy of older games, rather than as an interesting experimental game paying homage to the past.

      Minecraft started as a one-person project, sold on the website of developer Markus “Notch” Persson for around fifteen dollars, as direct and authentic as it can get within this way of thinking. However, after a short while, more than a million copies had been purchased. Minecraft later was sold to Microsoft in a multibillion-dollar deal, and Markus Persson used a small portion of the proceeds to buy a $70 million house in Beverly Hills, reportedly outbidding Beyoncé and Jay-Z in the process.52 If Minecraft still looked like an independent game in the aesthetic sense, the by now franchise was as far from independent in the financial sense as could possibly be. This shows how the status of an independent game can change even when the concrete game remains unchanged.

      Bohemian Entrepreneurs

      1980s US punk band The Minutemen named the no-publisher, no-promotion, no-money lifestyle “jamming econo”: “You could jam economy on your job, in your buying habits, in your whole way of living. You could take this particular approach to music and apply it to just about anything else you wanted to. You could be beholden only to yourself and the values and people you respected. You could take charge of your own existence.”53 By this token, having no money isn’t a problem as much as a feature that guarantees independence. Independent games developers are quite divided on this issue. Some developers are financially successful, and some see money as a problem: In his talk “Why Being Poor and Having No Budget Is Good for Making Games,” Crayon Physics developer Petri Purho argues that a small budget forces you to focus on the most important aspects of the game you are developing.54

      It is also expected that independent developers will provide a memorable story about their humble and sympathetic beginnings. For example, game studio Vlambeer promotes itself with the following origin story: “Vlambeer was founded in 2010 by Rami Ismail and Jan Willem Nijman, after they dropped out of game design university. They teamed up to fully develop the ‘Crates from Hell’ prototype Jan Willem had created. With no resources, space or money, they created Radical Fishing to earn a starting capital to rent an office and food other than noodles.”55

      Similarly, developer BetaDwarf promoted itself—and its crowdsourcing campaign—on the fact that its staff members slept illegally at their university for seven months during early game development.56 These origin stories of humble beginnings segued into stories of the success of the developers. In his discussion of authenticity, Lionel Trilling notes that, in some lines of thinking, “Money, in short, is the principle of the inauthentic in human existence.”57 In such a value system, money and creativity are seen as incompatible, and financial success can lead to being denounced as inauthentic, a “sellout” or the like, as happened with Minecraft.

      But there are also signs that the relationship between money and creativity is in flux. Conservative cultural critic David Brooks tells the story of a turning point in the late 1990s. Returning to the United States after having been abroad, he realized that the worlds of counterculture and enterprise—hitherto considered opposed—were now becoming intertwined:

      
        Throughout the twentieth century it’s been pretty easy to distinguish between the bourgeois world of capitalism and the bohemian counterculture. The bourgeoisie were the square, practical ones ... the bohemians were the free spirits who flouted convention. They were the artists and the intellectuals—the hippies and the Beats. In the old schema the bohemians championed the values of the radical 1960s and the bourgeois were the enterprising yuppies of the 1980s.

        But I returned to an America in which the bohemian and the bourgeois were all mixed up. It was now impossible to tell an espresso-sipping artist from a cappuccino-gulping banker. ... Most people, at least among the college-educated set, seemed to have rebel attitudes and social-climbing attitudes all scrambled together.58

      

      Similarly, in 1999 Charles Leadbeater and Kate Oakley wrote about a new wave of cultural entrepreneurs working in the belief that “small is beautiful.”59 As chapter 3 in this book shows, money remains contentious, and by now independent game festivals often try to argue both that independent games exist outside financial considerations and that developers deserve financial support. Independent games appeared in tandem with a cultural shift by which money, once seen as antithetical to creativity, can now be framed as closely related to it. By now, game development students often exhibit a distinct desire to be bohemian entrepreneurs—idealized types who, by running a company, can keep their own hours, stay out and sleep in late, and spend a significant part of the workday in coffee shops.60 As a single image, this new combination of the cultural and the financial was driven home to me most clearly in 2012, when the Northside music festival in Brooklyn where I lived billed itself as about “Music | Art | Film | Entrepreneurship.”61

      Some of these ideas were forged during the dot-com years of the 1990s, when the internet was assumed to be removing the proverbial middleman, allowing creators to communicate with and sell to their audience directly. Programmer Ellen Ullman describes the mood in the late 1990s as a hope for direct relations between producers and consumers: “Through a process known as ‘disintermediation,’ producers are removing the expert intermediaries, the agents, brokers, middlemen, who until now have influenced our interactions with the commercial world.”62 Of course, later years showed the internet to be well suited for a large-scale concentration of power in the hands of intermediaries (Netflix, Facebook, Spotify, app stores, consoles, Amazon). But the idea of the direct—and commercial—connection between creator and consumer was part of early ideas about the internet.

      In the 2015 documentary on UK DIY graphics arts, Made You Look,63 we see the works of many interesting graphic designers, often using old techniques such as letterpress and silk-screen to create new, analog-looking visual styles. One speaker explains that there is a generation of people who realized that they did not have to work for an agency but could make their own things. “If that’s not punk rock, I don’t know what is!” he says. But this is all wrong: punk rock was most definitely not about being an entrepreneur, however independently. Yet the quote demonstrates the growing acceptance of the entrepreneur as a creative person, even with a touch of rebellion. The bohemian entrepreneur and the independent developer are (probably naïvely) seen as having an attractive and interesting lifestyle, and stories of this life, working with friends in public spaces and globetrotting to interesting conferences and game jams, are now integral to the promotion of independent games.

      New Words and Venues for New Games

      An independent game is not just a game design, not just a collection of bits on a device. Games do not just run on hardware platforms (PlayStations, phones, computers); they also run on cultural platforms. An independent game is made, exists, and is used against a backdrop of expectations for what an independent game is. Like a video game can be made for a specific console, so can a video game be made for the cultural platform of independent games, targeted at specific ways for playing, specific strategies for reviewing and discussion, and at specific venues such as independent game festivals. Full disclosure: I am part of the platform, having served on the jury for both the Independent Games Festival and IndieCade, and I have thus granted or denied many games access to the independent label.

      In a 2005 article on cinema, Gaudreault and Marion argue that a “medium is always born twice.”64 Cinema involves a set physical inventions and devices, which were first seen as a continuation of stage shows and entertainment, hence born once. But only through a longer process, not only by making film, but also via new ways of reception—watching film, reviewing film—did film become “born twice,” now recognized as a distinct medium, with institutions such as film schools, festivals, and reviewers.

      This leads to the underlying historical question about video games. If independent games are an attempt to create a new kind of video game, not only through design, but also through criticism: to find a new language for talking about games, to create institutions that will honor independent games, and to thereby decide what independent games are in the first place, then does the arrival of independent games therefore mean that video games have finally been “born twice,” finally become recognized as a distinct, “mature,” cultural medium? I will try to answer this at the end of the book.

      It is important to note that independent games are not an attempt to make all video games respectable, but to carve out a niche of better and more interesting video games. Independent and experimental games frequently are celebrated for their rejection of existing game conventions: “Dear Esther is a terrible video game. Which would be a problem if Dear Esther was a video game.”65 Another review shifts the focus from typical game review topics like gameplay to literary comparisons: “Passage hit me precisely the way, say, Percy Bysshe Shelley’s ‘Ozymandias’ stunned me when I first read it.”66 A review of Tale of Tale’s Bientôt l’été67 is titled “‘Bientôt l’été’: Finally, a Video Game as Artistic and Hard to Understand as French Films.”68 Today a developer can create a new game with the expectation that there are venues, both online and physical, that value experimentation and that these venues will consider the developer’s new game from that perspective, using the language of independent game reviews.

      Independent Disagreements

      For a game developer, these general observations about independent games all correspond to series of concrete, practical decisions. Are you creating “a game” in the first place? What do people expect when faced with “a game,” compared to what they expect if told it is a “toy,” “a test,” “an instrument,” or “a piece of art”? Do you wish to go along with their expectations, or do you wish to confound them? And then, are you creating an “independent game”? What do people expect to do with an “independent game”? How will people find the game? Who will review it? If you are making an experimental puzzle game like Stephen’s Sausage Roll69 (yes, sausage-rolling) shown in figure 1.9, will players appreciate the way the game hides its secrets and does not help players along, or will players refuse to play the game? Will players enjoy the unusual graphics, or will they reject them as ugly? Will reviewers appreciate it? Will it win awards at festivals, and if so, which ones? Will your game development peers praise the game?

      As it happens, Stephen’s Sausage Roll received rave reviews and praise from peers but poor sales and no festival awards. This 2016 game appears out of time. At one point it was possible to become recognized for doing a small well-crafted game that was challenging to play, but the present cultural platform of independent games expects both a more accessible game experience and more meaning: more social commentary, whimsical charm, reimagining of the game form, or a more distinct visual style, as well as room for interpretation and for think pieces about the game, and Stephen’s Sausage Roll offered little of that. Its muddied textures no longer held charm; it did not signal cultural independence, and neither was it commercially viable.
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        Figure 1.9 Stephen’s Sausage Roll (Increpare 2016). The independent game that came too late.

      
      Educations in video game development also work to shape independent game development as educators such as myself argue about how to train students, balancing art history, game history, experimental techniques, political thinking, AAA game production methods for jobs in the regular industry, entrepreneurship, programming, and writing.

      Therefore reviewers, festival jury members, and educators play a central role in creating awareness of independent games, including some games and rejecting others—because, as we would expect, there are controversies as well. Let me name four central disagreements that will keep reappearing throughout this book:

      Democratic versus elitist games: Should independent games be the people’s games, representing a broader range of the population, made by a more diverse group of developers than video games have traditionally been made by—or should independent games be rarified games for connoisseurs? Currid-Halkett names “the aspirational class,”70 which does not aim to openly display status symbols but rather to define itself by consuming in sophisticated, politically or culturally aware ways. To play Stephen’s Sausage Roll can be just this: a demonstration of your ability to process a challenging game that in its opaqueness is different from both big-budget and casual games. To play an independent game can be a way to demonstrate your cultural awareness, that you can deal with new games that break conventions, that you are interested in new voices and new experiences. The same goes for writing a book about independent games, through which I am aiming honestly to demonstrate the sophistication of my video game tastes. The experimentation of independent games can in this way serve to make them appeal only to a narrow audience, contradicting democratic goals.

      Fun versus meaning: Should independent games be “fun,” or should they also display cultural independence and include an additional layer of meaning, typically by criticizing earlier games, dealing with serious themes, making political arguments, or by representing personal experiences? As part of this, some developers argue that we should reject traditional game form, with its focus on players traversing series of obstacles, optimizing their strategies, and improving themselves, in favor of games that experiment more radically with game structure and experience. In other words, should independent games be playable, just like traditional games, or should they ask us to play, do, or think completely differently?

      For art’s sake versus commerce: At the 2017 A MAZE. festival in Berlin, the event-closing speech by founder Thorsten Wiedemann began by emphasizing the festival’s cultural outlook and independence from the commercial industry, only to switch to emphasizing how important it was to support game makers financially. For a while, the more experimental game festivals like IndieCade and A MAZE. framed independent games exclusively in terms of culture and meaning. But around 2015, organizers of these festivals began to argue that game creators need financial support as well.71 Brooks argued that there is a general cultural shift toward accepting finance and creativity as intertwined, and this way of thinking seems to be finding its way to even the noncommercial independent festivals—but framed as personal support rather than as business development.

      This is important because there is an obvious danger: if (independent) video games are accepted as an art form along the lines of other art forms such as painting or poetry, do games then get a similar economic model, by which many creators cannot make a living of what they do? Does art-making become the sole province of those with financial security, and does it create an “adjunct teaching business model” of the type common in literature, in which writing a poetry collection does not generate significant income but may give sufficient exposure to land a teaching job?

      The past versus the future? According to Svetlana Boym, there are several kinds of nostalgia. Restorative nostalgia tries to go back to an earlier time, whereas reflective nostalgia “does not pretend to rebuild the mythical place called home; it is ‘enamored of distance, not of the referent itself.’ Reflective nostalgia is ironic, inconclusive, and fragmentary,”72 as well as freer in borrowing selectively from the past without vouching for authenticity. When Dys4ia or Braid selectively borrow and reinterpret old games, it has the function of criticizing old games or of unmooring the developers’ childhood experiences of these games and applying them metaphorically to entirely new subject matter. The more radical game experiments such as Dear Esther are arguably a different kind of nostalgia, not restorative nostalgia for any one time in video game history, but restorative nostalgia for a vaguely defined atmosphere of contemplation—perhaps one before hectic modern times, before the arrival of video games.

      In other words, independent games show a range of relations to the past. They are in constant tension between a heavy-handed restorative nostalgia, desiring to return to a somewhat imaginary authentic past of video games yet unspoiled by large corporations, and a more reflective nostalgia, merely using the past creatively and selectively to make something new, sometimes using pixelated graphics to enable low-cost game development by a more representative portion of the population. And then, sometimes independent games are critiques of past video game genres or methods, or of video games as such.

      In This Book

      In my books, I have come to alternate between exploring big eternal questions about video games (Half-Real, The Art of Failure) and studying concrete historical developments (A Casual Revolution and this book). Although unplanned, I value this way of working: when working with games, we should make general theories that can rub against the actualities of a changing art form. And when games change, as they do now, we should reconsider our overall theories.

      Following this introduction, chapter 2, “High-Tech Low-Tech Authenticity,” shows how the visual style of most independent games is chosen to signal authenticity, often by referring to older video games or to analog visual styles such as painting and drawing, embodying the antimodernism I have talked about here. But it wasn’t always like that. I show how early winners of the Independent Games Festival were aspiring to be regular big-budget games of their time; it was only around 2005 that independent games began to acquire a distinct style of using modern technology to emulate older visual styles.

      Chapter 3, “A Selective History of Independent Games,” is a narrative history of independent games. Where chapter 2 points to 2005 as a turning point for independent games, chapter 3 casts a wider net and follows video game history from 1961 to 2018, showing that the idea of making new video games has been constant, but that independent games, originally seen as the video game version of independent film, were distinct in presenting themselves as an alternative to mainstream games. I write this history by looking at the early history of video games through the appearance of the first independent game festivals and by showing the changing discussions at independent games festivals and at the annual Game Developers Conference. This chapter shows how the history of independent games is also a history of developers and competing festivals continuously seeking to redefine what independent games are, and looking for new ways to differentiate themselves from the mainstream.

      But how does one make a game be recognized as independent? Chapter 4, “How to Make an Independent Game,” identifies three main strategies for rejecting mainstream video games and for creating new kinds of games, mirroring the three types of independence: financial, aesthetic, and cultural. The argument for financially independent games is that they allow games to be personal and creative, whereas aesthetic independence is concerned with changing game design, such as playful games, games that are deliberately opaque, or meta-games about games. Cultural independence most directly claims to be about more than fun, aiming instead to be art or to promote new politics. Finally, I discuss the game Flappy Bird to show what happens when the public is unwilling to grant a person the status of independent developer.

      Chapter 5, “The Aesthetics of the Aesthetics of the Aesthetics of Video Games,” examines the aesthetic independence of walking simulator games and shows that they reject not only mainstream video games, but also the central convention that a game should challenge us to optimize our strategies for playing. Walking simulators are aesthetically independent because they provide a contemplative and relaxed experience radically different from other games, but they do so to make games more compatible with traditional ideas of aesthetics and art.

      Chapter 6, “Who Cares If It’s a Game?,” follows independent and experimental games to their logical extreme. What happens if players reject an experimental game and claim that it’s “not a real game”? I examine controversies around what is or isn’t counted as “a game,” the reactions from players who fail to accept such experiments, and strategic reasons for developers to call their creations games—or not. I argue that when players reject experimental games, it’s similar to when people reject contemporary art because it doesn’t fit their traditionalist preconceptions of what art should be, how it should be made, or by whom.

      Chapter 7, “Conclusions,” sums up the book and discusses its contribution to the study of “independent” media. I point to recent developments in streaming as a way to promote experimental games and show that there is a class of independent games promoted on memorable premises and funny video clips, but which exists outside independent game festivals. I discuss whether independent games are, or will be, co-opted by the bigger game industry, and I finally consider the future of independent games: Can video games continue to go back in time to create something new?

    
  
    
      2 High-Tech Low-Tech Authenticity: The Creation of Independent Style at the Independent Games Festival

      Do independent games have anything in common? Figures 2.1–2.3 show three games all promoted as independent, but which at first appear quite different: VVVVVV1 (figure 2.1) uses a low-resolution pixel style that harkens back to the ZX Spectrum and Commodore 64 games2 of the 1980s. This pixel style is the primordial independent visual style, also found in earlier games like Cave Story.3 In pixel style, each pixel has been edited by hand, and these pixels are enlarged, giving the appearance of a lower resolution than what is afforded by the hardware the game is running on. But not all independent games share this pixelated style. And Yet It Moves4 (figure 2.2) could not have been produced in the 1980s due to technological limitations, with the graphics appearing to be made from paper cutouts, thus giving the impression of being analog rather than digital. Although Crayon Physics Deluxe5 (figure 2.3) also requires modern graphics capabilities to represent its crayon-based visual style, this style is again different from the paper style of And Yet It Moves. Is there any commonality to the visual styles of these games at all?

      The answer is that each of these games uses contemporary technology to represent a low-tech visual style. For VVVVVV, the style is 1980s video games; for And Yet It Moves and Crayon Physics Deluxe, the styles are torn paper and childlike crayon drawings. In their 2000 book, Remediation, Bolter and Grusin make the broad claim that new media tend to remediate—that is, simulate—earlier media forms.6 As we can see, these games remediate earlier styles to create something new and contemporary.
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        Figure 2.1 VVVVVV (Cavanagh 2010). Pixel-style remake of 1980s UK platform games.
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        Figure 2.2 And Yet It Moves (Broken Rules 2009). Torn paper in digital form.
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        Figure 2.3 Crayon Physics Deluxe (Purho 2009). A game of drawing with crayons on paper.

      
      This chapter identifies the rise of a visual Independent Style shared by many independent games, a style that is a representation of a representation, using contemporary technology to emulate styles from earlier times. This visual style invokes a materiality and an “honesty in materials” that marks it as distinct from the alleged realism of bigger-budget video games and from the shiny surfaces of casual games. This style works to signal the kind of authenticity that I introduced in chapter 1, tying independent games to the contemporary maker movement and to nineteenth-century ideas about arts, crafts, and architecture. This visual style is not a necessary expression of a particular method of game development but an example of authenticity work: a careful construction to appear as a counter to large-budget game productions and to give the appearance of a direct connection between players and game developers.

      Certainly, with independent games, the assumed slick commercialism of both big-budget and casual games is met by a counterimage of small, cheaply developed, more personal and experimental games.7 Yet most discussions of independent games start with the assertion that they cannot be defined:

      
        The indie label doesn’t contribute anything to the discussion except a needless sense of distance: calling a game an indie game or an author an indie developer just enforces the illusion that it’s an exclusive club, an inner circle to which most people aren’t admitted.

        —Anna Anthropy8

        It’s a slippery slope trying to define indie gaming since there is a lot of discord in the game-making community.

        —Mike Gnade9

        The term “indie game”—oftentimes used interchangeably with “independent games”—is probably one of the most popular buzzwords in the discussions surrounding video games. At the same time, it seems to be an exceptionally elusive term, as we are constantly having difficulties in explaining its meaning.

        —Maria B. Garda and Paweł Grabarczyk10

        If independent games do exist, then they’re independent because something about their economic, technological, or cultural status makes them so.

        —Eric Zimmerman11

        Rather than arguing for a single definition of indie, this article examines the ideologies underlying the multiple definitions of the term.

        —Nadav Lipkin12

        There is no point in seeking a formal definition or classification of “indie games.”

        —Bart Simon13

      

      Let me approach this through visual style: as film theorist David Bordwell has argued, the study of style is a rich source for understanding the development of an art form—in all its complexity, with all its actors14—but style is sometimes seen as mere surface, dismissed as a footnote to more important matters. However, style is a very concrete factor: games are developed for, judged on, and grouped by their style, and style also signals the aspirations of a creator. We need to understand the history of style in independent games.

      It is important to note that any independent game presupposes the idea of independent games. To develop independent games is to face a challenge: how can a game made on a small budget be perceived by players as something unique and new, rather than just a game with too small a budget, a literally cheap version of a big-budget game? Independent Style is an answer to this problem, because it signals that a game has deliberately been developed on a low budget, and would not be improved with more resources. By emphasizing the small, personal, and simplistic, Independent Style makes the claim that limited budgets are not a limitation but rather a better, and more authentic, way of making games,15 and Independent Style is used by players to recognize a game as independent in a positive sense.

      Claims for Authenticity

      This focus on small productions, simple production and distribution, and the value of personal creation shows how independent games connect to the contemporary ideals of the maker movement,16 the do-it-yourself (DIY) movement,17 the locavore food movement, and the older ideas of the Arts and Crafts movement toward the end of the nineteenth century. The Arts and Crafts movement is usually understood as a reaction against industrial production (“machine production”) and as arguing for a return to craft and to small-scale, preindustrial models of production.18 In his 1888 essay “The Revival of Handicraft,”19 William Morris described the disappearance of handicraft in the face of machine production as “a degradation of life” and hoped, as the title suggested, for a societal and political revival of authentic workmanship in which the individuality of the creator would once again shine through. Figure 2.4 shows the iconic 1862 Trellis wallpaper by William Morris and Philip Webb, and figure 2.5 shows their 1860 building Red House, which uses elements from medieval gothic architecture such as prominent chimneys and steep roofs, signaling their belief in the superiority of medieval, guild-based work practices over contemporary industrial production.20

      The much-maligned label hipster is often applied today to those who reject chain stores and mass production in favor of the local and the handcrafted,21 and it becomes easy to see why a commenter describes Morris as one of the “original artisanal hipsters.”22
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        Figure 2.4 1862 Trellis wallpaper by William Morris and Philip Webb, of the Arts and Crafts movement. Arts and Crafts reacted against the industrial production thought to be depriving both works and workers of quality, and personality, and argued for a return to craft and small-scale production. (Metropolitan Museum of Art 23.163.4h.)
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        Figure 2.5 Philip Webb and Andrew Morris’s 1860 Arts and Crafts Red House, with steep roofs and protruding chimneys referencing the medieval architecture and work traditions they assumed to be superior to contemporary equivalents. (Photo by Ethan Doyle White.)

      
      Compare the Arts and Crafts arguments against machine production to the way many independent game developers claim that their games—unlike the games made by large teams—embody values of authenticity, honesty, and personality:

      
        Indie games let me be a fan who is cheering on someone authentic and deserving.

        —Dan Cook23

        Speak from your heart. Honesty is extremely valuable when making [Indie game] art.

        —Edmund McMillen24

        A much higher bandwidth relationship with art ... that deeper and more niche personal relationship with the work.

        —Robin Arnott25

        Being able to (or learning to) identify the individual style and growth of individual authors leads to ... more personal games, more relevant games, more games with something to say.

        —Anna Anthropy26

      

      These are claims of authenticity, against which mainstream games are seen as inauthentic.27 Not every developer uses the term authentic, but the statements quoted here work as arguments for authenticity. Independent games are in this respect like independent cinema and other forms of “indie” culture, a “construction as an authentic, autonomous alternative to mainstream media.”28

      ►See chapter 4, “How to Make an Independent Game.”

      Where Arts and Crafts was against industrialization, independent games react to big-budget AAA productions and strictly commercial casual games. Arts and Crafts and independent games also share a set of moral-political-aesthetic claims. Mary Ann Stankiewicz writes: “Instead of placing artistic values above ethical ones, members of the Arts and Crafts Movement often merged ethics and aesthetics following Ruskin’s dictum that good art could only come from a good person in a good society.”29 In the most expansive version, the claim for culturally independent games, like claims from the Arts and Crafts movement, is not simply that independent games are better products, but that they are politically, morally, and aesthetically wholesome: independent games are better, but developers also will lead better lives, and society at large will be improved by increased communication between people. A common criticism of Arts and Crafts has been that its political goals were not met, that “craftsmanship becomes less a path to satisfying communal work than a therapy for tired businessmen.”30 I will return to whether this criticism applies to independent games.

      
        Jesper: When you make your games, do you see yourself as reacting against AAA or mainstream games?

        Jason: Yeah. A lot of my work was a reaction to AAA. My decision to not include any cutscenes was because at the time all these AAA games just had loads of cutscenes, like in Metal Gear Solid.

      

      
        They were also chasing photo-realism in a way I felt was becoming less and less effective and verging further and further into the uncanny valley, and no other side of the valley in sight to climb back up out of it. I felt like that wasn’t really working anymore; the wow factor was gone for flashy photorealistic graphics, and we had a lot of diminishing returns there. If we push as hard as we can away from that, where do we end up? We end up in something like pixel art.

        I still to this day have not made a 3-D game, and I have no plans on it. And there are a bunch of reasons for that. I think that when we are in the AAA space, or just 3-D game space in general, we get stuck out on this one little narrow branch of the design tree, which is like some kind of simulation.

        ►Jason Rohrer full interview on website

      
      The Historical Appearance of Independent Style

      What Bolter and Grusin also say is that each new medium promises us a more immediate—transparent—experience, while pointing to itself as a medium in the process.31 It is easy to see this in the promotional campaigns for new game consoles, which regularly promise more realism and emphasize the technology that allows a console to provide such alleged realism.32 This shows that Independent Style represents a break with the common idea that video games are destined to move on a linear path toward realism through technological progress. Independent Style goes back toward earlier representational styles—styles made from cheap materials33—that now appear as less realistic than what is promised by console manufacturers and big-budget game development. I call it Independent Style (capitalized):

      
        Independent Style is a representation of a representation. It uses contemporary technology to emulate low-tech and usually cheap graphical materials and visual styles, signaling that a game with this style is more immediate, authentic, and honest than are big-budget titles with high-end, three-dimensional graphics.

      

      Independent Style is the style that signals small teams, authenticity, and honesty. It signals this both in the way it uses visual history and because it often is a cheap style to produce. What are the historical origins of this style? To answer this, let me examine the visual style of the grand prize winners of the annual Independent Games Festival (IGF) at the Game Developers Conference, not only because this is the longest-running major festival of independent games, but also because it names the games that it judges as exemplars of independent games. It is not that the IGF can offer us a final truth about independent games, but rather that the IGF has been a high-profile venue for the curation of what constitutes (and doesn’t constitute) an independent game. It is therefore valuable to follow the choices of the IGF jury as the historical evolution of a dominant conception of independent games. (Full disclosure: I have served as a jury member for the festival.) For now, I will just look at visual style; chapter 3 will go into more detail about how visual styles relate to game design and changing conceptions of independent games.

      ►See chapter 3, “A Selective History of Independent Games.”

      Table 2.1 shows the Grand Prize winners of the Independent Games Festival from 1999 to 2018. The 1999–2004 winners are not recognizable as having the Independent Style that I have outlined, but rather (with the exception of Bad Milk) appear as small versions of bigger-budget games, with 3-D graphics and presumably an intention of eventually acquiring publisher backing and distribution on physical media.

      But the 2005–2018 winners show the appearance of a well-defined Independent Style with unique graphical representation. This style coincides with the increasing availability of nonphysical game distribution, via which it gradually became common for developers to distribute small-budget games globally. Darwinia features low-poly three-dimensional graphics, referencing the movie Tron and thus the 3-D visual style of an earlier time. Independent Style is a constant that expresses itself in new ways, expanding to include ancient computer interfaces and deliberately poor video quality in Her Story. The only exception is Outer Wilds, which in the original festival version was regular low-budget 3-D, but the later commercial version adjusted to Independent Style with a low-polygon visual style. The use of especially pixel-style also works to signal scope—that is, to signal that a game is relatively simple and probably builds on older game genres.

      This history also points to differences within the high-tech representation of low-tech materials. Pixel-style games refer directly, and in some ways nostalgically, to an earlier time in video game history. On the other hand, Crayon Physics Deluxe cannot point to an earlier time when video games were made with crayons. What is referenced is rather the general idea of playing with crayons and paper. The pixel-style 3-D games Minecraft and Fez also cannot refer to an earlier time when 3-D games were commonly made from large volumetric cubic pixels (voxels),34 so like Crayon Physics Deluxe, the historical reference is counterfactual, but it still suggests a simpler, if nonexistent, earlier time.

      Table 2.1

      Independent Games Festival Grand Prize winners, 1999–2018
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      Honestly Old-Fashioned and High-Tech

      Independent Style is most consistent on a visual level, but it has parallels in fiction (emphasizing irreverent or atypical themes) and gameplay (surprising variations on existing genres). Certainly, the platform genre has been overrepresented among independent games: in games such as VVVVVV and Braid,35 many conventions from 1980s platform games are intact, but the games confound our expectations for how time and physics should work. Brett Camper describes how retro game developers aim to capture a central experience of an old game while adding contemporary developments in gameplay.36 In visual style, developers often add contemporary flourishes such as particle effects or detailed animations that would not have been possible at an earlier time.

      
        Nathalie Lawhead is a net artist behind games such as Tetrageddon and EVERYTHING IS GOING TO BE OK.

      
      
        Jesper: Could you explain the choice of the UI style? It seems you like MS-DOS just after color monitors but before people started using Windows, with all these borders made in character graphics and these colors that Microsoft designed. What does it mean to use a historical UI/UX set of references rather than doing OS X or Windows 10 today?

        Nathalie: What I like about the old-school historical stuff is that it was so clumsy. There is programmer art; it was terrible bright colors. If you look back, it’s humorous to see what we used to tolerate and were okay with. I really love it when computers are dysfunctional, and things break and they’re not doing what they’re supposed to do, and they even look a way they’re not supposed to. I feel like that’s where things are most charming. When things are hyperpolished, they lose some humanity. It stops being interesting and personal. That’s why I like that era in computers, because computers were just starting to figure themselves out. Or user experience and UI was just starting to figure itself out. Which I find fascinating, all the mistakes that were made. That’s where my heart is at.

      

      
        ►Nathalie Lawhead full interview on website

      
      The use of physics engines in games like Crayon Physics Deluxe is a parallel to the visual Independent Style: this type of physics-engine-based design comes across as immediate, simplistic, and playful because it mimics a free-form play activity. Yet it also requires modern processing power to work, and high-quality physics libraries have only recently become broadly available. In this way, it shares the high-tech/low-tech duality of the visual style by being a thoroughly modern representation of a predigital play experience.

      In the beginning of this chapter, I discussed how the idea of honesty and authenticity connects independent games with earlier movements. Art historian Linda Nochlin has examined the idea of honesty in architecture and the decorative arts through the nineteenth century, such as the idea that architecture should not conceal its elements or use what the architect Pugin called “borrowed features.”37 This is a common argument, that art or design should appear direct and express its own substantial structure and materials without artifice (hence, no fake wood). This argument has been used extensively in cultural history and even in game design discussion, with Chris Crawford’s argument that because computers are fundamentally machines for processing data, games should be organized around this principle, rather than around showing video clips from a storage medium.38

      In short, Independent Style follows this dictum of honesty in the choice of the low-tech materials that are represented, but contradicts it by representing these low-tech materials through high-tech tools. Independent Style both invokes and contradicts these ideals of authenticity or honesty championed by earlier historical movements. Independent Style consists partially of the “borrowed features” that Pugin was against in the previous quote; but it also shares with the Trellis wallpaper a wistfulness in referring to something that it isn’t: where the wallpaper refers to nature, Independent Style refers to materiality.

      New Meaning in Old Pixels

      What can we make of the fact that Independent Style imitates older styles of representation? In the example of Red House by Webb and Morris (figure 2.5), the use of medieval architectural details like pointed chimneys was deliberate due to Morris’s belief in the superiority of medieval work traditions. In general, borrowing an older style signals fascination with the style and its origins.

      ►See chapter 4, “How to Make an Independent Game.”

      Still, how is a contemporary game with a pixel style different from a 1983 UK home computer game like Hover Bovver39 (figure 2.6)? Hover Bovver is mostly made by a single person (UK developer Jeff Minter), and it features graphics with visible pixels and an idiosyncratic and nonheroic theme: the mowing of the player character’s lawn. In terms of visual style, theme, gameplay, and development conditions, this game at first seems similar to many contemporary independent games.
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        Figure 2.6 Hover Bovver (Minter 1983). Visuals like a modern-day independent game, but high-tech when it came out.

      
      
        Jesper: What do you think about the retro association that people have with your games? When people see pixel art, is it nice that it looks like old-style games? Or is that noise compared to what you’re trying to do?

        Jason: For me, I definitely felt like it was noise. Because I wasn’t trying to invoke these things to leverage some kind of retro nostalgia, or even fetishism for the old.

        It’s not trying to mimic those things, it was more a comfortable effective aesthetic style for me to leverage as a creator at the time, to do things that resonated with people in a way that was general enough, but still looked very digital.

      

      
        ►Jason Rohrer full interview on website

      
      But Hover Bovver demonstrates what we can call a Pierre Menard-effect. In Jorge Luis Borges’s short story Pierre Menard, Author of Don Quixote,40 the titular character decides to write—from scratch—a text that is word-for-word identical to Don Quixote, without having read the original novel. Borges’s narrator then compares the style of the two identical twentieth-century and seventeenth-century texts—and concludes that they are radically different because the original Don Quixote was written in the language of the author’s time, but the newer Don Quixote is archaic and mannered. Which is to say that the simple pixel style of many contemporary independent games is deliberately dated, an archaic throwback to an earlier time in the history of the video game, whereas Hover Bovver’s 1983 visual style was contemporary. In fact, where VVVVVV (figure 2.1) uses pixel style, as I defined it, Hover Bovver does not, given that its pixels are displayed in the native resolution of the hardware. A given visual style does not mean the same thing when executed twice, twenty-five years apart.

      Interestingly, game-derived pixel style was popular in web design already around 1998,41 before it became a popular game style, suggesting that for a pixel style to be recognized as a deliberate choice, it is dependent on a distance (temporal or in media) from the materials and styles it references.

      ►See chapter 3, “A Selective History of Independent Games.”

      DIY and the Expertise of Craft

      Even so, there are multiple contradictory ways for independent games to invoke authenticity. If we focus on the low-tech materials represented in Independent Style, then we can chain Independent Style to a humble “lo-fi” DIY culture that emphasizes participation and personality rather than skill.42 On the other hand, if we see Independent Style as allowing developers to make small games with perfected minimalist game designs,43 then Independent Style becomes an opportunity for developers to demonstrate their technical skills and perfected craft. Richard Sennett describes this value: “Craftsmanship names an enduring, basic human impulse, the desire to do a job well for its own sake.”44 As an example, the popular Unity3D engine will by default provide antialiasing when rendering, making pixel art appear blurry, and developers have to work around this. Figure 2.7 shows the blurriness that the default settings of Unity3D would apply to the Cave Story main character (left), compared to how the character will look with the necessary adjustments to render pixel art with hard edges (right).

      In addition, before version 4.3, Unity3D did not explicitly support 2-D games. Regardless, Unity3D is a popular platform for independent developers, and it therefore has been up to developers to find ways to use Unity3D to create games in styles for which the platform was not originally designed.45

      Such technical challenges are also tied to the ethos of sharing that Guevara-Villalobos has described in indie communities: “Within indie communities and networks, code sharing is a defining feature of game work. It fulfils different purposes, as it is both the product of the cultural ethos of the Web and a learning practice.”46 For example, the open-source Flixel library47 was created by Canabalt author Adam Saltsman and provides a set of routines that makes it straightforward to make pixel-style games in Adobe Flash, even though that platform by default encourages antialiased graphics. (The Artist Is Present, shown in figure 1.4, uses Flixel to give the impression of 1980s technology.) In this way, developers improve their craft and share tricks and tools with the community to overcome the default assumptions of the Flash software.48
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        Figure 2.7 Cave Story (Studio Pixel 2004). Character shown with antialiased graphics, the default in early versions of Unity3D, and correct-aliased graphics, showing pixels with hard edges.

      
      The idea of craft has undergone a resurgence with books such as Sennett’s The Craftsman49 and the recent anthology The Craft Reader.50 These books trace a lineage back to William Morris and discuss craft as personal skill and contemplation. Compare this to game designer Anna Anthropy’s book Rise of the Videogame Zinesters: How Freaks, Normals, Amateurs, Artists, Dreamers, Dropouts, Queers, Housewives, and People Like You Are Taking Back an Art Form, in which she promotes DIY games that anybody can make and compares them to the photocopied underground non-mainstream magazine, the zine.51 In this case, the pixel style that Anthropy’s games often uses becomes a way of making video game development more accessible, as do other tools that she promotes, such as the text-based Twine platform.52

      As a middle ground, Emma Westecott compares independent game development to craft as such53 and notes how craft has often been associated with “women’s work” and how mass production gradually devalued craft, associating it with the domestic sphere of women. Westecott also notes how independent games have the opportunity to bridge this division but now face a potential division between amateur and professional independent developers.

      
        Anna Anthropy is a game designer known for games such as Dys4ia and an author of the Rise of the Videogame Zinesters manifesto.

      
      
        Jesper: What goes into the decision to make a game—say, Dys4ia—pixel style? What does pixel style do?

        Anna: One of them is just that it was easy. And it was cheap. I also think that a lot of what I was trying to do in that style was to put my games into conversation with games that already existed. In something like Lesbian Spider-Queens of Mars, the style calls back to a lot of the games that the game is borrowing tropes from, this moment in 80s arcade games. But my first and foremost impetus for using that style was always that it was easy to produce, it was way easier to animate in, it was easier to produce things that looked cohesive and have that be accepted as an agreed upon convention for what a work in this form could look like.

        If I had had the resources, I would have loved to make my games, my digital work, look more visually diverse. Then in some cases, I did, but in a lot of cases it was just easier for me as a solitary author to produce things that looked okay in a really simplistic style. So it was a stylistic choice, but it was also definitely the product of real material issues at the same time.

        I don’t think it necessarily is about the fetishization of this particular moment in 80s video games or games that look like this. It was a response to a need. Foremost.

      

      
        ►Anna Anthropy full interview on website

      
      The question of craft and expertise also shows why independent games are not wholesale inheritors of a “punk rock” attitude.54 There are independent games that celebrate the trashy, glitchy, or unfinished, but other independent games are promoted as good craft, in direct conflict with the commonly perceived value of punk rock as allowing anyone to form a band. In some cases, independent games are small productions made by one or two developers and are reviewed as perfectly crafted small systems, “stripped down to essentials.”55 A larger team, the reasoning goes, can only create sprawling and inconsistent games; a small one can make real craft.

      Local and Global Distribution

      Glenn Adamson defines craft as “the application of skill and material-based knowledge to relatively small-scale production.”56 Given that independent games, and Independent Style, are highly dependent on the availability of digital (i.e., immaterial) global distribution of games, this creates a disconnect between the local, small-scale aspect of independent game development and the global, large-scale distribution that many developers aspire to. The short answer to this conundrum is that it is impossible for successful independent game developers to provide the type of personal connection and communication that the audience may expect from them, as independent game developers. The longer answer is that in independent games, the small-scale emphasis is on the production rather than on the distribution, so this is not understood as the conflict that one might predict. The main alternate solution to the local-global dilemma is the “new arcade”57 and games with alternative physical controls, where developers emphasize the local and particular by avoiding digital distribution and only make a game available at select events, using custom, nondistributable hardware. This introduces scarcity to a medium whose common distribution methods tend to lead to abundance.

      Authenticity Work

      As we can see, the signals of honesty and authenticity come from the materials represented by the visual style (large pixels, paper, crayons), whereas the representation of the same style may sometimes (not always) be technically challenging and thus give developers a chance to demonstrate their skills while emulating visual styles, some of which suggest that little skill is necessary.

      In his book Creating Country Music: Fabricating Authenticity, Peterson shows that the idea of what constituted authentic country music developed from the 1920s to 1953, all the while claiming to refer to an unchanging past: “Authenticity is not inherent in the object or event that is designated authentic but is a socially agreed-upon construct in which the past is to a degree misremembered.”58 We may therefore be tempted to declare Independent Style an example of Julia Straub’s paradox of authenticity59 in that the low-tech pixel style and hand-drawn graphics that are used to signal authentic, unadorned, and honest game development are entirely and deliberately constructed embellishments enabled by the high-tech representation. We can compare this to literary theorist Jonathan Culler’s discussion of tourism. He tells the story of an American couple who on a trip finally find the undiscovered, off-the-beaten-track village in Mexico that tourists always dream of, yet are disappointed and confused because there is no one around to certify the authenticity of their experience:

      
        To be truly satisfying the sight needs to be certified, marked as authentic. Without these markers, it could not be experienced as authentic—whence the couple’s anxiety, anxiety from the absence of markers. The paradox, the dilemma of authenticity, is that to be experienced as authentic it must be marked as authentic, but when it is marked as authentic it is mediated, a sign of itself, and hence lacks the authenticity of what is truly unspoiled, untouched by mediating cultural codes. We want our souvenirs to be labeled “authentic native crafts produced by certified natives using guaranteed original materials and archaic techniques” (rather than, say, “Made in Taiwan”), but such markers are put there for tourists, to certify touristic objects. The authentic sight requires markers, but our notion of the authentic is the unmarked.60

      

      
        Pippin Barr is an educator and game developer behind conceptual games such as Pongs, The Artist Is Present, and v r 3.

      
      
        Jesper: When you choose visual styles, what are the considerations? You have usually been doing pixelated graphics. What do you want the style to signal?

        Pippin: One of the core reasons that all of my games look the way they look is me trying to find the easiest way to have a consistent, non-terrible visual look that serves the conceptual purpose of the game but doesn’t require skills that I don’t have. And then thinking specifically about the styles I was mimicking. To me the major graphical style, at least in the pixely world (which I’ve been doing a bit less lately I guess), was late 1980s, early 1990s Sierra games—they were a very big influence on me. Particularly Police Quest 1. Some of the games I make literally copy the traditional Sierra walk cycle.

        But the reason that I wanted to use that style has also to do with, at least in reference to Police Quest, how harsh those games were and how unpredictably mean they were in terms of holding you accountable for the rules of their system. Police Quest is the best example because of the way you die for not following really basic procedure. If you run a red light as a police officer, then your car explodes and you die. That was the way it was, and especially early on I was really interested in that kind of harshness.

        I first did it with The Artist Is Present. I used those kinds of character models, and I was interested in the hyperconstrained idea of the art world juxtaposed with the hyperconstrained idea of Sierra games from the 1980s. They were both so rule focused and I thought that there was a kind of relationship there that made sense to me.

      

      
        ►Pippin Barr full interview on website

      
      Independent Style suffers from this very issue: if independent games somehow are authentic, why go through all the trouble to signal this authenticity through new graphical styles? It is tempting to interpret Independent Style as a cynical ploy this way, but independent games are appearing in a cultural environment that supports authenticity claims—and as quoted, some developers certainly make such claims in public statements. In addition, the critical interpretation would still overlook the fact that some signs require more resources than others. A large advertising campaign extolling the authentic virtues of wine from a given region61 is clearly expensive, but a pixel-style game signaling another kind of authenticity may be cheap. The style I have described here as a sign used to signify independent authenticity is also an embodiment of development on a limited budget. It is cheap to make, and cheaper to make than are expansive 3-D worlds with high-end graphics.62 Nadav Lipkin argues that the term indie has shifted from being a signifier of production to referring to a style,63 but I argue that the style itself refers to production methods.

      For example, VVVVVV developer Terry Cavanagh freely admits that the visual style for his game came about because of his personal limitations as a designer: “I don’t have the technical ability to make my games look good, so I do what I can to at least make them look interesting. I find it easier to do this when I work within narrow limits—in VVVVVV, for example, I limited the background tiles for each room to just 5 shades of one colour, and then changed colours and patterns as I went along.”64 Independent development has gravitated to the style that can be made on the smallest budget, but additional work is also employed to create the Independent Style that most directly signals authenticity and immediacy. This also can have additional layers of meaning, as with Pippin Barr’s The Artist Is Present65 (figure 2.8), with a constrained visual style (and game design) being juxtaposed with the constrained rules of the art world.
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        Figure 2.8 The Artist Is Present (Barr 2011). Constrained game design and style meets the constrained context of modern art: the player must wait hours in real time to sit with performance artist Marina Abramović, mimicking her 2010 show at the Museum of Modern Art, New York.

      
      Signaling Independence

      I have described a central Independent Style curated by the Independent Games Festival, a style shared by nearly all IGF grand prize winners since 2005, as well as by many other well-known independent games. This style does not define independence, but it signals independence (financially, aesthetically, culturally). I do not think that all developers use Independent Style with this intention or in the belief that this is the statement they are making, but Independent Style is common because it ties into contemporary ideas about local, small-scale, and personal production.

      To name some games often referred to, and awarded, as independent, yet not sharing this style, figure 2.9 shows Osmos,66 which, though two-dimensional, is oriented toward the affordances of contemporary hardware rather than toward the emulation of an earlier visual style.67 Figure 2.10 shows Journey,68 a three-dimensional game that does not remediate any earlier visual style either (except possibly desert painters of the American West). Of course, given enough time, even currently high-end graphics effects (such as bloom) of contemporary big-budget titles may eventually be used by a future independent game developer to signal a simpler, more honest time in video games.69
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        Figure 2.9 Osmos (Hemisphere Games 2009). Called independent, yet not emulating any earlier visual style.
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        Figure 2.10 Journey (Thatgamecompany 2012). Culturally independent, but financially supported by Sony, with a high-end visual style.

      
      
        Tale of Tales is a Belgium-based art duo—Auriea Harvey and Michaël Samyn—known for their earlier work with experimental and experiential games such as The Path and The Graveyard.

      
      
        Jesper: It’s been a cliché in Indie/experimental games that you emulate a visual style. You emulate pixels even though your actual pixels are smaller, you emulate pastels, you emulate crayons. You haven’t done that that much; you’ve actually been more in 3-D, which is unusual for experimental games. What are your thoughts on that?

        Auriea: That was just very conscious. There is a pixelated mode in Sunset, though. That’s a joke. A graphical style, you can change it so it looks very blocky. What did we call it, Indie mode?

        Michaël: I think we called it Indie mode.

        Auriea: We generally hated that because we felt like it was very disingenuous. We’re kind of computer geeks, so it felt disingenuous to us to try and emulate a pixelated style when you don’t really need to. It also didn’t appeal to me as art director. I was always more interested in these high-fidelity games. In that sense, it was no mistake to compare us to an Assassins Creed, or something like that, because we loved that. At the same time, we knew that we couldn’t compete with it because it’s basically just us. We’re not going to be able to do that. We had to develop a certain philosophy about this—we can’t compete with that, so what can we do well?

        Actually, we nailed it on our first game, The Endless Forest, which I still think looks great even though we made it in 2005. It was this principle: it doesn’t have to look real, it has to feel real. It was thinking about the world holistically in terms of it not just being about making something look photorealistic, it’s about this entire experience with the sound and the animation and the action.

      

      
        ►Tale of Tales full interview on website

      
      Another prominent game usually referred to as independent but which uses a particular variation on Independent Style, Braid (figure 1.5) uses contemporary graphical tools to give a perhaps simplistic appearance of expensive materials associated with fine art,70 invoking something expensive, something culturally accepted from high culture, matching the lofty cultural aspirations of the game developer.

      Robert Yang’s Rinse and Repeat71 (figure 2.11) is the experimental game here most different from Independent Style, given its use of high-end visual effects and detailed human models. In this case, there is no signaling of authenticity through visuals, but rather the import of queer homoerotic content to a visual fidelity usually seen in AAA games—which has a subversive quality, but an entirely different one from Independent Style. In a different variation, much of the work of Tale of Tales, such as The Path72 (figure 5.11) aims to be visually high fidelity, and it is not the graphical style but the goal structure of traditional games that is modified.
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        Figure 2.11 Rinse and Repeat (Yang 2015). Erotic content and high production values.

      
      ►See Tale of Tales full interview on website.

      How can I say that a visual style signals something particular? Roland Barthes once argued that imitation materials are bourgeois and have traditionally “aimed at reproducing cheaply the rarest substances, diamonds, silk, feathers, furs, silver, all the luxurious brilliance of the world.”73 And it is surely the case that the cheap imitation of expensive materials is associated with poor quality and poor taste, as exemplified in faux wood, vinyl siding, or plastic jewelry: think only of the cheap fake wood on the original Atari VCS 2600 (figure 2.12). We can think of this as aspirational, as kleinburgerlich, the dishonest act of trying to be what you are not. The cheap plastic of the VCS 2600 aspires to be expensive, handcrafted wood, meant to signal its position in the home alongside expensive hi-fi equipment.

      Independent Style is the opposite: the use of expensive (or at least high-tech) materials to imitate cheap materials. If the use of cheap materials to imitate expensive materials is associated with poor taste, then the use of expensive materials to imitate cheap materials is possibly associated with a modern and “sophisticated” taste. The artworks of Jeff Koons are good examples, using expensive materials like stainless steel to reproduce cheap balloon animals, like in his 1994 Balloon Dog. Such works have a perverse aspiration: to appear cheaper, throwaway, but to be in expensive and durable form and to be recognized for this move.
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        Figure 2.12 Atari VCS 2600: cheap plastic emulating expensive wood. (Photo credit: Vanamo Online Game Museum.)

      
      The acceptance of Independent Style is not universal, but the popularity of independent games such as Minecraft demonstrates that there is an audience that understands this style. When Independent Style is not accepted, responses sound like the tech commentator who stated: “Hey, Minecraft: 1993 called and they want their hideous graphics back!”74

      However, Independent Style was also part of a “tyranny of pixelated platformers,” when many games lauded as independent became quite similar, commonly as variations on the traditional platform games with a quirky, often pixelated, graphical style. This shows the inherent tension when a movement for dynamic innovation in games congeals around a well-defined style, regardless of whether that style is explicit or implicit, agreed upon or not.75

      Several financially independent developers reject Independent Style and instead build regular 3-D games in genres not seen as commercially viable by big publishers. Chivalry: Medieval Warfare,76 shown in figure 2.13, is an example of this strategy. Such games exhibit neither cultural nor aesthetic independence and are rarely promoted or awarded by independent game festivals. They are reminiscent of the early 1999–2004 phase of Independent Games Festival winners, before the rise of Independent Style, where a festival such as the IGF was a stepping stone toward acquiring publisher support and distribution on a physical medium.
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        Figure 2.13 Chivalry: Medieval Warfare (Torn Banner Studios 2012). Financially independent, but signaling neither aesthetic nor cultural independence.

      
      Conversely, though Independent Style enables low-budget development, nothing prevents a bigger-budget production from using the same style, even if there are fewer financial reasons for doing so. As an example, the high-profile (if medium-budget) PlayStation 3 game LittleBigPlanet77 is based on high-end 3-D representations of handmade materials such as cloth, thread, buttons, and stickers. The LEGO Group publishes LEGO games built on franchises such as Star Wars and uses 3-D graphics to make a low-tech brick-based representation of the Star Wars universe. Outside games, the directors of The LEGO Movie “wanted to maintain the crude look of Lego figures and the limitations of the toys.”78

      Although independent games are tied by name to the financial realities of game production, I have talked here about a central Independent Style, a style that is not a necessary reflection of small-budget game development but is rather deliberately designed to signal a small-team ethos and to signal being an authentic alternative to mainstream games.

      Independent Style is a construct, but it also genuinely represents a cheap way of developing games, and its popularity makes it possible for developers to develop low-budget games that can be understood by players not as cheap games that would have been better had they had a bigger budget, but as games with a unique style, belonging to a new type of video game.

    
  
    
      3 A Selective History of Independent Games

      Is independent game development new? Wasn’t there a home computer game revolution in the early 1980s, in which developers would create wildly original games and distribute them on floppy disks (Apple II, Commodore 64, Atari 400/800) or tapes (ZX Spectrum, Commodore 64), effectively being independent games at the time? Developer Bennett Foddy has made this exact argument and has described independent games as constantly present throughout video game history. From the present vantage point, games like the 1984 E. M. Forster and Shakespeare-derived Deus Ex Machina1 (figure 3.1) touch on many contemporary ideas of independence: made by a small team, expressing cultural independence by referring to established culture and existential themes. This game came on two cassette tapes, one containing the program and one with a soundtrack for the game to be played in synchronization with (the length of a full game session thus defined by the length of the tape). Yet though games such as this were experimental and often financially independent, they were not conceived as “independent” or promoted as an alternative to any mainstream: they defined the mainstream. Mel Croucher developed the very experimental Deus Ex Machina with the assumption that such a game would become the mainstream, that “by the mid-1980s all cutting-edge computer games would be like interactive movies.”2

      Four Stories of Independent Games

      Croucher’s hope that his Deus Ex Machina would be the first of a future mainstream genre is very different from the assertations of authenticity against a compromised mainstream that I discussed in the two previous chapters. So how did independent games appear? Here are four ways to tell that history:

      Story #1, the independent game revolution: The common story is a heroic one, also promoted in Indie Game: The Movie. In this story, once upon a time, there were mainstream, big-budget AAA games made by huge corporations. But in the early 2000s, a small band of renegade developers came together and reinvented video games, creating games that were personal and innovative and that connected developers and players in a way they hadn’t been connected before.
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        Figure 3.1 Deus Ex Machina (Automata UK 1984). Highly experimental and existential game about life, modeled on Shakespeare’s seven ages of man. Here: DNA, being born, the soldier, old age, death. Played alongside the soundtrack on accompanying cassette tape. Promoted not as alternative or independent, but as a harbinger of a future mainstream, “a union of computer game, film, book, and L.P. record. It is the first of a new era of experiences.”

      
      Story #2, independent games have always been here: A different history, such as that promoted by developer Bennett Foddy, argues that story #1 is wrong—that the first 1960s games made on university computers, 1980s home computer game development, and 1990s shareware were similar to present-day independent games because they were being made by small teams and were, often, innovative.3 Similarly, Anna Anthropy argues that underground game development communities have been around for a long time and that “indie,” “personal,” and “queer” games are not recent inventions.4 Foddy and Anthropy both acknowledge that there was a specific wave of independent development in the early 2000s, but their main concern is that story #1 erases the work of many earlier developers.

      Story #3, independence is a constant, but independent games are new: A more critical version of the history notes that the one- or two-person games of the 1980s were not seen as independent; they were just the way the industry worked. When Dona Bailey and Ed Logg developed the 1981 Centipede arcade game for Atari mostly on their own, they were following the conventional model of arcade development. Historian Laine Nooney criticizes Foddy’s description of independent games as a constant, given that the early games “had nothing to be independent from.”5 In Europe, which at the time had less of an organized game industry, the dominant story was not one of a struggling developer working to provide innovative games that offered an alternative to the mainstream industry; the main story was rather one of pure commerce. In the United Kingdom, developers such as Eugene Evans were promoted on having made enough money to buy sports cars at a tender age.6

      Story #4, the history of independent games is a history of the idea of independent games: But the phrase independent from is not the whole story either. There were, even in the early 1980s, especially in the United States and Japan, large video game development companies such as Atari and Nintendo, and it was possible to be independent from them. Computer games at the time were occasionally financially independent (made by small teams at their own expense), but such small-scale development was not seen as an alternative to the mainstream. Sinistar and Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade designer Noah Falstein told me that contemporary independent games do seem similar to the 1980s video games he worked on by virtue of being made by small teams, yet in the 1980s there was no sense of being “independent” or alternative, and certainly no choice involved: they were just making video games in any way that was possible.7 The central issue is not an absence of big companies to be “independent from” but that being financially independent was not seen a choice or a statement or as a way of working that would bring about different kinds of games. Independence changes meaning over time.

      I will tell a selective history of independent games as story #4, a history of independent games that is also the history of the idea of independent games. The idea of independent games was, as we shall see, at first derived from independent cinema and music, but applied to games with much poetic license. Whereas the previous chapter dealt with visual style and authenticity, this chapter goes into detail with individual games, the institutions around them, and how the field of independent games was forged around a borrowed notion of independence, as expressed through the cultural ideas of the early 2000s.

      The Practice of Independent Games

      To write a history of independent games, in what way do independent games exist in the first place? Building on David Bordwell’s discussion of art cinema,8 Janet Staiger has described three criteria for a mode of film practice to exist, a set of criteria for how we can delineate types and periods of film from each other. A film practice must have three things:

      
        
          	1.	A definite historical existence, including specific political, economic, cultural, and aesthetic contexts;

          	2.	A set of conventions, including form of narrative, style of narration, and subject matter; and

          	3.	Implicit viewing procedures.9

        

      

      According to Staiger, American indie cinema is distinct from classical Hollywood cinema because American indie cinema (1) exists at a particular time, roughly from 1960; (2) has specific conventions, such as “quirky” characters and dialogue that does not advance the plot; and (3) asks for an intellectual engagement in addition to an emotional one.10

      Independent games became identifiably distinct from the mainstream industry from 1998 to 2005, as institutions, venues, developers, and distribution channels appeared and evolved during that period. It follows that I will be telling a history that ignores countless games that fall outside these institutions, such as unreleased and unawarded experiments and mods for existing games, but I do this to show how independent games were defined by institutions and festivals. To paraphrase Staiger’s terms, independent games can be said to exist from the point when they are an identifiable mode of game practice—a specific way of making games, with specific design conventions and specific playing conventions—and this mode was gradually formed from 1998 to 2005.

      The appearance of independent games as a distinct game practice is related to another idea from cinema, that of the auteur, the single individual supposedly creatively responsible for an entire film.11 It is true that a small number of creators of big-budget games have historically been promoted as auteurs,12 including Sid Meier, Hideo Kojima, Peter Molyneux, and David Cage, and even in 1983, Electronic Arts promoted its developers as “software artists” to differentiate their games,13 but independent game developers are much more consistently framed as auteurs. As I will discuss, a consistent argument for financially independent games with small teams is that they will enable a single individual to express ideas in a game, and auteur theory is explicitly invoked to make this argument.14

      Video game history is often written around console generations, but I find that in practice video game design changed relatively little between console generations from PlayStation 2/Xbox and later; at least the bigger design changes concerned not the graphical quality that the consoles were promoted on, but the availability of networking, new controls, and new business models. The same applies to independent games, for which issues of distribution and visibility came to the fore.

      The history I want to write here is selective, as is any history, but this one is centered on three issues: institutions, rhetoric, and design.

      
        	Institutions: Institutions such as festivals, conferences, universities, and media channels reviewing games have been central to selecting, curating, and defining independent games.

        	Rhetoric: Through these institutions, we can follow the historical rhetoric around independent games—appearing at a moment in time, influenced by other cultural ideas, but constantly changing.

        	Design: While these institutions promoted the independent and indie terms, they also decided which types of design were and weren’t independent, and I am also tracing this design history.

      

      As I said, much like a video game runs on a hardware/software platform such as a console, it also runs on a cultural platform, which enables players and critics to understand how to play a game, how to talk about it, and how to understand it. Institutions are central to the creation of the cultural platform.

      This story is also a somewhat personal one, filtered through the trajectory that I have been following, and it thus primarily concerns the Western and mostly English-speaking world. Other histories would look different. Concretely, I will follow the history of three festivals of independent games, the Independent Games Festival (IGF), IndieCade, and A MAZE., documenting the way they have presented themselves and presented independent games, and the games they have selected as prize winners over time. IGF and IndieCade are probably the two best-known independent games festivals, and I chose the Berlin-based A MAZE. to contrast these US festivals with a European perspective.

      To study the rhetoric around independent games, our method was to identify the themes of all talks at all “rant,” “microtalk,” and “soapbox” sessions at the annual Game Developers Conference from 2005 to 2018—to map the changing discussions, concerning both video games in general and independent and experimental games in particular. This history reveals an idea of independence that moves from finance to new types of design to more political questions, with the issue of diversity, gender and otherwise, eventually becoming a central point of discussion in independent games.

      This is not to say that nothing happened outside festivals or that no arguments were made outside the Game Developers Conference. The point is that festivals and conferences are both indicators of general arguments happening in video game culture and creators of the arguments and ideas being spread in culture. In Howard S. Becker’s classic study Art Worlds, Becker wants to emphasize how art is not simply artworks, but concrete work: “Think of all the activities that must be carried out for any work of art to appear as it finally does,”15 including the work of the institutions that define and create fine art. Festivals have a concrete power to define words, and their curation of independence is then used by journalists covering a festival, thus eventually making it to the mainstream.

      Also note that many people working with games from the very beginning had explicit theories about the importance of institutions, and the history of independent game festivals includes many calls for festivals to play a role for games similar to what people perceived the Sundance festival as having for film. In practice, this was more complicated.

      Independent Games 1961–1998?

      The 1961 Spacewar!, made on a PDP-1 computer at MIT, is often described as the first video game. It was obviously noncommercial, given that no commercial video game industry existed at the time. In Nooney’s words, at this point there was nothing to be independent from. But since the 1970s, there has always been a more or less well-defined center of financially strong developers or publishers and a periphery of smaller, often transient hobbyist developers that work on smaller budgets and who at different times are able or unable to distribute their games to a broader audience.

      Figure 3.2 shows Bernie De Koven and Jaron Lanier’s 1982 game Alien Garden,16 in which players must tend to alien plants and figure out their behaviors. When I interviewed him in 2017, De Koven described the early 1980s as a time of “few criteria for determining what could be a successful video game” yet also thought of the game as a “chance to challenge a lot of the preconceptions about what a game has to be.” Later, this game has retroactively been labeled as the first art game,17 and the nonviolent theme taps directly into some of the discussions we will find twenty-five years later. So the game does promote ideas of cultural independence. I say this with the knowledge that we must beware of reading the present day into the past: the accompanying booklet gives no indication that Alien Garden is anything but a “game,” explaining just the methods for playing. At this early stage in video games, cultural independence was slightly different from today: there was a sense of mainstream conventions, but De Koven also described working in an open field of creative freedom, especially on home computers. The goal was not to provide an alternative to a mainstream so much as, like with Deus Ex Machina, to move video games in a new direction.
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        Figure 3.2 Alien Garden (De Koven and Lanier 1982). A nonviolent game about tending an alien garden.

      
      
        Bernie De Koven (1941–2018) was a pioneer in physical and communal games, including the New Games movement. He also worked with early video game development.

        When I first started doing video games, it was wonderful because it was so new and there were few criteria for determining what could be a successful video game. I had tremendous freedom. I could exercise my imagination endlessly, which for me was a great source of fun. It was kind of like a trip, like some kind of psychedelic experience just to sit there with my eyes closed and imagine all these interactions taking place on the screen. Alien Garden was one such experience. It gave me a chance to challenge a lot of the preconceptions about what a game has to be. Alien Garden was a game where there was no violence and there really wasn’t any enemy. All the difficulties were those that you chose yourself. There was a sense of a gentle beauty surrounding everything, all these different crystal creatures changing in variety as you managed to figure out how to change them.

        ►Bernie De Koven full interview on website

      
      Similarly, the text-only adventure games of the 1980s such as those by Infocom were often promoted as the thinking person’s alternative to action-focused games. A famous 1983 advertisement for Infocom extolls the text-based nature of their games: “We draw our graphics from the limitless imagery of your imagination—a technology so powerful, it makes any picture that’s ever come out of a screen look like graffiti by comparison. ... Step up to Infocom. All words. No graffiti.”18 Clearly, graphics were for children, and Infocom’s games were for educated adults. Text adventures died out as a commercial form in the early 1990s but live on to this day through a community of interactive fiction creators.19

      The Lure of the Arcade

      To understand text adventures, Deus Ex Machina, and Alien Garden, it helps to know that early home computer and home console games (especially the arcade/action genres) had a clear reference: video game arcades. In the film From Bedrooms to Billions,20 many early developers of UK video games describe their fascination with arcade games. As Martin Edmonson states: “When home computers came out, because I’d seen ’em [video games] on arcade machines and I was fascinated by them, I think it was probably just natural that I would want to have one of those things and actually try to duplicate what these arcade machines were doing.”21 Arcade, and the idea of “arcade quality,” remained a standard to which home computer games should aspire. In a 1985 review of the Commodore 64 game Uridium,22 reviewer Julian Rignall stated that “the superlative graphics set new standards, and are truly arcade quality—some of the alien craft are superlative. If you want to bring a mini arcade machine to your 64 then trundle down to the shops, buy this and amaze yourself!”23 For a 1980s developer, the home computer game was an underdog to the arcade, and only adventure and strategy games were “native” forms to the platforms. Hence much output at the time was not about providing an alternative to the arcade, but about emulating it. Alien Garden was one of the few games at the time to explicitly differentiate itself from the arcade.

      The creative version of this arcade fascination played a large role in British surrealist video games of the 1980s,24 as exemplified by Jeff Minter games like Revenge of the Mutant Camels25 (figure 3.3), wherein the player controls the titular mutant camel, facing an onslaught of surreal opponents. If a present-day developer may reminisce about the pure simplicity of a Jeff Minter game, a recent interview has Jeff Minter explaining that “older shooters” were truly creative—older meaning games before the 1982 Xevious,26 which in Minter’s opinion stunted the evolution of the genre27 by introducing the figure of the boss fight. Each developer, it seems, identifies their own unique fall from grace in video game history.
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        Figure 3.3 Revenge of the Mutant Camels (Llamasoft 1984). British surrealist video game.

      
      Nearly all histories of video games center on technological developments, especially on console generations, and they will center the early narrative around the US video game crash of 1983–1984,28 usually replete with the story of the “world’s worst game,” E.T., the cartridges of which were buried and later dug up in the New Mexico desert. However, video game history in other parts of the world looked completely different—both in Western Europe, where video game consoles were generally less popular than home computers, and in Japan, where the United States was simply one market.29 This later meant that from the success of the Nintendo Entertainment System on, many US and Japanese games were subject to approval by platform owners, whereas more European video games could be freely created and distributed. As a result, many European video games of the 1980s shared—with Jeff Minter—a thematic irreverence rare in console games.30 In the Nordic countries, a small local game industry targeting the English-language market gradually grew from demo-scene culture. Spain experienced the “golden age” of Spanish software31 at the time. The best popular account of this larger history is Tristan Donovan’s Replay.32

      But how did we get from the one-person development teams of the 1970s to the large budgets of contemporary video games? An entirely different crash better explains how we got to the present day: the crash of the UK game industry around 1990. During the 1980s, the UK game industry had been formed of a vibrant collection of smaller and larger developers, but at the end of the home computer era there was a gap: the Commodore Amiga and Atari ST failed to become as popular as the ZX Spectrum and Commodore 64 before them, and the PC still wasn’t widely installed. Game consoles became the main venue for development, leading to the collapse of small creative developers in face of the prohibitive cost of developing for consoles: “If you’re going to spend several million pounds on manufacturing your games, you’re not going to do one on a whim.”33

      By the 1990s, the video game industry had become sufficiently entrenched that there was a distinct gulf between hobbyist developers and regular companies. This had come about in part due to growing budgets, and growing budgets had only become possible due to changes in game-development methods.

      Historian Laine Nooney has examined how US developer Sierra On-Line, as part of the development of its 1984 adventure game Kings Quest34 (figure 3.4), created the Adventure Game Interpreter—what we would now call a game engine—which allowed for a division of labor between programmers and game designers.35 Where it had previously been the assumption that a game was necessarily created by one or two people, an engine essentially works as a software abstraction that allows game designers, graphics artists, programmers, and those in other roles to contribute to a game in parallel. This allowed video game teams to grow and thus budgets to keep rising.36

      Shareware

      In 1992 I released not a game, but the fractal program Lyapunovia for the Commodore Amiga home computer (figure 3.5). Shareware, the practice of giving away limited versions of a piece of software and sending users the full program in return for payment, was well understood. The Amiga had several distribution channels for shareware, and my program’s inclusion on the Fish disk series was central to its relative success, given that Fish disks were widely circulated on FTP servers and BBSs, and even as physical CD-ROMS. Although I was not aware then, the popularity of the Amiga was waning, and the Fish disks were at the tail end of home computer culture, when games were still seen as “software” and distributed alongside other programs. My shareware fractal program thus appeared in a series in which other disks, such as disk 541, contained shareware games:
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        Figure 3.4 King’s Quest (Sierra On-Line 1984). A pioneer in the use of a game engine, helping development teams to grow in size, with team members working in parallel.
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        Figure 3.5 Lyapunovia. The author’s 1992 fractal program, distributed as shareware alongside games and other software.

      
      
        Fish-disk 541 content: MineClearer

        Amiga version of the Minesweeper program under Windows 3.0. You are the captain of a ship and you have to clear the sea from mines. Shareware, version 1.0c, binary only.

      

      The “shareware era” of the 1980s and 1990s was for a long time, as Brett Camper has argued, associated with hobbyists, but the successful 1992 Wolfenstein 3D37 and later the 1993 Doom38 (figure 3.6) used shareware as a straightforward commercial channel for distribution.39 Doom helped to create the first-person shooter genre, but where Alien Garden was trying to create a new culturally alternative video game less focused on violence, Doom’s developer, iD Software, was making a game more violent than mainstream games, as musician Trent Reznor described in a 2004 interview: “It came at a very inopportune time. I’d just finished the Downward Spiral album, and our keyboard player at the time walked in with the shareware of Doom. That halted any sort of work. They put a game out that really catered to my tastes. It seemed politically incorrect and it seemed violent, and it seemed like a game that couldn’t have been made by a giant company. ... That we-don’t-give-a-shit-attitude that’s one of the things that made it great.”40
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        Figure 3.6 Doom (iD Software 1993). Made by a small company and distributed as shareware. A cultural alternative to the mainstream by being more violent, Doom was central to the popularity of first-person shooter games. It later came to represent everything wrong with the mainstream game industry.

      
      This does have the hallmarks of cultural independence: reacting against a mainstream playing it safe, providing new kinds of content. But to make a game more violent than the mainstream is not the cultural independence that would be recognized during the coming decades. The story of iD was, like the story of early home computer games, also one in which developers would pose alongside the sports cars that the successful games had enabled them to buy. Of course, it was only a few years before iD Software and especially first-person shooters came to represent the mainstream game industry and everything that was wrong with it. Shareware or not, the average budget of a video game continued to grow, continuing a movement away from hobbyist development. Shareware was waning by the end of the 1990s,41 making distribution more difficult for smaller game developers.

      The Sergeant Pepper of CD-ROMs

      The other alternative of the 1990s was the CD-ROM. Although CD-ROMs are on the face of it a storage medium, they began to be seen as a cultural medium. The 700 MB of data on a CD-ROM vastly surpassed previous storage media, yet a typical new PC in 1993 would have only 4 MB of RAM, meaning that software using the capacity of a CD-ROM couldn’t be in memory all at once and therefore had to load new data during use, often using the storage space for audio, images, or video—a type of design derided by Chris Crawford.42 CD-ROMs thus had to be games, or experiences, of progression, leading the player through a series of predefined sets (often hallways and rooms), rather than games of emergence, in which game elements combine to create surprises.43 A glowing Wired Magazine article about hit game Myst44 (figure 3.7) uses the subheader, “In Myst, brothers Rand and Robyn Miller have given us the first CD-ROM smash hit.”45 The article does use the word game, but this is a CD-ROM first and foremost. A game, yes, but a “game for adults.”46 To further distinguish Myst from arcade games, the manual states that “Myst is real. And like real life, you don’t die every five minutes. In fact you probably won’t die at all.”

      “Creatively, it should do for CD-ROMs what the Beatles’ ‘Sergeant Pepper’ did for rock’n’roll.” So it says on the package of Laurie Anderson’s 1995 Puppet Motel47 CD-ROM (figure 3.8). CD-ROMs were seen as form of their own: not games, but something else. Other CD-ROMs included Peter Gabriel’s EVE48 (also figure 3.8), a multimedia experience of collages, associative shifts, and music—a collaboration with visual artists including Yayoi Kusama. In the accompanying book, Peter Gabriel uses the terms interactive media and multimedia, but not game. This use of nongame terms was also the case for Puppet Motel and for the entire catalog of the Voyager company, described not as games, but as experiences, multimedia, interactive, and CD-ROMs.
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        Figure 3.7 Myst (Cyan 1993). The thinking person’s CD-ROM/game.
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        Figure 3.8 Laurie Anderson’s Puppet Motel (Voyager 1995) and Peter Gabriel’s EVE (Peter Gabriel Ltd 1996). Artists’ experiences, promoted as “CD-ROMs” rather than “games.”

      
      
        Celia Pearce is an educator, writer, artist, and game developer who has worked with games, VR, and multimedia since the early 1980s.

        In 1994, there were two parallel trajectories. One was the multimedia trajectory represented by Philips CD-i, [Digital Video Interactive] DVI, coming out of laserdiscs. This trajectory was based on the notion of multimedia and particularly video and animation that was interactive. And that’s where Voyager was, and things like Voyeur, Burn:Cycle, and that ridiculous Johnny Mnemonic game. Those were all on an interactive cinema, multimedia trajectory. They weren’t calling themselves games at that point. On the other side was the arcade trajectory, which became Nintendo and Sega and Sony. Then came Myst—which was a CD-ROM, on the multimedia trajectory, and at the same time, Doom. To me, that’s the pivotal moment, where Doom won. And because of this, this whole other interactive media history just stopped, or faded away. From that point forward, it became FPS and twitch, and also the word game.

        ►Celia Pearce full interview on website

      
      Hence CD-ROMs spanned a range from alternative games (Myst) to alternatives to games (Puppet Motel, EVE), with ambivalence about whether they should be reactions to video games or something entirely unrelated. Certainly, many CD-ROMs were promoted with claims that would be repeated to assert the cultural independence of later games. Indeed, CD-ROMs had also been central to several attempts at reimagining video games, including the girl-oriented games of Brenda Laurel’s company Purple Moon.49 Hence the point is not to decide whether these earlier games were independent, but to note that in this brief historical overview, the idea of providing an alternative to mainstream games gradually gained traction during the 1990s.

      As designer Celia Pearce sees it, the success of action game Doom relative to CD-ROM titles like Myst meant the end of an era of experimentation in multimedia.

      1998–2005: Indies Wanting to Be Mainstream

      In 1998, Alex Dunne, editor in chief of Game Developer magazine, asked on the editorial page, “Where’s our Sundance?” He wrote enviously of the role the Sundance festival played for promoting games outside the “massive, often formulaic Hollywood system”:

      
        Distributors see what’s available and often sign on indies for wide distribution. Film industry execs go to the festival to unearth undiscovered talent and see what themes cutting-edge films are exploring. ... What the game development industry needs is another, more relaxed venue where “indie” games can be “screened” in a comfortable setting, and where the gaming public (and other aspiring developers) can see what kinds of titles are being developed on a shoestring. Like Sundance, there ought to be eligibility requirements, a jury to select and judge entries, and awards for the winners.50

      

      Around this time, the video game industry was reaching new heights, with global annual sales approaching $20 billion51 and wide public awareness leading up to the PlayStation 2 launch in 2000, but many game developers shared a belief that the video game industry had failed, that the video game industry had become altogether too large and unwieldy, too dehumanizing of its workers, too anonymous, too narrowly masculine, incapable of creating even modestly interesting video games. The causes were clear: because console manufacturers (Sony, Microsoft, Nintendo, Sega) controlled which games would be published on their platforms, developers were forced to compete for the audience by using larger budgets to increase production values. In turn, larger budgets meant that publishers were unwilling to support games that deviated from past successes, and mainstream big-budget AAA video games were now confined to repeat the templates of a few well-defined genres.

      In 1999, the Independent Games Festival (IGF) was created in response to Alex Dunne’s editorial. The IGF was located as part of the Game Developers Conference annual industry event (figure 3.9). The web page announced it thus:

      
        It is our intention to lay the foundation for an Independent Games Festival that will become the forum for quality independent game developers to show their work, receive recognition, and meet potential publishers. We feel confident that this event will quickly grow to mirror the Sundance and Cannes Film Festivals in credibility, size and recognition as games become a more established art form and a powerful force in world culture. The Festival is now soliciting entries.52
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        Figure 3.9 Game Developers Conference 2010. (Photo credit: Official GDC.)

      
      The new festival was staggeringly confident about its future status alongside Sundance and Cannes. In later instantiations of the IGF, the festival refers just to Sundance, having probably noted the vast difference between Cannes and Sundance: Sundance catering to films looking for distribution, but Cannes catering more to art cinema and/or films made on European government funding. And, of course, Sundance (established 198553) gained reputation as a safe, mainstream festival, necessitating new alternative festivals such as Slamdance, which appeared in 1995. As I will discuss, the Sundance Film Festival continues to be invoked as an aspiration for video games. The festival is commonly understood to promote “independent film,” but the central criteria for inclusion today does not concern the use of external financing54 but only whether a film has been screened (screened outside the country of origin, for international films).55

      
        Alex Dunne is a digital director. He was editor in chief of Game Developer magazine from 1997 to 1999 and started the Independent Games Festival.

      
      
        Jesper: Did anything surprise you about the way the Independent Games Festival, and independent games, panned out?

        Alex: Certainly not the drive of the independent developers in the early days! That was fantastic. Independent developers didn’t have a lot of options, and the number of developers working on indie games in ’97 was comparatively small. I hope the IGF validated their efforts back in the day.

        I didn’t expect—but I am so glad to see—so many distribution avenues open up to developers. We talked a lot about games becoming an art form (like movies) when we started, but back in the ’90s the chokehold that publishers had on the industry meant that a game couldn’t be THAT different and get published. More distribution options opened up a wider player audience—player niches that seek out games that are new and different. That was critical for independent games to take off.

      

      
        Alex Dunne email interview

      
      What, according to the IGF, was an independent game in 1999? The festival rules specified that entries should not be affiliated with a “commercial publisher”:

      
        Game Entries, at the time they are entered into the Festival, must not be in any way affiliated with or sponsored by an established publisher (a “Commercial Publisher”). Game Entries that have been developed, financed or in any way assisted by a Commercial Publisher will be deemed ineligible for the Festival and will be disqualified. Although [festival organizers] MFI will provide all entrants with a list of Commercial Publishers, such list is not all-inclusive and MFI and Festival Management reserve the right to determine whether or not an entity is a Commercial Publisher.56

      

      This mirrored the idea of a film festival as a place to secure distribution. This was later changed to specify that games “must not be in any way affiliated with or sponsored by any member firm of the Interactive Digital Software Association.”57 Across media, it is common to define independence as a question of connection to specific financial entities (publishers, studios, labels). For example, Greg Merrit’s definition of an independent film is “any motion picture financed and produced completely autonomous of all studios, regardless of size.”58 Geoff King finds it limiting to consider independent film merely as a financial category, though this is obviously the simpler approach.59 By comparison, indie music is traditionally defined either as connected to specific independent labels or as having distribution independent of major labels.60

      From this beginning, the rhetoric of both Alex Dunne’s editorial and of the IGF centered on financial independence, on allowing smaller developers to show their work and meet publishers (ironically becoming financially dependent). Dunne’s editorial does refer to “cutting-edge” cinema and the “formulaic” nature of Hollywood movies, yet the practical focus was on financial independence.

      The jury system for the IGF consisted of a judging panel voting on individual submissions and creating a list of nominees, and a final jury selecting winners.61 The fifteen nominees of the first festival included two space combat games, one first-person shooter, and three educational games. The winner, Fire and Darkness62 (figure 3.10), was a real-time strategy game. Never released, the available footage suggests a regular, if cheaply made, game of military strife, technologically advanced at the time for being in 3-D. The game does not bear any obvious signs of cultural or aesthetic independence as we would see them today. An interview with the developers emphasizes financial independence, having made the game in their spare time on a budget of “nothing,” but the journalist sees a great future for them, a great future defined as becoming part of a larger corporation: “In the short time that we spent with the group that made Fire and Darkness, acquisitions folks from major publishers and big name developers dropped by for little chats. It seems likely that this gang of college kids will be picked up soon as a hot new development team by one of the majors.”63

      
        [image: ]

        Figure 3.10 Fire and Darkness (Singularity Software 1999). 3-D real-time strategy game, winner of the first IGF in 1999. Early festival winners were not obviously different from mainstream video games.

      
      Among the IGF winners from 2000 to 2004 (table 2.1), Tread Marks is a tank combat game; Shattered Galaxy is an online, real-time strategy game; Bad Milk is an interactive CD-ROM; Wild Earth is about taking pictures of wildlife; and Savage: The Battle for Newerth is a hybrid first-person shooter and real-time strategy game. Bad Milk is the most interesting title, given that it refers to the experimental CD-ROMs of the 1990s in its use of video rather than generated graphics, and it represents the total sum of aesthetic or cultural independence signaled in the early years of the IGF.

      Independent games at early festivals were thus mostly game prototypes, made by developers in the hope that winning a festival prize would enable them to find a publisher and finally be published in a physical box.

      Things did not change overnight, and when they did, they changed in ways not predicted. In 2000, the anonymous “Scratchware Manifesto”64 continued to lament the state of the video game industry, a dearth of creativity, and a lack of recognition for creators:

      
        The machinery of gaming has run amok.

        Instead of serving creative vision, it suppresses it. Instead of encouraging innovation, it represses it. Instead of taking its cue from our most imaginative minds, it takes its cue from the latest month’s PC Data list. Instead of rewarding those who succeed, it penalizes them with development budgets so high and royalties so low that there can be no reward for creators.

        Instead of ascribing credit to those who deserve it, it seeks to associate success with the corporate machine.65

      

      The “Scratchware Manifesto” therefore proclaimed, again, the need for an “independent games revolution ... providing a venue for creative work, as independent cinema does for film, as independent labels do for music.”66

      A Glut of Games

      In the early days of the IGF, experimental games were still quite rare. This led to a recurring problem with teaching games at a university level: why were the students making unfinished games? A semester was insufficient for finishing a game of the scope accepted at the time—but students do not hand in unfinished papers, so shouldn’t they hand in finished games? Furthermore, game development at the time was often centered on game design documents of several hundred pages that were first written and then implemented during the development process.

      In 2002, veteran developers Mark Cerny and Michael John published the influential article “Game Development: Myth vs. Method,”67 wherein they argued against large design documents, saying that it was impossible to predict ahead of time whether a game would be fun and that game development therefore had to be based around prototypes that quickly allowed for the demonstration of the core of the game.

      This allowed us to explain what our students were doing: they were making prototypes. The prototypes explored and demonstrated ideas. Suddenly there was a language for explaining the inherent value of testing out ideas, and there was the hope that a prototype could lead to the forming of companies by the students themselves.

      
        At the 2005 Indie Game Jam, Oakland

        I maneuver my way into the Indie Game Jam in Oakland in spring 2005. We are around twenty people, mostly programmers. A game jam is something quite new, the idea of making a game in a few short days is radical, and so is the idea of experimenting with game form at all.

        I am awed and trying to hide it, working alongside people from Maxis, Bungie, Crystal Dynamics. I realize that several participants can type literally twice as fast as I can, a special technique of placing your hands flat on the keyboard, pressing keys with minimal movement and effort.

        The Indie Game Jams provide a new technology to the participants and let them create new games with it. The previous years were about showing many sprites (small pieces of graphics) and about using a camera as a game controller. At this time, many game designers are pondering if games can become better at representing human interaction. This year’s technology is about exactly that: Maxis has provided the character models from The Sims, the organizers have packaged these into a small game engine, and we are let loose in this new environment.

        It is productive: with new technology and new character models, new ideas materialize quickly. Another programmer makes a game about social conflict in a high school. I am playing it safer, making a two-player puzzle game inspired by Chu Chu Rocket, but in which characters move around in a grid, talking to each other, insulting each other, getting angry at each other. It is a recognizable game type and structure, but designed so that the player is meant to be thinking in terms of social interaction between humans. Despite nine hours of jet lag, I find it hard to sleep, and in my not quite dreams, my game is amazing and new. By the second day I can play it—and only then see the problem of strategies not becoming the interesting long-term planning I had hoped for, but degenerating into the simple counting of steps from A to B on the grid. So it goes. I make levels. A sound designer, a graphics artist, and an actor support us, making appropriate extra art and sounds for the games. I get much further than I would have otherwise. Famous Sims and Sim City game designer Will Wright stops by the jam, but I fail to get to talk to him.

        We are a dedicated group; the final celebratory dinner is cut short because we all want to get back to work. After three days, we present our games, having learned much—and ready to make more games, new games never seen before.

      
      The Ludum Dare competition started in 2002, a recurring online event giving participants forty-eight hours to develop games based on an announced theme.68 Small games and game prototypes started to appear everywhere. In 2005, I participated in the Indie Game Jam in Oakland (figure 3.11). This was one of the first physical game jams, in which game prototypes are made in two or three days. The Indie Game Jam was based on the premise of building a game around a new technology, provided to participants each working as a single-person programming team. Figure 3.11 looks stranger now than it did in 2005. You may notice the not-particularly-diverse makeup of participants, but this only became a public point of discussion some years later. With its growth from tech culture, and with the focus on programmers as the backbone of experimentation, the participant makeup was what we expected at the time. Expectations would change later.

      If the Indie Game Jam was based on starting from new technologies, an entirely different idea was also brewing: that game design should be about designing for experiences, such that the starting point for any game project was not technology or genre, but the experience a player was meant to have. This was formulated both in Fullerton, Swain, and Hoffman’s book Game Design Workshop69 and in the paper “MDA: A Formal Approach to Game Design and Game Research”70 by Hunicke, LeBlanc, and Zubeck. At the Game Developers Conference, a recurring and similarly titled Game Design Workshop with like outlook and personnel has been held every year since 2001.
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        Figure 3.11 Presenting games at the 2005 Indie Game Jam. (Photo by the author.)

      
      At the time, game jams were such a radical idea that merely participating in one was enough to get my game shown at the Experimental Gameplay Workshop at the Game Developers Conference (figure 3.12). This workshop, inaugurated in 2002, was created explicitly to allow a kind of experimentation in video games that the organizers felt—much like with festivals—was lacking compared to other art forms:

      
        Other recognized art forms, including music, film, and literature, have established mechanisms for encouraging and exploiting experimental works, and bringing these new ideas into the mainstream creative process over time. These mechanisms prevent an art form from iterating endlessly on proven successes and ultimately stagnating creatively.
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        Figure 3.12 Experimental Gameplay Workshop 2005. The workshop was created to showcase experimental work like “other recognized art forms, including music, film, and literature.” The Braid prototype was shown this year. (Photo by Robin Hunicke.)

      
      
        The Experimental Gameplay Workshop provides a platform for game designers to showcase their risky new work and discuss it with their peers. The workshop helps to legitimize experimental gameplay research and development, and creates a community of experimental game designers. Building a community is a first step towards creating mechanisms for experimentation mirroring those in the more established art forms.71

      

      As I write this in 2019, the idea of making experimental video games seems entirely obvious, but the workshop description captures the sentiment of the time. Going to the workshop was, for me, a shocking experience of pure energy and freedom: anything seemed possible, and when Jonathan Blow showed his Braid prototype at the 2005 event, the idea of a platform game with (selective) rewinding of time felt like a radical departure. Although conceptualized differently, the Experimental Gameplay Workshop worked alongside the idea of designing for experience to create an environment in which making new games, and experiences, became common and well understood.

      
        Simon Carless is executive vice president of the Game Developers Conference. He was chairman of the Independent Games Festival from 2005–2010.

        In the late 1990s, they wanted to show smaller games. But the actual games still looked a lot like the regular games of the day. If you look in the early IGF, many of the games are slightly less high-budget versions of the games that almost already existed.

        I think in only really started changing in 2004 or 2005. There were games like Gish. This was one of the first titles that really felt like a different sensibility.

        Eventually there was Alien Hominid, and other titles that started to feel different. They started to feel like they were a personal project that had the indie sensibility, which I would broadly define as people making the kind of games that they wanted to make, rather than the kind of game that the market was expecting.

        ►Simon Carless full interview on website

      
      Still, during these years there was little general perception that the world had changed. In 2002, developer Eric Zimmerman admonished developers to “solve the unsolved problem of independent games. If you don’t, who will?”72 As late as 2004, Jason Della Rocca, head of the International Game Developers Association (IGDA), continued the string of laments, stating that “the ecosystem of the game industry is horribly broken.”73 At the same time, working conditions in the industry came under scrutiny with the ea_spouse story, in which the partner of an Electronic Arts employee told of consistent and mandated crunch time, developers asked to work eighty-hour weeks for no additional compensation.74 Could independent game development provide a less exploitative alternative?

      2005–2007: The Rise of Independent Style

      By looking at festival award winners and at the discussions around independent games, I have divided the history of independent games into five distinct periods. In any of these periods, multiple contradictory things take place, but I count as period the spans of time where one type of design and/or one specific argument about independent games is dominant. Where the first period, 1999–2005, was dominated by new use of the label independent game, yet by game design that in hindsight does not stand out from non-independent titles of the time, the second period, 2005–2007, is marked by a new, distinct game style and by new arguments for the uniqueness of independent games.

      By 2005, IGF nominees and winners began to exhibit a new aesthetic independence, embodying the Independent Style discussed in the previous chapter. The grand prize winner, Gish75 (figure 3.13), was a 2-D platform game with many then-modern twists: the physics of the blob that the player controls, rich interactions such as sticking to walls, a lighting system with shadows. Individual levels are often based on their own monochrome palettes. A gushing review from 2004 focuses on these points: “What makes all of this so interesting is the game’s fully realized physics system. Gish flows across and is deformed by objects in an utterly believable, unique, and satisfying way. ... There’s also a nice lighting engine that complements the physics.”76 Variations on Independent Style this year can be seen in N, a minimalist platform game referring back to the 1983 Lode Runner. The colorful visual style of nominee Alien Hominid refers to a world of (perhaps independent) comics, with childish characters and explosions.
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        Figure 3.13 Gish (Cryptic Sea 2004). IGF 2005 Grand Prize winner: the beginning of Independent Style. Two-dimensional, with each level based on a near-monochrome palette. Modern in its rich movement system, physics, and lighting. The game thus combined an orientation toward older 2-D gameplay with modern touches.

      
      ►See Simon Carless full interview on website.

      2005–2006 were launch years for the Xbox 360, the PlayStation 3, and the Nintendo Wii, the first console generation designed explicitly for downloadable games.

      Following the lead of Gish, the 2006–2007 IGF winners (table 2.1) were in Independent Style, using modern technology to emulate earlier visual styles: low-poly 3-D graphics for Darwinia,77 watercolors for Aquaria.78 Suddenly, there were consistent and recognizable styles and design principles for independent games. In this way, independent games parallel the development of other types of independence. For film, independent started as a financial description but from the 1960s came to signify a style: “The desire to make independent mean something other than the industrial structure has developed, as though financing is inadequate as the maker of ‘alternative.’”79

      
        Jesper: Seen from 2018, most of the early IGF winners from 1999 to 2004 seem quite close to the mainstream at the time, and it was only around 2005 that independent games gained a distinct style. Is that what you experienced as well, or did the early winners feel new, fresh, or alternative at the time?

        Alex: Yes. I recall the games in the earliest years being closer to the mainstream games of the time. As the IGF became established, and the notion of “games as an art form” took root, developers took more chances with their games, in all areas of the medium.

        Other factors also helped spur innovation:

        (1) Game distribution changed as online and mobile gaming took off. Per my prior point.

        (2) Simon Carless took over the IGF and took it to another level.

        The games at the IGF in the last ten years are impressive. It’s inspiring to see the ideas and polish.

        I suppose it was inevitable that awards for independent game developers would arise from the game community. We just happened to be an early mover and had a huge tailwind to make the IGF happen thanks to our affiliation with the GDC, Gamasutra, and Game Developer magazine. But it would have gone nowhere without the passion of the game development community.

      

      
        Alex Dunne email interview

      
      The 2000 “Scratchware Manifesto” now looks prescient, arguing for games made by small teams and with mostly 2-D graphics:

      
        One to three people design, build, test and release them. ...

        A scratchware game relies primarily on 2D art, which defines both its look and design. Most of you realize the distinct advantages of this. 3D games are complex and costly. [3D is discouraged unless one can program an engine one’s self and are, or are working with, an artist competent in 3D tools, model making and textures.] 2D game art is faster to create and implement, and certainly possesses unplumbed aesthetic potential.80

      

      It is hard to gauge how direct the influence was from the manifesto to these IGF games. But “the Scratchware Manifesto had a huge influence on me back when I was getting started,” says developer Jason Rohrer.81

      The Rant Sessions: The Public Discussions of the Game Developers Conference

      The Independent Games Festival is held in conjunction with the Game Developers Conference, originally started as the Computer Game Developers Conference in San Jose in 1988, then later renamed to the Game Developers Conference (GDC) and eventually relocated to San Francisco. GDC is the main yearly meeting point for the video game industry, a combination of technical sessions, game design and art sessions, panels, and discussions about the state of the industry. To gauge the state of video game development at any given moment, you should go to GDC.

      2005 was the inaugural year of the rant sessions at the Game Developers Conference (figure 3.14), organized by Eric Zimmerman and Jason Della Rocca, in which a lineup of speakers would get five to ten minutes each to make a forceful point. I take the yearly rant sessions to be a good indicator of the current discussions in and around the game industry, as well as setting the agenda for future discussions. As the organizers described it, they selected speakers, but not talk topics.82 These first rants were not about independent games, but they showed consistent calls for an alternative to existing video games.

      The first rant sessions demonstrated a pervasive feeling of dissatisfaction. Warren Spector and Greg Costikyan complained about the state of the industry, and veteran Chris Crawford declared the game industry “dead,” certainly not acknowledging that anything new had happened in video games. A new set of lofty ambitions for video games began to be articulated during these rants, with Jonathan Blow making the case that games should “address the human condition” and Brenda Laurel talking about the need to give young boys a wider range of role models to play with in games: “We should be giving people rehearsals for citizenship, and rehearsals for change.”83

      
        Eric Zimmerman is a New York City–based game developer and educator who organized many of the more experimental sessions at the Game Developers Conference, such as the Game Design Challenge and the rant sessions (with Jason Della Rocca).

      
      
        Jesper: What was the original motivation behind the rant sessions compared to the regular sessions at GDC?

        Eric: The motivation was that the most interesting conversations at GDC were happening between sessions—at parties in the evening, or in hallways during the day. The “rant” was less of an accepted format for a presentation—most talks were fairly polished and commercial talks, with the occasional strange or intellectual talk by Brian Moriarty or Will Wright. But the idea of the rant was to bring the impassioned arguments and issues center stage.

        Jesper: How did you select speakers?

        Eric: The first few years, Jason Della Roca and I did it intuitively—just picking the people that we felt were firebrands that had something to say and could deliver it in a compelling way—Brenda Laurel, Seamus Blackley, even Chris Crawford. But a few years after we started, we decided to make each year’s selections themed. We always themed the people, but not the talks.

        Jesper: I think of the rant sessions as a pretty good gauge of the mood every GDC. Do you agree?

        Eric: ... We tried to curate the themes to coincide with industry trends (the Jobless Developers Rant year happened when big studios were closing). But of course the rants that people decided to do were often extremely topical. When we had Game Journalists Rant, it was very early in the cultural awakening of the game industry—Jamin Warren spoke about race, and Heather Chaplin spoke about gender. One of our final years was meant to be themed “Women Developers Rant” but GDC wouldn’t let us do that because they thought it would reflect poorly on the industry to have such a gendered theme. However, we did have an all-non-male panel that year, and pointed it out ironically to the audience. The very next year was the #1ReasonToBe panel and the beginning of more progressive cultural politics being embraced by GDC. So we were out in front of that trend.

      

      
        Eric Zimmerman email interview

      
      At the rants, issues of gender and diversity began to be addressed. The Indie Game Jam photo (figure 3.11) showed an all-white cast of male programmers, with only one woman present, and under all this there was a simmering discontent with the role of gender in video games: with the paucity of women working in the game industry, with the paucity of games targeted at women, and with the way women were represented in games. In the 2006 rant session, Robin Hunicke (the only woman in figure 3.11) chastised both hardware manufacturer ATI and the Art Institute for their promotional material at GDC centered on scantily clad “hot babes,” and Hunicke argued that this actively discouraged women from working in video games.84 It seems that this was the moment where the issue of diversity moved from being discussed only in separate tracks, in small rooms at the GDC, to taking central stage at game industry events. A year later, Janine Fron, Tracy Fullerton, Jacquelyn Morie, and Celia Pearce published their paper “The Hegemony of Play,”85 pointing out that play and games had traditionally been the domain of both men and women as developers and consumers and arguing that the game industry had embarked on both hiring practices and assumptions about game design (typically violent power fantasies) that effectively narrowed the audience for video games, even to the detriment of commercial success.
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        Figure 3.14 Game Developers Conference rant session II, 2006. The rant sessions are informal recurring sessions of developers commenting on the state of (independent) games and a gauge of current ideas. (Photo by Alice Taylor.)

      
      Celia Pearce also argues that something that happened from the 1980s to the 2000s: the earlier experimental and CD-ROM-oriented industry was more gender-diverse than the arcade-oriented industry that multimedia CD-ROMs lost out to, and independent games were not exactly remedying this yet.

      The Casual Other

      In my 2009 book A Casual Revolution,86 I explored another revolt against mainstream big-budget games, that of casual games (figure 3.15). Casual games, as I prefer to define them, are games often of small scope that appeal to a broad audience and are easy to start playing. Casual games may be complex and deep, but the key is that they provide flexibility, allowing players to decide when and where to play, how often, and in what length of game sessions. Where the traditional AAA game asks players to play for hours at a time—to fit their lives to the game—a casual game is designed to fit into the player’s life.
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        Figure 3.15 Bejeweled 2 Deluxe (PopCap Games 2004). A casual game designed as an anonymous product for a mass audience. Similar to independent games in small budget and scope, yet seen as antithetical.

      
      
        When I started [in the 1980s], I felt fine! I was in a company that was half women. I never felt that I shouldn’t be doing this, I never felt marginalized. I was excited because I knew I was doing something new. And ten years later, I felt like I was elbowed out. It’s not dissimilar from what happened in the early film industry where women were directing and editing and writing, and then by the time it became financially successful, suddenly all the women went away. And I felt the same thing was happening in the video game industry.

        ►Celia Pearce full interview on website

      
      Casual games were arguably the first game type to be distributed primarily digitally: casual game portals such as that of Big Fish allowed users to download a game and typically play it for sixty minutes before paying ten dollars for the full game. In this way, casual games paved the way for independent games, but independent game developers were often keen on distancing themselves from casual games. In the telling of Spelunky (figure 5.4) developer Derek Yu, independent games were at first associated with casual games, but Yu’s interest, inspired by the community at the TIGSource website, was in seeing independent games as an art form:

      
        Taking over TIGSource was a big turning point for me. It wasn’t the only indie game website around, but it was noticeably different from the rest. Back then, “indie games” were associated more with what we call “casual games” today—match-threes and very simple arcade titles—and the discourse around them was almost entirely focused on making money. TIGSource stood out by covering a wider variety of indie games and offering honest criticism that was lacking in the rest of the scene. Learning about the business of indie games did make a games career seem more viable, but I gravitated toward TIGSource because it treated indie games more as an art form.87

      

      Casual games, like independent games, were small games made on small budgets, but the relationship between them was uneasy. On one hand, some developers such as Gamelab in New York saw themselves as both independent and casual game developers, and there were clear similarities in the rejection of both the budgets and content of big-budget mainstream games. On the other hand, some of the core tenets of casual and independent games were completely opposed: if independent games were meant to express the developer’s personality, then casual games were meant to be products made to please the audience, often belonging to a different demographic than the developers. One company of mostly young male developers reported designing their casual games for the two fictional players “Sophie and Marie.”88

      Xbox Live Arcade, Steam, App Stores: The Future Has Arrived

      History does not proceed in sharp cuts. In 2005 or 2006, it remained unobvious to many commenters that anything new had happened. In 2005, Greg Costikyan founded the company Manifesto Games to solve the problem of distribution of independent and experimental games,89 but the company failed to garner a sufficient customer base; it was instead the distribution channels of larger companies that made the difference. The appearance of a distinct Independent Style coincided with the availability of casual game portals, with popular Flash game websites and with the launch of Xbox Live Arcade for Xbox 360 in 2005 (the service was launched in 2004 for the original Xbox). With Xbox Live Arcade, smaller developers acquired a way to develop games for consoles, because of the XNA tools made available, because of the digital distribution making it possible to distribute games at lower cost, because it allowed for niche games that did not rely on physical distribution to retailers, and because it established that there could be smaller games: games of smaller scope and sold at lower prices than regular boxed games. (Sony had launched the Net Yaroze PlayStation hobbyist development kit in 1996 but offered no clear path for the games made to be distributed.) For PCs, Valve began to sell third-party games through its Steam service in 2005, and Sony launched the PlayStation network in 2006.

      By the 2007 “Future of Indie Games” panel at Game Developers Conference, Mark Morris from Darwinia developer Introversion Software said: “It is a lot easier now than it was, say two or three years ago, to break into the sector. It’s really the internet that provides the direct link between you as a developer and the potential enormous gaming market that’s out there.”90 Morris specifically mentioned Xbox Live and PlayStation Network. This was the brief golden moment where it felt like independent games had arrived in terms of distribution on consoles. Yet outside consoles, panelists in the same panel still felt the need for a new method of distribution and complained that casual game portals were both taking too large a cut (60 to 70 percent) of the price of a game and were targeting too narrow an audience, typically described as midwestern (US) mothers, or sometimes as soccer moms.

      The Gelling of Independent

      Following my participation in the Indie Game Jam, I wanted to create a game jam in Copenhagen. I met with Henriette Moos and Gorm Lai, who shared this goal. In the proposal document for the first Nordic Game Jam, we tried to explain what a game jam was: “Nordic Game Jam is a weekend workshop on January 27–29, 2006, at the IT University in Copenhagen, Denmark. The workshop is about ‘making a game in a weekend,’ dealing with game design and technical issues, and meeting other people working with game design and development.”

      We changed the work format from the lone programmer-designer model of the Indie Game Jam to multidisciplinary collaborative teams. The 2006 Nordic Game Jam (figure 3.16) experience later fed into the Global Game Jam, also co-organized by Gorm Lai, during which thousands of games would be made in a weekend. Obviously, though not foreseen by us, making experimental games ceased to be newsworthy as such experiments could be seen everywhere. For a moment, it had been possible to play all experimental games made at game jams around the world—as I was trying to at the time. But the first Global Gam Jam in 2009 produced a total of 370 games, and by 2015 the number had grown past five thousand. There had been too few experimental games, but now there were too many for us to have even a cursory overview.
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        Figure 3.16 Nordic Game Jam 2006. Remaking the game jam format to be based around multidisciplinary groups rather than lone programmers. (Photo by Henriette Moos.)

      
      
        Bennett Foddy is an educator and game developer behind “punishing” games such as QWOP and Getting Over It with Bennett Foddy.

      
      
        Bennett: For the mass adoption of pixel style, obviously the flash point is Cave Story, but I think you’re absolutely right that the reason that we all seized on that so intensely was as a point of differentiation and tribal brand that was emblematic of rejecting AAA styles of the time, which were very much trapped in that browncore man shooter era of that time. Ca. 2005 to 2008.

        I remember thinking about it in that way, that it seemed countercultural and transgressive. Even though I remember having those conversations, it’s impossible to regain the emotion of that now because pixel style became such a colossal brand. It’s much more boring to me now than the browncore shooters of that time. We really, really overdid it as a group of people. I was just swept up in it.

      

      
        ►Bennett Foddy full interview on website

      
      The idea of the prototype, the introduction of game jams, improved game development tools, and the growth of game education had produced an unintended side effect: as it became easier to make games, it also became harder to make your game seen.

      In 2012, I attended a lecture in which the speaker confidently declared Cave Story91 (figure 3.17) “the first independent game.” Now, most theorists will explain that it can be meaningless to argue about “the first” exemplar of a category, in this case because the idea of an “independent game” in itself developed over time. Cave Story wasn’t created to be an independent game so much as it played a role in developing our current concept of “independent game” in the West. So, what would it even mean to claim Cave Story as such a first? When pressed, the speaker explained that many independent developers, such as Super Meatboy developer Edmund McMillen,92 refer to Cave Story as inspiration, as a “first indie game”93 that demonstrated both the possibility of returning to older game genres and the possibility of one person making a video game. A 2008 article on the Japanese game industry points to Cave Story as inspirational in this way: “The burgeoning Western indie game scene owes a tremendous debt to Japanese pioneers like Studio Pixel, whose freeware hit Cave Story proved that with sufficient vision, skill, and passion, a single designer can still craft a deep, compelling action game. Pixel’s retro-inspired audiovisuals have been echoed in acclaimed games like Fez.”94
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        Figure 3.17 Cave Story (Studio Pixel 2004). Inspired by side-scrolling action-adventures like Metroid, Cave Story inspired many developers to make independent games based on older genres.

      
      It is not so much that Cave Story was the first independent game as that it was central in the creation of an early idea of independent games, a collection of the first two types of independence that I outlined:

      
        	1.	Made by a single developer (or possibly two people) driven by passion (financial independence).

        	2.	A game that in genre and scope refers back to 1980s game design principles and often visual styles (aesthetic independence).

      

      The emphasis for now was on providing better games—more fun—not on providing a cultural alternative. In an interview, Edmund McMillen argued that a “great indie game” is an “embodiment” of its designer.95 It should also be noted that Cave Story was not originally perceived as an “indie game,” which is a Western concept, but as a doujin game96—a Japanese concept referring to small-budget games often traded physically at fairs.

      From Publisher to Indie Spirit

      For the 2007 Independent Games Festival, the definition of independent was still like common definitions in music and film: either having no publisher or being associated only with publishers not deemed large publishers (similar to the idea of major labels in music). As the 2007 IGF rules stated:

      
        Ineligible Publishers: Only unpublished and self-published games (i.e., a game published by an individual or company whose primary business is game development as opposed to commercial game publishing) are eligible to be entered in the Contest. Games that have been funded by, or that are affiliated with, an “Ineligible Publisher” are not eligible for entry. An “Ineligible Publisher” is any firm that is a member of the Entertainment Software Association (ESA) and/or the Entertainment and Leisure Software Publishers Association (ELSPA), including any parent or subsidiary of any member firm.97

      

      For the 2008 IGF, the financial criteria were removed from the rules, and the central question became one of a vaguely defined “indie spirit”:

      
        Independently Created: The Nominating Committee must be confident that the submitted game was created in the “indie spirit” by an independent game developer, fulfilling the question asked on the entry form. The Nominating Committee reserves the right to refuse any game at its sole discretion.98

      

      The questionnaire asked submitting developers to tick a box confirming the following:

      
        Are you indie? You may think this is a silly question, but think carefully about whether you would consider yourself an “independent developer,” by most people’s definition of that term—an artistically independent game creator making the kinds of games that you want to make. If you feel like you are, then please tick the box.99

      

      This completed the transition from independent defined in legal terms to independent defined in emotional terms and as personal identity and expression. As I discuss in chapter 4, independent-as-financial and independent-as-expression are flip sides of each other, with financial independence assumed to enable personal expression, but it is telling that the move away from a legal definition occurred just as independent games were starting to become financially successful.

      
        Jesper: In 2007, the IGF definition of who can enter is of not being connected to certain publishers. In 2008, it becomes that a game “has to be made in indie spirit”? What was the discussion at this point?

        Simon: There was some very odd stuff happening around the definition of indie, which is a traditionally horrible discussion. We decided that we wanted people to self-define indie. There’s literally a tick box that says, “Are you indie?”

        We had tried other criteria. At one point there was also development cost, but we realized development cost was essentially unhelpful because do you count your own salary? Is this external spending? There were all kinds of issues.

        There had been games that were controversial because they seemed quite high-budget games early on. People complained, “Why are those guys allowed to enter?” But I think we realized that it’s a mistake to get prescriptive because in the end, I think people understand whether the game is indie or not.

      

      
        ►Simon Carless full interview on website

      
      ►See chapter 4, “How to Make an Independent Game.”

      2008–2012: Indie Becomes Mainstream

      By 2008, independent games had become an established concept in the game industry. Every year, the Game Developers Conference, a strictly commercial venture run by business conference giant UBM, has a changing number of summits: specialist subconferences. The selection of summits is a yearly gauge of hot topics in the industry. The Independent Games Summit at GDC has been running since 2007, signaling the inclusion of independent games to the industry at large and signaling that UBM considered independent game developers a financially valuable market in and of themselves.

      But by now the main IGF grand prize was seen by some as too slick, too strictly commercial, insufficiently experimental, and insufficiently culturally independent. Launched in 2008,100 the IndieCade festival was positioned quite differently than IGF, with IndieCade as a standalone, audience-oriented festival focused deliberately on culturally independent game development, with more experimental content, and with more attention to developer diversity. IndieCade thereby prefigured some experiments and cultural and political issues that would later be integrated in other festivals. Indie-Cade itself grew in part from the controversial Guerilla Gamemaker Competition within the 2007 Slamdance Film Festival, itself an alternative to the alternative Sundance Film Festival. Fearing controversy, Slamdance festival director Peter Baxter banned the Super Columbine Massacre RPG! game from the competition, and many contributing developers pulled their games in response.101 The game in question was about the 1999 Columbine shootings: perhaps not the best game of its type, but certainly a good litmus test of a festival director’s willingness to back video games dealing with controversial subject matter.

      
        For IndieCade very explicitly, the idea was to attack the long game and provide a venue for really interesting artistic creative work.

        We wanted to make a venue that was reaching past the gamer audience and the game designer audience and connect with a public that we thought had interest in this content.

        We’ve been trying to slowly educate and bridge that gap for games, and that is what is to me unique and different about us as compared to anything else. I don’t know that it’s 100 percent sure anymore ten years after, but for years when we started, one of my talking points was always that every other venue for independent gaming content is inside of something else; it’s a sideshow. We’re not a sideshow; it’s the only show here.

        ►Sam Roberts full interview on website

      
      The 2008 IGF grand prize went to Crayon Physics (table 3.1), a game with a low-tech Independent Style but a well-understood overall game structure of increasingly complex levels that gradually teach the player how to play, providing hours of gameplay. With IndieCade, this model was challenged by its first jury award winner, Jason Rohrer’s Gravitation.102 This game is not a series of levels that players can improve their skills at, but a single tableau, exploring the interaction between creativity and family life. I have elsewhere defined the classic game model by showing that games traditionally have involved goals, player effort, and the feeling of emotional attachment to the game outcome.103 In 2008, many games began to reject this model, experimenting with entirely new ways of structuring a video game.

      Table 3.1

      Prize winners, 2008–2011

      Note: Independent games are visibly distinct from mainstream games, the new IndieCade festival bills itself as more artistic, and IGF launches the Nuovo award for experimental work.
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      Perhaps as a response to IndieCade, IGF began to award two general prizes (alongside discipline-specific prizes): in addition to the regular Seamus McNally Grand Prize, the IGF Nuovo award was added in 2009 to “honor abstract, shortform, and unconventional game development which advances the medium and the way we think about games.”104 The first Nuovo award incidentally went to another game by Jason Rohrer, Between,105 a small, experimental puzzle game for two people playing anonymously over the internet with no means of communication.

      
        I think there have been tensions over the history of the IGF around artsiness. One of the reasons that I created the Nuovo award was that there was a lot of tension over short-form games being underserved in the IGF. At first it was okay and the smaller games got in, but then indie games became more and more professional. People would say, “Well, this is an amazing experience, but it’s only 20 minutes long.” At one point You Have to Burn the Rope was nominated for an actual award. Then people were complaining, “But this game is only a minute and a half long.”

        The point is that that artistic tension existed, not quite so early as Gish, but a few years after that. We tried to defuse that by introducing the Nuovo Award, which was based on my views that it should be an like an art prize. I was inspired by the Turner Prize in creating it.

        ►Simon Carless full interview on website

      
      At this time, independent games also began to attract the attention of bigger publishers, and Microsoft became interested in distributing independent games made by small and hobbyist teams, launching the Xbox Live Community Games channel for Xbox Live in 2008106 and renaming it to Xbox Live Indie Games (XBLIG) the following year.107 On launch, Microsoft’s Boyd Multerer employed the familiar comparison to independent film and “noted the example of how Steven Soderbergh’s 1989 film Sex, Lies, and Videotape helped spearhead the indie film movement which exploded in the ’90s, and expressed hope that XBLIG could do similarly for games.”108 The honeymoon was brief: in 2010, Microsoft briefly removed XBLIG from the main game menu on the Xbox 360 console, and in 2013 Microsoft stopped developing the XNA game development tool used for making XBLIG games. In 2015, the program’s termination was announced via a blog post celebrating its success of opening “up the closed console world—to let students, hobbyists, and anyone with a great idea make games and publish them without needing a studio or even a business license.”109 In general, console manufacturers learned to use independent games opportunistically, supporting them when it made business sense likely rather than due to any idealistic motivations.

      Good Times, then Criticism

      By the 2008 rant sessions at GDC, all seemed well. Eric Zimmerman declared that “2008 is the year of game design. ... We had an incredible lineup of games—both on the independent side and on the mainstream side.” He also noted that for the first time, an independent game—Portal110—had won the Game of the Year award at the main game competition at GDC, the Game Developers Choice Awards. Flow and Flower111 game developer Jenova Chen similarly argued that with digital distribution finally arrived, independent games were flourishing—but he also laid out new ambitions for video games, arguing for more mature (not as in explicit) content for adult players, games that would engage us emotionally, socially, and intellectually. But had independent developers already proven that they could create something new where the AAA industry was failing? Developer Clint Hocking enviously lamented that “two guys tinkering away in their spare time have done as much or more to advance the industry than the other 100,000 of us working 50-hour weeks.”112

      In 2008, Apple’s App Store opened on the iPhone, the first successful mass-market software store for phones. Also in 2008, Braid113 launched to wide critical acclaim and commercial success. Figure 3.18 shows an early prototype and the final game: Braid was first shown at the Experimental Gameplay Workshop in 2005 and thus stood out as a commercially successful game that had grown from the community of experimental and independent games. Compare this to another game launched in 2008, World of Goo.114 This game also had its roots in a 2005 prototype (figure 3.19), but where Jonathan Blow had worked as a contract programmer and personified the idea of leaving the mainstream industry to “go indie,” World of Goo began as a student project at Carnegie Mellon University. Designer Jesse Schell had tasked a group of students with the experimental gameplay project, in which they had to make a game per week for a semester.115
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        Figure 3.18 Braid (Number None 2008), early 2005 prototype (left) and later successful commercial game (right).
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        Figure 3.19 Tower of Goo (Gabler 2005), student prototype (left) and World of Goo (2D Boy 2008), successful commercial game (right).

      
      
        When we started IndieCade, Stephanie Barish and I went to the Game Developers Conference together, and we met with Sam Roberts. I think it was 2007, right after the Super Columbine Massacre controversy. We went to the Independent Games summit [at GDC], and there was a clear diversity issue. It’s all white guys and Robin Hunicke. Robin’s great, but she was the token woman for a decade. Right? And then you’d go into the serious games summit, and you’d see more women and more people of colour, and those are all indie games too. They didn’t have big publishers, they didn’t have funding, a lot of them were done on a shoestring. There was the Games4Change crowd, and cell phone games, which were also not counted as indie because they were on phones. That made no sense. And then there were casual games, which were also not counted as indie. Why? Because they were in a browser? That made no sense either. We said, “Why don’t they count as indie games? And why doesn’t Night Journey?” That was really important to us. Because we loved Night Journey; we gave it an award. We understood what that game was, but it completely befuddled the IGF. They just didn’t get it. It doesn’t seem to have a goal, it’s in black and white, it’s deliberately made to look like old video. They just didn’t get it. And none of them knew who Bill Viola was.

        ►Celia Pearce full interview on website

      
      These became two common templates (ex-AAA developer and student project) for later independent developers, sharing the method of prototype-driven development, in which one first experiments with new types of basic interaction (a core mechanic), sometimes in game jams, and then later develops it into a series of levels that provide context for the use of that mechanic. A third template these years was the web game (usually made in Flash), games first popular on websites such as Newgrounds, and then developed into larger games, as happened with N, Alien Hominid, and Super Meat Boy.

      In the same way as the Game Developers Conference had begun to address independent developers as a distinct market, makers of high-end game-development tools began to orient their offerings to a market of smaller developers. Hobbyist tools such as GameMaker had existed for a long time, but in 2009, Unity Technologies changed the pricing model for its Unity3D engine, starting to offer a free version for everyone to use116 (but charging for extra features and according to revenue). This was both counter to conventional wisdom, because large game engines had historically been expensive and only available to a select audience, and extremely successful, because students and small teams could now develop their prototypes easily in Unity3D. This meant that when small prototypes made on the cheap were turned into commercial (independent) games, the developers were already using Unity3D, and the engine became the dominant engine for smaller developers after a few years. Other engines, notably Unreal Engine and Amazon’s Lumberyard would later follow suit and offer free versions, adjusting to the new reality of student-driven and financially independent development.

      By the 2009 rants, focus switched to what still needed to be done, arguing for aesthetic and cultural independence by creating new kinds of games. Journalist Heather Chaplin made fun of the industry’s desire for validation, saying that the problem was not video games being treated unfairly—the problem was the developers themselves making immature content: “‘The excuse is that the videogame industry is only thirty-five years old,’ said Chaplin. ‘But after thirty-five years rock & roll had Bob Dylan, the Beatles, and the Clash. After thirty-five years film had Fritz Lang, film noire, and was a few years away from Citizen Kane.’ ... ‘It’s not that the medium is in its adolescence, it’s that you’re a bunch of ****ing adolescents,’ she said.”117 At the new “Indie Game Maker Rant”, Steve Swink made the moral case that games should not “waste people’s time.” Heather Kelley argued that games should be designed for women. With independent games seemingly recognized, at least in the industry, they also came under criticism. Developer Phil Fish lamented that independent games was a term that fell apart under scrutiny, and developer duo Tale of Tales questioned the premise of independent games, asking, “What are independent games independent of?”118

      By the 2010 Indie Game Maker Rant, the discussion was split between gushing appraisals of independent games (“indie consists of love,” argued Nathan Vella) and a beginning skepticism toward Apple’s App Store. In parallel, Anna Anthropy described the indie community—which had a self-image of inclusivity—as a scene that excluded many people.119

      
        As soon as I became aware of the term indie games, I was immediately conscious that it was predominantly white guys.

        Having talked to some musicians who were working in independent music at the time, I remember having conversations telling them about indie games. And my musician friends were saying, “oh no, don’t tell me it’s like indie music, and it’s just a place for self-conscious white men with artistic pretensions to show how cool they are, outside of the commercial mainstream, and look cool and try to get a girlfriend who will be hanging on their arm.” And I had to say, “oh no, actually it is exactly that.”

        So from their point of view, if someone in another creative field has decided to import the idea of indie, it’s because we want to set up a scene where we can appear to be cooler than the people who are making other types of creative products around us, and we can associate ourselves with this atmosphere of slightly hipper fashion where we’re wearing plaid shirts and we all have beards.

        ►Naomi Clark full interview on website

      
      Is it surprising that independent games, the underground alternative to the staid mainstream, can in itself be exclusionary? It mirrors similar discussions in other alternative fields, such as UK indie music in the 1980s, about how indie fields are often male-dominated.120 In my interview with Naomi Clark, she talks about how the mere label independent game for some conjures up a white-male-only, educated crowd. Keir Keightley makes a parallel observation about how the moments seen as foundational in rock music are actually the least diverse: “With the arrival of the Beatles in the United States and the start of the British invasion in 1964, female and African-American performers experienced massive career setbacks, as white, male British bands like the Dave Clark Five, the Animals, and the Rolling Stones reduced the presence of girl groups and rhythm and blues singers on the charts. There is no conspiracy here, but it is significant that rock culture celebrates two highly male-dominated periods (fifties rock’n’roll, British Invasion) as its foundational moments.”121

      I don’t say this to pass blame around, but it seems that when you operate from an idea of going back in time to more authentic ways of production in art, there is a chance of also importing more traditional views of what an artist looks like. No single person holds the responsibility for this, but it seems to stem from a confluence of factors, including journalists and filmmakers looking for the one developer that fits the story the journalist or filmmaker has been looking to tell from the outset.

      After celebrations of the nimbleness of quick prototypes, game jams, and small-scale development, prototypes could be cast as superficial. Chris Hecker turned against the focus on speed and proclaimed that Braid was better than thirty game jam games on top of each other because it “explored its mechanics to the depth that it deserved.”122 (Chris Hecker ended up spending a full nine years developing his game SpyParty, which grew out of a game made at the Indie Game Jam.)

      At this point, game prices in Apple’s App Store and on Google Play had completed their race to the bottom, and games were often free, pushing developers to new business models—particularly microtransactions. There were apparently downsides to the digital distribution that many had longed for: at the 2011 smartphone and tablet dev rant, veteran developer Graeme Devine declared that “monetization does not belong in a game designer’s dictionary.”123 This became a common idea: that microtransactions distorted game design, whereas the traditional model of buying the full game up front was—wrongly—assumed to be a neutral business model. It remains the case that no microtransaction-based game has won a top prize at the independent game festivals I have examined. Scott Jon Siegel, working in the new category of social games (mostly meaning games on Facebook), implored other social game developers to be more innovative and quoted Jonathan Blow, who dismissed such games as “evil.”124 Upstart game developer Zynga was the social game company that everybody loved to hate, in part due to Zynga’s promise of having made game development scientific—no longer an “art,” but a process of using metrics to evaluate which game design variations performed the best in the marketplace.125 In short, the at the time hugely successful data-driven company Zynga was the antithesis to independent games focused on experimentation and personal expression.

      Independent games thus were positioned not only against big-budget AAA games, but also against the other class of small-budget games, casual and social games, and Zynga played the role of a new inauthentic company, against which independent games could be cast as authentic.

      Diversity

      The question of diversity had been building slowly. Where the GDC rants in 2009 concerned content, with Heather Kelley arguing that the game industry should make games for women,126 2010 saw a shift toward diversity among developers. At the 2010 rant session, Robin Hunicke argued that the industry should have more gender-diverse teams to be more creative.127 From this point, questions of diversity and inclusion became consistent topics in video game festivals and conferences.

      ►See Celia Pearce and Robin Hunicke full interviews on website.

      Peak Indie: Indie Game: The Movie

      Predictably, the original conception of independent games became mainstream just as it had begun to strain. In 2012, Indie Game: The Movie (IGTM)128 was released and widely covered in mainstream news channels. As suggested by the term indie itself, the movie was reviewed as one that placed independent game development alongside other forms of independence: “Struggling artists can welcome the practitioners of a new medium to their ranks,” focusing on “independent designers, whose shoestring productions and headlong financial and emotional investments recall their indie equivalents in filmmaking.”129 Indie Game: The Movie follows three developers: the already successful Jonathan Blow, talking loftily about his game Braid and about game design in general (figure 3.20); Edmund McMillen (figure 3.21) and Tommy Refenes, working on Super Meat Boy130 and explaining that it reflected Edmund McMillen’s personality; and Phil Fish (figure 3.22), working on Fez131 and struggling with anxiety about the game.
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        Figure 3.20 Jonathan Blow, sage-like indie game developer in Indie Game: The Movie (Swirsky and Pajot 2012). Film still. BlinkWorks Media.
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        Figure 3.21 Edmund McMillen, struggling developer of a personal game in Indie Game: The Movie (Swirsky and Pajot 2012). Film still. BlinkWorks Media.

      
      Much like auteur theory worked to make film (created by large teams) fit into established ideas of personal expression and authorship by claiming the director as the central creative force behind a movie,132 IGTM cast independent game development in the familiar form of a story of a struggling artist, working on a deeply personal project and finally making it to public recognition. For the broader public, this made video games palatable as cultural works by showing creation stories similar to well-known creation stories from other art forms. Jonathan Blow is given the most time for commenting on video games in general, arguing that mainstream games prevent personal expression and that independent game development allows it: “What those companies do is create highly polished things that serve as large of an audience as possible. The way that you do that is by filing off all the bumps on something. If there’s a sharp corner, you make sure it’s not going to hurt anybody. If they bump into it or whatever. That creation of this highly glossy, commercial product is the opposite of making something personal.”133

      But the movie came at an awkward time, after diversity had been a discussion point for years, and the singular focus on very similar successful developers all making retro-inspired platform games was not lost on commenters, as Anna Anthropy stated: “edmund’s, tommy’s and phil fish’s journeys as creators are a good story, but they’re only one narrative of game creation: one in which straight white guys who grew up playing super mario sacrifice every part of their lives to the creation of personal but nonetheless traditional videogames (all of the games in the movie owe much of their play and visual vocabularies to mario) for sale in a commercial marketplace.”134 Similarly, indie had begun to signal to some a small, exclusive club of people (such as the IGTM protagonists): “the indie label doesn’t contribute anything to the discussion except a needless sense of distance: calling a game an indie game or an author an indie developer just enforces the illusion that it’s an exclusive club, an inner circle to which most people aren’t admitted.”135
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        Figure 3.22 Phil Fish, struggling game developer in Indie Game: The Movie (Swirsky and Pajot 2012). Film still. BlinkWorks Media.

      
      When Phil Fish’s Fez (table 3.2) finally came out in 2012, it was the last platform game to win a major independent game festival award. The Polygon reviewer complained that “the 8-bit nostalgia craze has been milked for all it’s worth in game after game,”136 and it’s true that the five years that passed from the Fez announcement to its release was essentially the period of peak popularity for its style. Fez was released just as the game type peaked.

      
        Kelly Wallick has been chairperson of the IGF since 2015 and is also CEO and founder of Indie MEGABOOTH.

        I’m not saying that Indie Game: The Movie was bad, or that it did bad things overall, but it only presented one side of independent game development. Around that same time, we ran the MEGABOOTH at PAX East in 2012. It has grown into a community. How do we help each other? How do we support each other? How do we support each other professionally? How do we support each other emotionally? How do we support each other financially? How do we make this sustainable, and welcoming, and tolerable for people?

        ►Kelly Wallick full interview on website

      
      Table 3.2

      Festival winners, 2012–2014

      Note: Berlin-based A MAZE. festival focuses on more experimental, political, and installation-based work. Fez is last platform game to win awards; after this, political and experimental games come to the fore. Cart Life and Papers, Please are games about living an unheroic existence; Luxura Superbia is about sexuality.
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      Three Nostalgias for the Platform Game

      There is nostalgia at work here, often for the childhood games of the developer. Figure 3.23 shows UK-based developer Terry Cavanagh’s game VVVVVV, referring to the UK game Jet Set Willy;137 figure 3.24 shows Braid, referring to the Super Mario series for Nintendo systems; and figure 3.25 shows N, referring to the home-computer-based Lode Runner.138
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        Figure 3.23 VVVVVV (Cavanagh 2010), and its inspiration, Jet Set Willy (Smith 1984).
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        Figure 3.24 Braid (Number None 2008), and a game from its inspirational series, Super Mario Bros. (Nintendo 1985).
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        Figure 3.25 N (Metanet software 2004) and its inspiration, Lode Runner (Smith 1983).

      
      I called independent games antimodernist: If independent games imitate the past, of video games and before video games, what does this seeming nostalgia—their retro quality—mean? Svetlana Boym distinguished between two kinds of nostalgia, restorative and reflective.139 Restorative nostalgia usually takes the form of a reconstruction of a lost home: an attempt to reconstruct and return to an original static moment while feeling under siege by external forces. When Jason Rohrer talks about his work as return to the individual experimentation of early video game history, he is employing a restorative nostalgia of times lost, and when video games are described as under pressure from contemporary business models such as microtransactions, the trope of the siege is employed. Even when independent platform games such as Super Meat Boy reinterpret 1980s video game genres, there is a sense of wistful longing—not for a complete recreation of early video games, but for a restoration of a mood, a childhood emotion. Hence the promotion of Super Meat Boy, which offers “the old school difficulty of classic retro titles we all know and love and stream lines them down to the essential no bull straight forward twitch reflex platforming.”140 The unfaithful reproduction of classic titles sometimes aims to faithfully restore the original childhood emotion of playing them.141

      When Terry Cavanagh’s 2010 game VVVVVV (figure 3.23) came out, it was understood as part of the “indie game” category that had been developed, especially during the previous five years. Reviews were positive, and some emphasized the way the game referred to earlier times in video game history: “VVVVVV is the first great Indie game of the year”;142 “Old-school in its demands of player dedication. ... From the Commodore 64 load screen to the incredible 8-bit tunes, VVVVVV feels like the holy grail of lost games.”143 VVVVVV refers explicitly to earlier ZX Spectrum games Manic Miner144 and Jet Set Willy. But if we look at how Manic Miner was actually received, Sinclair User’s 1983 review emphasized its “impressive graphics routines.”145 In addition, a common press story at the time was to marvel at how rich game developers had become.146 So VVVVVV appears to point back in time, to aspire to be a 1980s game, yet the actual 1980s games were promoted on technical and monetary criteria—in complete opposition to the promotion of independent games like VVVVVV as personal, creative, and alternative.

      Neither was the Super Mario Bros. that Braid and other games refer to understood as a personal, authentic game at the time of its release. In the Western world, Nintendo’s early success tied into a fear of being steamrolled economically by Japanese corporations. A 1988 article describes Nintendo in this way: “With a brilliant marketing plan, perfectionist attention to product quality and sophistication and extensive customer service, it now commands more than 80 percent of the video-game market.”147 Hence referring to Super Mario Bros. has an element of counterfactual nostalgia, creating a contemporary independent game seen as unique, personal, and authentic, borrowing from an earlier game understood at its time as an anonymous product by a sophisticated corporation.

      2012–2014: The Political Turn

      By 2012, many began to feel that the 2005 model of independent games was antiquated. There were, it seemed, no more ways to craft a loving reinterpretation of an old platform game in Independent Style, add some surprising new feature, craft a good level progression, and promote the result to wide acclaim.

      This opened a rift concerning what constituted experimentation in independent games. At the 2013 Mad as Hell rant session (figure 3.26), Naomi Clark argued that game developers should look to how American New Wave cinema had examined political and controversial topics: “We have to challenge players in new ways, and I don’t just mean by mastering more game mechanics.”148 The annual Experimental Gameplay Workshop had, since its 2002 inauguration, maintained a distinction whereby the workshop would accept experimentation in mechanics and gameplay—concerning the rules of a game and how players interact—but not experimentation in the following areas:

      
        
          	•	New, different, “edgy,” or strange background stories, settings, character designs, artwork, audio, or plots that do not affect the core gameplay in a meaningful way.

          	•	New hybrids of already-existing genres, unless the resulting gameplay is unexpectedly more than the sum of the parts.
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        Figure 3.26 Mad as Hell: Hothead Developers Rant Back panel session, Game Developers Conference 2013. (Photo by Vincent Diamente.)

      
      
        
          	•	Games targeted for currently under-served audiences, like games for girls, seniors, or thirty-year-old pregnant women, but where the gameplay itself is not experimental.

          	•	Experimental business models or distribution mechanisms that do not affect gameplay.

          	•	Purely technical innovation that does not affect the gameplay in a meaningful way.149

        

      

      This became a schism between “pure” gameplay experimentation and other types of experimentation in terms of themes, business models, technology, or audiences. Developer duo Tale of Tales report seeing their game The Graveyard rejected from the workshop for not having experimental gameplay: “To some extent The Graveyard is disqualified beforehand because ‘it is not a game.’ That was also the response of Jonathan Blow when we proposed to show The Graveyard in his Experimental Games Workshop at the Game Developers Conference. The gameplay in The Graveyard cannot be considered experimental/interesting/etc. because it cannot be considered gameplay. Or something along those lines.”150

      ►See Tale of Tales full interview on website.

      For some, the once avant-garde of the Experimental Gameplay Workshop was now a retrograde protector of the status quo.

      This schism also reflected that video games had been institutionalized in a different way: through game studies and game education. In my early career, there was widespread skepticism from the industry toward teaching video game development—developers would claim that you either had it or you didn’t—but now by 2019, job postings often ask for graduates from game design education backgrounds. Game design had become so well understood that we could reliably teach game design at universities: to make a good game, start with a core mechanic (a core set of actions) and/or experience goals, revise prototypes until the game is fun to play (or gives the appropriate experience), then add a graphical style and a level progression over which this mechanic is developed and kept interesting for the amount of time the audience expects. Many commercial games have started as student projects this way, such as Portal,151 Back to Bed,152 and Sunburn153 (figure 3.27).

      
        Tracy Fullerton is the director of the USC Game Innovation Lab at the University of Southern California, author of the design textbook Game Design Workshop, and designer of experiential games such as Night Journey and Walden, a Game.

      
      
        Jesper: One of the things you’ve been pushing for in teaching is designing for experience, I read about it in your Game Design Workshop book and in Robin Hunicke’s MDA paper. I think it was an important new way of thinking about game design, instrumental in allowing us to ask new questions. We can now take something for which we don’t have any kind of design template, define the experience, and come up with all kinds of ways of creating that experience.

        Tracy: I think that’s a shift away from games being primarily a form of software. Once you start working with games as an aesthetic form, as opposed to, say, instantiations of software, and think of them as an aesthetic form like dance or architecture, you can ask: What do I want to say with my dance? It’s a logical question; and it’s a logical question for games, as well, once you begin to think of them that way. But if you’re thinking of them as software, then asking what you want to say with a piece of software didn’t make a lot of sense. The question was rather, “What do you want to do with the piece of software?” There is a shift, with a lot of people getting into games who grew up with games, but who maybe were also trained, like myself, in media arts, theatre arts, literature. There are people coming from different expressive forms, and they’re asking these questions.

      

      
        ►Tracy Fullerton full interview on website
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        Figure 3.27 Student games developed into commercial projects: Portal 2 (Valve 2011), Back to Bed (Bedtime Games 2014), and Sunburn (Secret Crush 2014).

      
      We could now teach students, quite reliably, to make games that fit the peak independent model. But once this problem had been solved, authenticity could no longer be asserted by making a well-crafted game with Independent Style graphics. There was a distinct hunger for something new, and that, for a time, involved politics.

      A MAZE.

      The year 2012 saw the inaugural A MAZE. festival in Berlin (figure 3.28). If IndieCade responded to IGF by focusing on cultural independence and on diversity, A MAZE. added a European underground festival vibe with a focus on installation-based games, on political and social commentary. A MAZE. was also even less commercially oriented than IndieCade and organized with an eye toward music festivals.
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        Figure 3.28 A MAZE. festival, Berlin 2017 edition. Off-beat, experimental games, often installations with deliberately low-grade production values. (Photo by the author.)

      
      
        Thorsten Wiedemann is the founder and artistic director of the A MAZE./Berlin and A MAZE./Johannesburg festivals.

      
      
        Thorsten: We started later than IndieCade and IGF. It was not our intention to copy them; it was more a mixture of Babycastles and Fantastic Arcade and of course the Berlin spirit.

        Jesper: What do you think is the difference between, say, IGF and IndieCade and A MAZE. when you look at it now?

        Thorsten: We don’t try to bring the industry in. With A MAZE., we are trying to create our own markets and our own infrastructure and our own environment and our own values. Of course, we are working with bigger partners and with industry partners; otherwise we could not do the festival.

        We are embedded in the #gamesweekberlin, but we are trying to create an identity of our own. And when it comes to the question of experimental, alternative or indie, I think we are definitely more alternative and experimental than indie, because indie has become too close to mainstream, trying to make products.

      

      
        ►Thorsten Wiedemann full interview on website

      
      A MAZE. also started at a time when many countries were beginning to support game development as cultural works. For example, the Danish funding scheme Spilordningen was created in 2008 to support Danish game development, originally as local content for children, but later broadening its scope to represent Danish culture in video games.154 As was common in the European context, the funding scheme was modeled after existing public funding for film (and in this case managed by the film-funding organization). Spilordningen has supported games such as Cosmic Top Secret, Forgotton Anne, Deep Rock Galactic, Echo, Keyboard Sports, Figment, Limbo, Inside, Stikbold!, and Affordable Space Adventures, most either commercially successful or festival winners. Clearly a success story, yet I talked to a developer of unashamedly commercial mobile games who dislikes the funding scheme because it directs developers to frame their games purely as culturally valuable, rather than to make products that can be financially successful when the funding runs out.

      In the United States, under the Digital Projects for the Public program, the National Endowment of the Humanities began to fund video games, one example being Walden155 (figure 7.1), based on Thoreau’s book.156 By contrast to the common European model, this funding scheme is not about culture, but about humanities scholarship and public outreach.157

      Whereas Minecraft158 won the IGF grand prize in 2011 and Fez won the IndieCade grand jury prize, 2012 became a turning point after Fez won the IGF grand prize in the spring. After this point, platform games stopped winning grand prizes at major independent game festivals (through the time of writing). Molleindustria’s Unmanned159 (figure 3.29), which won the IndieCade grand jury award, is an explicitly political game about a drone operator working for the US military, who kills remotely using technology very similar to video game technology, has to go home to his family at night, and suffers recurrent nightmares as a result of the killing. This represented an opening of the frame of reference for a game. If Braid was interesting because it used and modified traditional video game conventions in part to comment on video game tradition (perhaps Mario is not a savior, but a stalker), Unmanned used video game form to comment on contemporary politics and to suggest a complicity of video game technology in warfare.

      Praise and criticism for independent games continued, as did discussions of diversity. At the 2012 Indie Soapbox session, Rob Jagnow stated that “indies can innovate in form,” and Steph Thirion argued that small teams can think outside the box. But Ben Ruiz argued that indies were egocentric, and Mike Meyer from IGF Pirate Kart, a project to distribute games too small/strange to be included in the main competition, argued that indies should encourage new voices.160
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        Figure 3.29 Unmanned (Molleindustria 2012). A video game about a war that’s waged like a video game.

      
      
        Robin Hunicke is CEO and cofounder of Funomena, co-organizer of the Experimental Gameplay Workshop, and previously a game developer at Thatgamecompany.

        I think what you’ve seen is that as you diversify the creator base, give people more opportunities to learn how to make games, and diversify the tools, games begin to express of a broader set of views.

        Games have become something that someone who wants to resist, or have a political message, can use as a platform. In the beginning, that was not the case. You had to be a much more of an expert. Those experts had to spend a lot of time being experts. Therefore, their politics or their messages maybe weren’t as developed, or at least they never thought that it would be appropriate to put messages into a game. It took artists transgressing the boundary of what games are to create games with messages. I also think it’s kind of awesome. It’s really cool to have a game [Gone Home] about going home and finding out that your sister’s queer.

        ►Robin Hunicke full interview on website

      
      In late 2012, a game titled Lim began to garner attention. Lim161 (figure 3.30) by Merritt Kopas is a seemingly abstract game about fitting in. You control a square that tends to change color on its own, but you can choose to “fit in” by pressing the Z key, which also zooms and shakes the camera—hence the act of fitting in by changing your appearance, necessary for playing the game, is also unpleasant. The issue of voices and diversity continued to be present in discussion. Anna Anthropy argued that straight white developers give only a narrow range of experiences and discussed queer games.162 A few years later, Merritt Kopas would identify this time as the peak of the “queer games scene”:

      
        Late 2012 and early 2013 was an extraordinarily exciting period for me: I started, for the first time, to feel like I was part of something. The “queer games scene” covered by video game outlets might not have been as cohesive as some accounts supposed, but for little under a year, it definitely felt real. We were telling new stories in new ways, stories that were not just unheard of as subjects for video games—which they certainly were—but rare in any medium. We were writing about messy lives on the economic and social margins of our society, about the complexities of embodiment and community, and about our grotesque cyberpunk dreams and gay pulp fantasies.163

      

      2012–2013 was the time of peak public awareness of queer games.164 In practice, queer games was a movement without leaders (or with reluctant leaders), but some critics ascribed to queer games several criticisms of mainstream games that I have also discussed for independent games in general: “These experimental games deliberately critique the ways in which certain game mechanics and dynamics have become ‘normalized’ within mainstream games, pushing against conceptions of video games as reliant on ‘hyperrealistic’ visual representations of bodies and space or as dominantly freeing, immersive, and filled with ‘free choice’ and player empowerment.”165 Following the popularity of Dear Esther and other experimental games, the category of games became contentious as well.
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        Figure 3.30 Lim (Kopas 2012). A game about fitting in. While controlling a square of changing color, squares of other colors attack you, unless you “fit in” with the Z key, which zooms in and renders the game hard to control.

      
      With development methods, educations, and distribution channels to enable independent games, shouldn’t that mean that developers were happy? No. There were continued criticisms of the public image of independent developers and of business models. Kellee Santiago argued that the popular image of “nouveau indie rich” was a myth (or at least an exception to the norm) and argued for considering patronage as a source of income. Greg Costikyan, mentioned at the beginning of this history, lamented: “I called for revolution. We got one, but now Steam, Apple, Google, and Facebook are screwing us over again.” Games based on microtransactions continued to be essentially the enemy, with multiple talks (Bennett Foddy, Heather Chaplin) arguing against the supposedly unethical design of such games.166

      
        When I saw that queer people who were thinking of themselves as artists, or at least as not doing commercial work, were at the same time being criticized for violating basic tenets of how games work, I felt that there was something familiar going on here. In part maybe because of the experience of feeling like an outsider in terms of gender or sexuality connects to this approach that’s been taken up again or passed down through lines of community of saying, why should we accept your definition of what marriage is, or family, or inheritance, or the Dewey decimal system, or any number of orthodoxies. We could throw that away if we want to, and just do our own thing.

        So to me it wasn’t surprising at all that a set of queer game creators were the ones doing this. I think I was more surprised that they showed up at all and weren’t just scared off from the beginning. But I guess there was a critical mass in 2011 or 2012, or maybe a little bit earlier for some folks. Suddenly there was what people were calling the queer game scene, and it was characterized by this rejection of classical ideas of what constitutes a game one way or another.

        ►Naomi Clark full interview on website

      
      #1reasonwhy, #1reasontobe and Diversity

      Political issues in game development also came into focus in 2012, with the #1reasonwhy hashtag documenting women’s experience with harassment in the game industry,167 also discussed at panels at later Game Developers Conferences,168 and prefiguring the #metoo movement to come five years later. Beyond gender diversity, Mitu Khandaker expanded the discussion to include the representation of race in games.169

      Of course, the IGF does take place inside the Game Developers Conference, and even if the Game Developers Conference had begun to include panels on diversity and harassment, it was still a commercial conference oriented toward commercial developers—easily costing $2000 for a pass giving access to the entire conference, whereas access to the Independent Games Summit within the conference could be had for a scant $799 in 2018. Obviously not conducive for attracting developers of few resources.

      So an alternative was born. Starting in 2013, the Lost Levels “un-conference” was held in the public San Francisco Yerba Buena Gardens on top of the Moscone conference center that held the main conference. Here there was no curation of topics, merely the opportunity to start speaking about pressing issues in video games. The independent formula was well known, and well defined in opposition to the mainstream game industry, but some saw indie as being too similar to the industry. In the 2014 Lost Levels edition, developer Naomi Clark gave a speech in character as male AAA developer turned independent developer Ric Chivo (figure 3.31), sporting fake facial hair and a sleeveless t-shirt, giving attending independent developers deliberately tone-deaf and paternalistic advice from the mainstream industry:

      
        	•	Create games exclusively about giving the player “fun.”

        	•	Be a “straight white dude.”

        	•	Rules are important.

        	•	Be made of awesome. Do not talk about your experiences.

        	•	Don’t clone.

        	•	Be super original. Don’t be a cloner. Step 1: Super Mario. Step 2: Change some crap. Step 3–99: Promo.

        	•	Give players choices.
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        Figure 3.31 Naomi Clark in character as “Ric Chivo” at the 2014 Lost Levels “unconference” outside the GDC. Ric Chivo is a fictional AAA developer gone indie who admonishes the audience to make purely commercial work—and certainly not games about their own experiences. (Still from video by Brendan Keogh.)

      
      
        	•	Be a rock star.

        	•	Polish that shit. Make sure things don’t look like they were made by humans.

        	•	No dissonance: more gameplay, content, levels, stories, worlds, rewards, vectors, music.

      

      Naomi Clark’s ironic points spoke to the fact that video game design methods were now so well understood as to be easily parodied. These methods also embodied a very narrow understanding of what games can be: only “fun,” as opposed to other kinds of experiences, centered on rules, impersonal, supposedly not derivative yet obviously derivative, based on “choices” as opposed to telling a story, anonymously polished products, and having nothing that gives the player pause about what they should do.

      The Consoles That Refused to Die

      By 2012, the positive sentiments toward XBLA and PlayStation Network were waning. If at one point Microsoft, Sony, and Nintendo had been seen as great supporters of independent game development by opening distribution for smaller titles, the appearance of Steam and app stores from Apple and Google had shifted the expectation toward much more agile and flexible platforms than the console manufacturers had created.

      Whereas the central games of the 2008–2012 festivals were often published as downloads for the Xbox 360 and PlayStation consoles, other games were found in less centrally controlled channels as downloads from personal websites, or later from developer-oriented sites like itch.io. In 2013, as Sony and Microsoft were preparing to launch a new console generation, many people (myself included) argued that consoles were dying or that the new consoles represented a “prayer to stop time”170 in face of phones and tablets on which developers could quickly publish their games and on which future video games would occur. The innovation we saw in independent games, compared to the growing budgets of ever-more-derivative AAA games, felt like a changing of the guard, and these sentiments were supported by industry analysts who viewed the business of consoles as challenged by new formats: “Video game industry sales in the United States, including game discs, consoles and accessories, were down 24% in September when compared with the same period last year. Many experts believe these decreases in profits, the rise of casual and social gaming and waning consumer interest are affecting makers of the three big living-room consoles: Microsoft’s Xbox 360, Sony’s PlayStation 3 and Nintendo’s Wii.”171

      Yet it did not happen that way. The PlayStation 4 and Xbox One, both launched in 2013, sold faster than consoles in the previous generation did,172 so the traditional consoles—and the AAA games made for them—were not over in the way we imagined. I suspect the story was that many critics, myself included, were personally jaded by console hardware and much more interested in independent and experimental games than in the latest military shooter. But while independent-friendly online distribution channels become established and had widespread effects on the industry at large, new game consoles were now promoted not only on new big-budget titles, but also on independent games, which the console manufacturers could quickly and cheaply attract to sell a new console. Independent games had become integral to the game industry.

      Gamergate

      The push for experiments with game form, the push toward increased diversity, and the push toward discussing the meaning of games were in 2014 met with a seemingly coordinated effort to harass the people who stood for change. Others have written at length about Gamergate,173 and I refer to them. But Gamergate was a loosely defined set of events, centering on several online forums that, under the thin veil of “ethics in game journalism,” in practice involved online attacks and threats toward a number of developers and critics—especially marginalized developers, women, and developers with nontraditional gender identities, who were making experimental games or talking about games in new ways. Part of this played out concretely around cultural independence in games, as some players and online commenters demonstrated their unwillingness to accept that a game could be culturally independent, that regular games could be evaluated politically, or that reviews could be cultural criticism rather than mere evaluation of entertainment value.

      Many developers of experimental games will, especially privately, tell of having received a large amount of vitriol, threats of violence, and death threats by players unwilling to accept experimental games as legitimate games. This created a shared sense of being under siege among many developers and critics, but the ultimate outcome was that questions of politics, meaning, experimentation, and diversity gained more prominence, and became baked into game festivals, with nearly every independent game festival featuring prominent discussions of diversity. Festivals assumed different strategies for this. Celia Pearce of IndieCade describes her approach to diversity as one working from games: that is, by selecting diverse games, you will have diverse people. After Gamergate, in the independent space it became near unthinkable to hold a game conference with only men speaking or only men presenting games, in addition to an evolving set of other diversity criteria that varied between countries.

      2015–2018: Breaking Game Form; Living a Healthy Lifestyle

      From 2015 on, many festival winners broke with the standard game form of having a core activity that unfolds over a range of contexts, allowing players to gradually improve their skills. Table 3.3 shows festival winners from 2015 to 2018. Outer Wilds174 is an existential rogue-like game, in which the player does not progress through levels, but has twenty minutes to explore the universe for each game session. Her Story175 is a detective game, but it lets the player explore a dated Windows 95–style computer database of video interview clips, leaving players to figure out the events for themselves. Unusually, the game does not provide any overt signals of player progress. Finally, the 2018 tabletop role-playing game Bluebeard’s Bride176 is the first analog game to win a major festival prize, reaching the logical conclusion of reacting against video game conventions, and of seeking out new game experiences.

      
        This year, the winner, Night in the Woods, feels related to the Zeitgeist: 2017 was a difficult year for a lot of people, in a lot of different ways that I won’t go into. And I think that moving into this year there is a focus on the idea of inclusion, and emotional vulnerability, and diversity, and having very, very difficult social conversations. I feel the idea of being able to use games as emotional healing, and as ways to express yourself, and to tell your stories to other people, and have people hear your stories, is becoming very important. It’s something I touched on in my IGF award intro, and it was something that was talked about by almost everybody who went on stage this year. I think Night in the Woods definitely reflected that.

        ►Kelly Wallick full interview on website

      
      Table 3.3

      Festival winners 2015–2018

      Note: Breaking game form (Tetrageddon, Her Story), personal games (Cibele, Cosmic Top Secret, Curtain), sprawling cacophonic games (Tetrageddon, Oiκοςpiel, Everything), emotional vulnerability (Night in the Woods), and the first analog game to win an independent game festival (Bluebeard’s Bride).
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      Games are supposed to be consistent, and thus there were new games that broke this rule. This period had a trend of cacophonic games such as Tetrageddon, Oiκοςpiel, and Everything. Tetrageddon and Oiκοςpiel mix multiple visual styles, but Everything is an ontologically weird game that lets players switch between controlling disparate objects. As we saw, there was a wave of personal games a few years earlier, but now personal games began to win festival awards. Both Cibele177 and Cosmic Top Secret have explicit autobiographical elements, Cibele about the narrator’s first romantic encounter and Cosmic Top Secret about growing up during the cold war with parents involved in the Danish intelligence services. Curtain is a game about “Kaci & Ally, two queer women in a Glasgow punk band, which gives you a firsthand experience of their destructive relationship,”178 also with autobiographical elements.179 The political plays a larger role as Curtain concerns abusive relationships, 1979 Revolution addresses the Iranian revolution, and Oiκοςpiel is a surreal call for game developers to unionize.

      Game Developers with a Healthy Lifestyle

      During this time, familiar themes kept emerging in Game Developers Conference rant and soapbox sessions: make new types of content, make personal games, make games that enrich players, hire diversely, consider the potential of the medium, expand the narrowness of the public image of who can be an independent developer.

      And then something new happened: probably after having spent too many all-nighters working on a personal project, rants took a different tack, away from general declarations about the status of independent games, diversity, or game design. If independent game development was originally promoted as a solution to industry crunch time and exploitation like the EA spouse story, it was now clear that it was perfectly possible, as an independent developer, to work inhumane hours for little money. Tanya Short argued that “your primary goal is not to make a great game, but to survive the process of making your first great game without burning out,” and advice about scoping projects and structuring work became common.180

      All this pointed to a problem: much energy had gone into framing video games alongside other forms of independent art, or as art itself. Yet most artists do not actually make much money. Did the idea of independent games also involve a notion, or even a requirement, that independent game developers should conform to a romantic idea of the suffering artist? In 2015, academic and developer John Sharp publicly stepped down as cochair of IndieCade because he no longer believed it to be “a meaningful way to sustainably support marginalized communities.”181 He argued that though events like this gave visibility, they also asked developers to commit significant time and money for travel and preparation, and though this could work for academics who are paid to attend conferences, it placed a significant burden on independent developers.

      The 2018 Game Developers Conference featured panels and talks on mental health and self-care, such as “an evidence-based mental health model for game developers,”182 led by actual mental health professional Jennifer Hazel. In parallel, developer Jason Rohrer’s talk “Don’t Break the Chain: Maintaining Productivity on Your 19th Game”183 addressed how to productively structure a work day while also being able to spend time with your family.

      
        Rami Ismail is cofounder of the Dutch studio Vlambeer (Ridiculous Fishing, Super Crate Box), as well as a speaker and organizer trying to make game development more inclusive, with a focus on game development in the non-Western world.

        When we talk about early independent game development, we’re really talking about the legacy of a small group of people. About twenty, twenty-five people in 2006, 2008, and that group of people was generally young. Many students that were just looking at game development and had spare time to make games and a few selected people that were doing independent games commercially.

        Independent game development in general at that point was kids kicking against the status quo of game development and creating a counterculture first and foremost that was very much about antagonizing the industry. And creating something that was separate from it. And as indie grew and as those people grew up, obviously the mechanics changed and independent game development became more accepted, it became a commercial venue. And those kids grew up to need money.

        At some point you can’t be a rebel, and you have to be a human and a rebel at the same time. And I think at that point a lot of those more self-destructive notions, of the counterculture, of the antagonism toward the industry—took a really long time to siphon out of independent development, and I think only now we kind of see that. And it’s interesting because clearly it was required. Independent development needed an antagonist to become what it is now. But it’s interesting that now we have to deal with the long tail of that and the bad working conditions.

        ►Rami Ismail full interview on website

      
      The 2018 IGF grand prize winner, Night in the Woods, is a game about growing up, about emotional vulnerability, and it can be read as responding to the shift toward well-being—as well as responding, IGF chairperson Kelly Wallick says, to the anxious zeitgeist of 2017.

      ►See Kelly Wallick full interview on website.

      This reframed the role of the independent developer, from that of a struggling artist to that of a professional living a healthy life. But it also reframed the Game Developers Conference and festivals from being about the creation and business of games to being support networks for game developers.

      Standing Out in a Sea of Games

      I have told a story about independent games, about the how the idea of independent games developed during the twenty years from 1998 to 2018. The early years of independent games were marked by a consistent envy toward other media, especially film and to a lesser extent music and art, for their festivals promoting experimental work, for their distribution channels, for simply having widely acknowledged experimental work. The expectation was that independent festivals and new forms of distribution would allow more interesting and experimental games to be made and distributed as an alternative to an ossified mainstream industry.

      By and large, those dreams came true, but new problems were created. The most obvious issue, colloquially called the indiepocalypse,184 is that we got what we wanted: new tools allowed for easier development of games, the idea of prototyping became widely accepted and globally implemented with game jams, academic programs were launched, digital distribution took off. Independent and experimental games were widely accepted, but with more games being created, it became harder to stand out. Figure 3.32 shows the growth of yearly game releases on Valve’s Steam service. By 2017, more than twenty games were released on Steam each day. Early coverage of independent games such as Indie Game: The Movie focused on successful developers, but there is now widespread concern about income. As Edge magazine said in early 2018, “How are indie games to save the world if no one sees them?”185 Similarly, where festival winners around 2008 often became financially successful, for many later winners the awards merely represented recognition.
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        Figure 3.32 Annual game releases on the Steam service. Distribution is now available, but how will players find your game?

      
      At the same time, such complaints should be seen against both the illusory promise of surefire financial success promoted by Indie Game: The Movie, and against the fact that even in 2008, most small experimental games were not making much money, and many were not made with this expectation in the first place.

      Although independent games started out envious of music and cinema, the history took a turn not predicted by this starting point: questions of representation and diversity eventually became central to the question of independent games—and these are issues that have not exactly been solved in music or cinema either.

      In the beginning of this story of independent games, console manufacturers were understood to be the central problem, preventing new and interesting video games from being made. In the time since, Microsoft, Sony, and Nintendo have all had on and off relationships to independent games. In 2017, Sony scaled back its support for independent games and festivals, and in 2018 Nintendo began promoting independent games, called Nindies, for its Switch console. From a console manufacturer’s point of view, opening a path for independent game development has become a way to quickly and cheaply generate a large software library for a new console.186

      At the end of this history, there are rarely calls for making games more like music or cinema—but there is, it seems, a continuous process whereby new “independent games” (or games promoted at independent venues) are no longer positioned just as alternatives to a mainstream industry, but also as alternatives to previous independent games. If independent games began as an attempt at creating an alternative to a mainstream industry, many of the tensions with the mainstream have now become internal as players and developers argue whether an independent game can, should, or shouldn’t be culturally independent, provide political commentary, or attempt to provide experiences other than fun.

    
  
    
      4 How to Make an Independent Game

      In late 2017, the New York Times published a glowing article that captured contemporary ideas of authenticity in a tight package: we are encouraged to visit five “genre-bending craft alcohol producers”1 in the “relatively untouched by the tech boom” Bayview neighborhood, “home to a tight-knit community of families and community activists” in San Francisco, where “raw industrial spaces are being transformed into production facilities and tasting rooms, decked out with murals by local street artists.” One craft brewery has been opened by “a duo of passionate home brewers,” with beer “featuring chamomile from nearby community gardens”; another makes “limited-release bottles of whiskey that are exclusively available for purchase on-site.” A mead producer creates mead using “wildflower honey from [nearby] Mendocino forests.” For wine, “Barbara Gratta has been making wine in her Bayview garage for more than a decade,” and wines are paired with “small plates from local vendors.”

      These are well-known themes: local ingredients are preferable to those globally available, being untouched by modern change is preferable to being brand-new, community is preferable to anonymity, passion is preferable to pure commerce. All these ideas assert an authenticity achieved by being different from modern mass production, and this shows the prevalence of the antimodernism I have discussed.

      These small-scale producers are not meant to become particularly popular or wealthy, but neither are they meant to be starving artists. This is the contemporary take on the relations among money, art, and craft. With the idea of the bohemian entrepreneur,2 the mark of financial independence is not about being free from monetary considerations but about cutting out the proverbial middleman: to be driven by passion yet making a small amount of money. It’s about, through direct connection to an audience, being able to live a creative life.

      For an independent game developer, the question is therefore one of strategy: how can a game developer make, design, or promote a game such that the audience accepts it as independent? In a surprisingly consistent fashion, developers have chosen design and promotional strategies that mirror the description of the “relatively untouched” San Francisco neighborhood: antimodern, rejecting large-scale production methods and contemporary 3-D graphical styles, asserting individuality, asserting that the game has authenticity through its provenance or terroir—indicating that the game (even if distributed digitally) is a rare object, coming from a person, community, group, or situation.

      How to Make a Successful Game

      Independent games derive much of their meaning from their rejection of modern big-budget and casual game development. But what do independent games reject? How do you make a financially successful game in the first place? In 2001, veteran Age of Empires series (figure 4.1) game designer Bruce Shelley published an article about that very problem, “Guidelines for Developing Successful Games.”3 Shelley’s article stands as a condensation of conventional game design wisdom at the beginning of the independent game phenomenon—the traditionalist thinking that Naomi Clark’s Ric Chivo character parodied4 in 2014—and serves as a surprisingly precise enumeration of principles rejected by independent games (table 4.1).

      Where Shelley argues for reaching a broad audience, many independent games are aimed at niche audiences. Where Shelley argues that players should have fun through making interesting decisions, many independent games are linear and provide few decisions. Where Shelley argues for high production values, many independent games signal that they were made on a low budget. And so on. I have not seen any independent developers refer explicitly to Shelley, so apparently Shelley’s article represented commonly accepted assumptions that independent game developers were later exposed to and felt compelled to reject.

      Only Shelley’s emphasis on differentiation and innovation seems strange now, given that the industry Shelley represents is routinely derided as devoid of innovation. But for Shelley, innovation is relative to a well-defined genre. In his view, Age of Empires was innovative and commercially successful because it bested the real-time strategy game competition in several ways: “historical theme, organic units, random maps, non-cheating AI, levels of difficulty, multiple victory conditions, historical notes, and stunning animations.”5

      Chapter 3 showed how independent game developers regularly claim mainstream games to be derivative and independent games to be innovative. There is a measurable truth to this in that well-known independent games more radically experiment with game conventions, but some independent games are “innovative” in similar ways, repeating their own formulas, mirroring the modest innovation of Age of Empires.
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        Figure 4.1 Age of Empires II (Ensemble Studios 1999). A game designed to be commercially successful through moderate innovation.

      
      ►See chapter 3, “A Selective History of Independent Games.”

      To what extent have things changed since Shelley’s article? Most of Shelley’s points are baseline assumptions in the industry now, but the central changes since 2001 concern new business models, such as microtransactions, advertising, and downloadable content (DLC) for purchase. With microtransactions, the focus shifts from developing a game once and for all, to games as a service with continual updates, where the design impetus becomes to create not just a “great first fifteen minutes” but recurring situations of maximum player investment, which then become opportunities for players to spend additional money.

      Table 4.1

      Bruce Shelley’s principles for making successful games, and independent games’ rejections of these principles

      
        
          
            	Shelley’s 2001 advice for creating successful games
            	Independent game rejection
          

        
        
          
            	
              Reach for a broad audience

            
            	
              Games for niche audiences

            
          

          
            	
              Differentiate and innovate, don’t imitate

            
            	
              Innovative games!

            
          

          
            	
              Interesting decisions = fun

            
            	
              Walking simulators and personal games that provide few decisions for players

            
          

          
            	
              The player should have the fun, not the designer, programmer, or computer

            
            	
              Games about the developer’s experience, not “fun”

            
          

          
            	
              Create epic games that can launch a franchise

            
            	
              Unepic and unheroic games

            
          

          
            	
              Set production values high

            
            	
              Visual styles meant to signal low budgets

            
          

          
            	
              Interface goals: intuitive, easy to use, and minimize frustration

            
            	
              Deliberately opaque and mystifying games

            
          

          
            	
              Provide multiple gaming experiences within the box

            
            	
              Games small in scope

            
          

          
            	
              Replayability

            
            	
              Short, conceptual experiences

            
          

        
      

      Three Types of Independence and Authenticity Claims

      The creation and promotion of independent games is much about what Peterson terms authenticity work6—the work put in to make games accepted as authentic. Keir Keightley7 described the history of rock music as a series of assertions of authenticity, in which any kind of inauthenticity is then projected onto pop music. Hip-hop contains similar continued claims of and demarcations about authenticity.8 Similarly, Paolo Ruffino9 argues that for independent game culture, mainstream video games play the part of the compromised other, against which independent games react. The inspiration for independent game design therefore often has an inverted character: innovation is not based on emulating sources of inspiration, but on rejecting design principles from mainstream—and earlier independent—video games.

      From the point of view of independent games, there are two mainstreams now: big-budget AAA games (figure 4.2) and smaller casual games played by a broad audience (figure 4.3). Including independent games, we have three main types of video games, occasionally overlapping in tools, personnel, and distribution channels, but also distinct as modes of practice:10 AAA, casual, and (culturally) independent games have different business models (full-priced game, microtransactions, or low price/free), different design conventions, and different conventions for use (long-term intensity, flexible use over time, short-term engagement and interpretation). Although many players happily use all three kinds of games, there also are consistent tensions between fans and developers of each game type. In general, AAA games are derided as violent, independent games as obscure and “not real games,” and casual games as shallow and saccharine. Each of these dismissals claim that another game type is inauthentic—for being too commercial, too pretentious, or too easy.11
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        Figure 4.2 Call of Duty: Advanced Warfare (Sledgehammer Games 2014). Mainstream AAA game emphasizing technologically impressive graphics and action.

        [image: ]

        Figure 4.3 Candy Crush Saga (King 2012). Mainstream casual game with a friendly setting, flexible time commitment, and microtransactions.

      
      Building on Geoff King’s work on independent cinema,12 I described three types of independence in video games, financial, aesthetic, and cultural. As a developer, you can choose among three corresponding strategies for making a game recognized as independent and truly authentic. The authenticity claim of one type of independence can imply independence another types of independence. For example, aesthetic independence (such as graphics made using crayons) can work to signal financial independence.

      
        How to Make an Authentic Game: Three Strategies for Signaling Authenticity

        How do you make an authentic, independent game?

        (1) Financial Independence

        Assume that the mainstream industry is reliant on publishers or investors, creating anonymous products that are distributed globally. Your game therefore should be promoted as personal and/or growing from a community to which you belong. Your game can be the fulfillment of a childhood dream or about your childhood. Explain that your project is driven by passion rather than by a need for money or recognition. To move away from global distribution, you can make your game playable only locally at events. If distributing your game online, try to be as direct as possible, eschewing corporate distribution channels such as Xbox Live, PlayStation Network, Apple’s App Store, Google Play and (now) Valve’s Steam in favor of direct sales from your website or from sites like itch.io. You also can seek to be supported as a person through Patreon or other sites. In all cases, promote your game based on its provenance—who made it and when and how—and emphasize your own story.

        (2) Aesthetic Independence

        Assume that mainstream games are similar to each other and that independent games are a breath of fresh air and innovation. Therefore do a double movement of describing mainstream game conventions that you wish to reject and making your game in a style similar to other independent games, such that yours will be recognized as such. Independent Style (emulating older visual styles) is a safe bet, as your game can have a new style yet be recognized as independent. Some styles and design choices have over time become associated with independent games, and you can choose to go along with them. You can also employ aesthetic independence to signal financial independence (typically by signaling a small budget) or cultural independence, perhaps going for a raw, zine-like look or rejecting common gameplay conventions.

        (3) Cultural Independence

        Assume that mainstream games are culturally, morally, or politically compromised. You are not making “better games,” you are doing something more important. For example, if you make a game that eschews the goal-orientation of traditional video games, argue that goals narrow the game experience or even are politically compromised, and argue that video games should represent a broader range of human experiences. Cultural independence also can appear by asserting the status of your game as art or as a work of culture.

      
      Reviews and Education

      If developers put in this authenticity work, is it then recognized? Reviews, by professional critics and by players, offer a window into the process of recognizing—or failing to recognize—authenticity in a game. In the introduction, I quoted reviewers both emphasizing how independent games differed from video game tradition and how these games were aligned with more traditional forms of art, especially literature (Shelley) and film (French New Wave). Similarly, an Oἶκoςpiel reviewer describes the game as “more Bertolt Brecht than Transformers.”13

      This demonstrates how the appearance of culturally independent games is intimately tied to the appearance of a new language for evaluating games. It is a new language that tends to focus on deviation from the conventions of mainstream video games and on similarities to other art forms. It can be seen in jury statements from independent game festivals, in blogs, in video commentaries, and in print. Compare this to Graeme Kirkpatrick’s observation that game reviews of big-budget titles retain a focus on technical quality—even despite no longer assuming any active technical skills for its readers.14

      Reviews of aesthetically and culturally independent games eschew traditional game review criteria of technical quality and fun, and rather tend to include tropes from the cultural criticism of respectable journals like the New Yorker or the Times Literary Supplement. Such game reviews assume that the reader possesses a good deal of what French sociologist Bourdieu calls cultural capital:15 the education, cultural knowledge, and mastery of the language needed to parse and comment on the reviews. Jeffrey Sconce makes a parallel observation about the audience for paracinema, the celebration of trashy or simply “bad” films like those of Ed Wood. He states that “this audience, like the film elite (academics, aesthetes, critics), is particularly rich with ‘cultural capital’ and thus possesses a level of textual/critical sophistication similar to the cineastes they construct as their nemesis.”16 When framing yourself as opposition, it is apparently easy to borrow from a well-established language of criticism.17

      Consequently, independent games do not simply operate as a force that democratizes video games in the face of resistance from the mainstream industry and creates new games by new developers; independent games can also work to create video games for a select group of connoisseurs who, through education or otherwise, are able to master this new language for talking about video games.

      In my 2009 book A Casual Revolution,18 I discussed the pull, the experience of seeing or hearing about a video game and wanting to play it. Big-budget video games have tended to alienate most of the population, through violent content, by requiring knowledge of game conventions, by requiring long interrupted play sessions, by punishing players excessively, or by failing to give sufficient feedback to players. Casual game design is about solving these issues, making games accessible to a broader section of the population, about designing games that fit into the lives of players, games toward which people will feel the pull, the desire to play and continue playing.

      Independent games, especially those signaling cultural independence, can present entirely new barriers for playing. Players that refuse the invitation of independent games tend to reject either experimentation in the first place (by claiming that something is “not a real game”), the language used for discussing such games, or the cultural/political arguments made.

      1. Authentic Independence: Provenance (Financial Independence)

      Across fields, the baseline understanding of independence is about economic independence, which in turn is assumed to lead to creative control, assumed positive because creativity is understood as a substance that flows from the individual creator so long as no external forces inhibit it. As Hesmondhalgh writes about the rise of indie music in Britain in the 1980s, it was promoted as providing artistic autonomy and tapping into traditional ideas of the lone artist: “Post-punk companies, often started by musicians or by record shop owners, saw independents as a means of reconciling the commercial nature of pop with the goal of artistic autonomy for musicians. Creative autonomy from commercial restraint is a theme which has often been used to mystify artistic production by making the isolated genius the hero of cultural myth.”19 In this book, I am focused not so much on the machinations of ownership and investment (for broad views, see Kerr’s The Business and Culture of Digital Games,20 Zackariasson and Wilson’s The Video Game Industry,21 or Whitso, Simon, and Parker’s study of indie cultural production22), but rather on the arguments that are made for financial independence and the way this is expressed in game design and in the promotion of games. In Indie Game: The Movie,23 the arguments for financial independence adhere to the well-known script, with financial independence allowing a developer to make a game as a personal statement, unlike the mainstream in which the creation of “this highly glossy, commercial product is the opposite of making something personal.”24

      
        Jesper: Were you ever challenged about being independent, at least when you were at Thatgamecompany?

        Robin: Nobody’s ever said that to me about Funomena, but when I was at Thatgamecompany, I definitely heard that argument from certain developers—say, the lone-wolf, independent-creator-type person who really struggles creatively and emotionally with the isolation of making their own game alone on their own money. Whether that money comes from income or family or an inheritance, there’s a deep struggle sometimes for those folks where they’re totally isolated, working on a game for maybe four, six years at a time.

        When you go through those experiences all by yourself, sometimes people develop an attitude about what is indie. Then, when people who are in more team-like environments or have publisher funding, but still own their company, say that they’re independent, it feels like a challenge to the lone developer’s independence. But nobody’s ever actually said that about Funomena.

        I think that argument is kind of old and not happening as often these days.

      

      
        ►Robin Hunicke full interview on website

      
      ►See chapter 3, “A Selective History of Independent Games.”

      Anticommercial Games

      To begin with the extreme: The clearest way to signal financial independence is to deliberately design a game that is unappealing to most players. Bruce Shelley’s guidelines concern “the commercial success of a game: sales and profits,”25 and Shelley emphasized the need for “a Great First 15 minutes of Easily Accessible Play.” Indeed, game design literature universally states that a game must be up front about its contents, appear exciting, provide an early experience of success, and give players an immediate impression of its scope.

      But a few games do things that are decidedly anticommercial, presenting an intentionally uninteresting beginning of the game and hiding their actual content. Frog Fractions26 (figure 4.4) at first appears to be a poorly made educational game about fractions, only later to be revealed as mashup of multiple genres, including a visual novel and a traditional text adventure. Similarly, Candy Box27 has a purely textual presentation that gives no hint about the game’s depth. Candy Box is also part of the category of idle games,28 in which the player seems to be doing “nothing” because the normally central actions of a game are automated (such as fighting with a sword), and the player just clicks—though in effect such games often become strategically complex nevertheless.

      Such games can become popular, but only through a convoluted process in which players must push other potential players to play the game further even though it looks uninteresting on the surface. To have played such a game is to be in on the joke—to demonstrate your ability to see past the surface, find the hidden gem, and possess the secret, having perhaps learned about it by word of mouth.
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        Figure 4.4 Frog Fractions (Twinbeard Studios 2013). Counter to all game design wisdom, this game deliberately is made to appear as a simple educational game—but only through playing is the scope of the game revealed: a space section, a visual novel with dialogue, a text adventure.

      
      Personal Games/Diverse Games

      Rather than asserting financial independence by rejecting conventional ways to reach players, it also can be demonstrated in a positive sense, by promoting a game as coming from a person rather than from a company. Rod Humble presented his 2006 game The Marriage29 (figure 4.5) as one of personal expression: “The game is my expression of how a marriage feels.” In the game, the player can somewhat direct the movement of the blue (the man) and pink (the woman) squares, making them touch to “kiss,” rejecting or including outside influences in the guise of circles, and preventing either square from disappearing or dominating the marriage. The game is accompanied by a reluctant set of notes explaining the game’s structure and meaning: “The general game flow will be balancing the need to have the pink & blue squares ‘kiss’ to insure the pink square does not fade from the marriage versus the blue square needing to touch the circles to insure it does not fade.”30

      Although the actual game has more nuance than the description suggests, it is strikingly stereotypical in its assumptions about a homesteading wife and a husband desiring outside experiences. Yet this is the author’s personal statement, with lofty goals stated in its notes: “The Marriage is intended to be art.” The Marriage was considered part of the fleeting art games movement, discussed later, and one of the first games to gain wide recognition as a personal statement.
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        Figure 4.5 The Marriage (Humble 2006). A personal, if stereotypical, representation of a marriage.

      
      When Jason Rohrer’s Passage31 (figure 4.24) came out in 2007, journalists and reviewers invoked auteur theory from film, explaining the game as a personal creation rather than as the kind of technological artifact that video games had often been framed as. As Felan Parker has noted, “Autobiography has been a reliable strategy for establishing the artistic legitimacy of various cultural forms, including independent film and comics.”32 However, auteur theory has long been criticized within film. If the director is often referred to as the “true” creative force behind a film, successive claims have been made for other film production roles, such as writers, photographers, and set designers—to the extent that Brian Henderson in 1998 poked fun at such aspirations for failing to understand the collaborative nature of filmmaking: “auteurist critics have added sphere after sphere of individual ‘authorship’ to the film-making equation without ever arriving at a concept of genuinely collaborative or collective endeavor.”33 The idea of the auteur predicts that personal visions are always better than collective ones. Hence the theory predicts that the solo albums of members of a musical group such as the Beatles must always be superior to the albums made by the entire group, which is not the case. Although the idea of the auteur, the lone creative genius, was already controversial in film theory, simplistic declarations of game auteurship still worked as a strategy to promote art games as distinct from the anonymous mass production of the mainstream industry.

      Dys4ia34 (figure 4.6) from 2012 is one of the best-known personal games. This subgenre has a triple criticism of mainstream games as being created as anonymous products, speaking with no particular voice, and representing only a small part of the population. Anthropy’s book Rise of the Videogame Zinesters: How Freaks, Normals, Amateurs, Artists, Dreamers, Dropouts, Queers, Housewives, and People Like You Are Taking Back an Art Form argues for games that speak about different experiences, including those of queer transgendered women such as herself. Anthropy argues for the DIY revolution that the book title suggests, and extolls the virtues of games made by one person and on small budgets: “Smaller games with smaller budgets and smaller audiences have the luxury of being more experimental or bizarre or interesting than 12 million dollar games that need to play it as safely as possible to ensure a return on investment.”35 Her rejection of the industry is also tied to her own experiences at Guildhall, an education aimed solely at teaching students to work in the AAA games industry.36
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        Figure 4.6 Dys4ia (Anthropy 2012). An explicitly autobiographical game about hormone replacement therapy, with the ill-fitting Tetris piece, a minigame about blood pressure, self-image, and a new hope.

      
      Dys4ia consists of a series of game vignettes that the player must complete to traverse the story the game tells of hormone replacement theory and the titular gender dysphoria. The vignettes refer parodically to many tropes of early game history: the labyrinth, the timing puzzle, and most famously the Tetris piece that doesn’t fit, expressing bodily discomfort. The game is also explicit about representing only Anthropy’s personal experiences and not speaking for anyone else. Yet it is often discussed as a preeminent queer game, representing a voice and experience that had been suppressed in video games. Finally, Dys4ia was involved in a controversy about its status as a game, discussed in chapter 6.

      ►See chapter 6, “Who Cares If It’s a Game?”

      It is worth noting that Anthropy’s call for a more democratic game is matched by a practice that spans a wide range of game types. Several of her early works, such as Mighty Jill Off,37 build on older games (Bomb Jack, in this case) and follow conventional structure by presenting the player with a series of challenges of increasing difficulty—but in Mighty Jill Off, this is framed as a BDSM activity, with the player in a submissive position to the game’s dominatrix. In Dys4ia, our play experience is continually cut short when the game moves to the next vignette. Dys4ia does borrow liberally from video game history but departs from video game tradition in its overall structure. Some of Anthropy’s more recent work38 departs even more radically from game history by being based on meditation rather than on physical player actions, with inspiration from the conceptual art pieces of Yoko Ono.

      
        Anna: My personal practice has changed a lot. Now I am, as a designer, working more in the tabletop role-playing area. I used to work pretty exclusively in digital, but I got bored of digital a while ago, so now I’m working mostly on free-form structureless or nearly structureless game experiences.

        I’ve been doing a lot of work lately that I’ve been calling game poetry or game poems, in that they’re really attempts to enshrine or ritualize different experiences that I’ve thought are interesting. A lot of it is the attempt to take my inner life and encode it into a set of rules or instructions. In the same way that poetry will take a moment and try to codify the feeling into text, I’m trying to do a similar thing with roles in a game structure.

        Jesper: Okay. I was playing, or whatever the word is, Light on Stone. I understand what you’re saying about the poetic, but it also reminded me of artworks like those of Yoko Ono. Her art works which are basically instructions.

        Anna: Yes. Yoko Ono’s a huge inspiration for a lot of the work I’m doing right now. She’s also my favorite subject to confuse my students with.

        All the stuff I’m doing now is very much along the lines of having a game that’s not a system, it’s a statement. In some cases, completely rhetorical. Like a lot of the games in [Yoko Ono’s] Grapefruit are completely unplayable, but the fact of their unplayability is part of the statement, is part of the piece.

      

      
        ►Anna Anthropy full interview on website

      
      Another game designer, Elizabeth Sampat, argues that games are the ultimate empathy machines because game systems (the rules that make up a game) can “place” the player in a situation, as opposed to just describing it: “Games are the ultimate expression of immersive empathy, because systems are the purest way to transfer feelings and mindsets between one person and another. Be intentional with your systems, honest with yourself and true to your experiences, and I promise you—you will make games that your players will never forget.”39 Many personal and queer game creators coalesced around the Twine game tool (figure 6.4), an elegant system for creating mostly text-oriented games based on links and some logic. Developer Porpentine’s howling dogs40 (figure 6.5) is a game about, depending on interpretation, either a sci-fi, multilayered reality or a fragmented identity resulting from mental illness and/or imprisonment. Considering that, howling dogs features more typical game pleasures like secrets and hidden endings41 than we might expect, but with a focus on inner mental states and on writing. Developer Merritt Kopas’s Videogames for Humans42 anthology centers on Twine games and the often queer and gender-binary-questioning community around it. Kopas tells readers that “it was like a floodgate broke. For the next year, Twine was the main outlet through which I processed my emotions, working through personal and political struggles.”43 Twine, for Kopas, was the center of a community of often marginalized creators, and it became a way to express and process experiences hitherto unspoken.

      We can compare howling dogs to Depression Quest,44 Zoë Quinn’s game about suffering from depression. Depression Quest shares Dys4ia’s assertion of autobiography and of only speaking for the author. Depression Quest is structured around a series of situations in which depression prevents the protagonist from taking perfectly reasonable actions. Figure 4.7 shows a conversation between protagonist and partner in which the options for responding in a supportive way to the partner’s inquiry, such as “Tell Alex how important she is to you and enjoy your evening,” are crossed over due to depression. This shares an outlook with the Tetris scene in Dys4ia in that both games present recognizable game situations (fitting a piece, choosing the correct option in a dialog tree) but deny players the ability to solve the problem to convey a subjective experience of powerlessness.

      Yet empathy games were also met with a backlash—from the creators themselves. The backlash was not against making personal games, but against the idea that games could be a “shortcut” to understanding another person,45 as Anna Anthropy argued in a text accompanying a gallery show. In the show, attendees could try walking in Anna’s actual old shoes, the point being that this was in no way “GUARANTEED TO DEVELOP EMPATHETIC CAPACITY!!”46
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        Figure 4.7 Depression Quest (Quinn, Lindsey, and Schankler 2013). A game in which otherwise sensible choices are unavailable when depressed.

      
      Of course, it would be wrong to believe that playing a game for a few minutes would be enough to understand another person, much less a group of people. But if we think of games not as panaceas, but as small steps toward understanding another person, then what is the problem? Why wouldn’t games (or other forms of art) work as ways to better understand an underrepresented group? In his famous 1990 article “Black Art and the Burden of Representation,” British art historian Kobena Mercer talks about the issue that “at the point of reception, the black artist is expected to speak for the black communities as if she or he were its political ‘representative.’”47 Similarly, a developer with an identity considered unusual in game development may be expected by the public to speak for that identity, even when the developer explicitly states that a game “is not meant to be representative” (figure 4.6). This is a challenge for game developers: it is easy to reduce a person to being member of a group, and group membership is commonly used as a sign of authenticity in many situations, such as for ethnic restaurants.48 Games made by developers with identities that are marked in any way are easily interpreted as standing for that identity, regardless of whether the developer rejects that interpretation.

      ►See Mattie Brice, Naomi Clark, and Anna Anthropy full interviews on website.

      Authentic Community

      As we saw in the article about the Bayview neighborhood, another code word is community. Attending the Independent Games Summit at GDC, going to the A MAZE. festival, participating in game jams, or being part of a community around a tool such as Twine asserts a different rejection of the mainstream. The package here can be a more complete utopia, not just about personal expression, but about creating a new world, a space outside the mainstream industry, with better values, games, people.

      
        At the 2017 A MAZE. festival, Berlin

        I am at A MAZE. 2017, 6th International Independent Games and Playful Media Festival in Berlin. The venue lives up to certain ideas of Berlin: it’s a broken-down factory building fixed up just enough to serve as a night club or venue for a countercultural conference. Ivan Notaros is a Serbian game developer: large hair, not unkempt but rather curated to give a sense of overflowing energy that just happens to be channeled somewhere else. The room is full for his talk, Eulogy for Abandoned Worlds (figure 4.8). The crowd loves it, but I am at first failing to find if not a thesis (it doesn’t have to have one) then at least some argument.

        But Ivan does not present any argument; he just talks about the mostly uncompleted games he has worked on. The games are numerous, and he has worked on them at high-profile game jams such as Stugan and Nordic Game Jam. He radiates joy and pride from working with and hanging out with interesting cojammers, also shown as happy, concentrated, and partying on his slides.

        The crux of his talk is this: Here I am. I don’t always finish things—I am a human—but my prototypes look great, and I hang out with many interesting people. My games flow from this community that I am part of.

        It’s a young and energetic community, jet-setting and low-budget (think international flights, but sleeping on couches), making new ... not art, but games and playable things with offbeat themes, graphics, controls, and presentation. Most of the games are interesting in and of themselves, but their value derives from their coming out of this community. They result from ideas floated late at night; they were developed quickly in strange locations—trains, castles, boats, huts above the arctic circle; they were tested and tried by friends.
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        Figure 4.8 Ivan Notaros, showing his exploding melon prototype to a receptive crowd at A MAZE. 2017, Berlin. (Photo by the author.)

      
      
        Ivan explains that he met fellow developer Robin Baumgarten at the currywurst place around the corner. Robin had a new sensor and suggested that they should make something with an exploding melon. “In five minutes, I made this at the currywurst place,” Ivan explains, showing his animation of an exploding melon. We do not know why it is an exploding melon, but it’s a good-looking one, nice colors, low-poly without trying too hard, and impressive for having been made in five minutes. (I later learn that the melon is an in-joke I was not in on.)

        This is Ivan’s authenticity claim: improvising, making things that look good, with your friends, in unlikely places. In a way, his games are all provenance and terroir: their raison d’etre is the way they were created. The new thing, compared to jam games a few years earlier, is that his games exhibit a sense of visual style, and Ivan’s special ethos is that they are not finished; their unfinishedness invites us in as part of the community. They implicate us as friends and confidantes, as if we had been at the jams and fast-food places where prototypes were whipped up quickly. We are given the trust of being shown something unfinished, something that less generous people than us would criticize for being unfinished. But we are addressed as members of the community, granted the option of commenting, suggesting changes and future directions.

        At night we go for cheap Indian food with even cheaper cocktails, and the conference party splits into adjacent activities: playing exhibited games, drinking beer among decrepit buildings under the Berlin sky, dancing to techno inside.

        Jonathan Blow is a game designer and programmer who lives in San Francisco. He is best known for Braid and The Witness. He is also a partner in Indie Fund, an investment project that helps people make new and creative games. He co-organized the first Experimental Gameplay Workshops.

      
      
        Jesper: Do you describe yourself as an indie developer?

        Jonathan: I don’t know about that. People think of me as one of the canonical indie developers because in the early to mid-2000s I was doing independent development and there was the rise of indie. One of my games [Braid] was one of the big examples of that. I don’t like what the indie community (I’m making air quotes with my hands when I say this) became after that. In 2008 there was N+, and later in the year there was Braid and Castle Crashers and some other games.

        That was interesting, but it wasn’t exactly indie developers in the way it is thought of today. We were people who were independent. We were trying to make games, but we didn’t self-identify as part of some indie game community. The people who came along to self-identify that way—I’m speaking of an aggregation—I feel their priorities were pretty wrong, or at least very different from mine.

        When I sit down to make games, I’m interested in making the best thing. Both in terms of the idea and in terms of making sure that my execution is good.

        I feel like the indie community that arose since 2010 is based on a very different idea. It was based around good-sounding philosophies that anybody can make games, and we can all participate, everybody can express themselves through their games. You’re part of a community, and everybody is welcome in the community and all these things. Which are all positive ideas. But the problem is they don’t take very seriously that making games is hard. Making good games is really hard, and you have to have constant vigilance that you’re doing the best thing.

        It became very much a community that I didn’t feel like I belonged in at all, frankly.

      

      
        ►Jonathan Blow full interview on website

      
      If 2012’s Indie Game: The Movie presented an image of independent games as centered on individual auteurial creators, the 2015 GameLoading49 film creates an oppositional view of independent games as based on communities. In the film, Dutch developer Rami Ismail explains indie as an inclusive and supportive scene: “There is no real competition, and that creates a really inclusive, supportive, collaborative scene. It’s an extremely inspiring, fun group of people to be amongst. Sometimes people think it’s sort of a walled garden, but it’s not.”50 In his study of independent game developers in the United Kingdom, Orlando Guevara-Villalobos concludes that independent game communities work on the level of technical support, the level of open-source tools, the level of game development feedback, and as affective support.51 For Guevara-Villalobos, independent game-development communities also are a response to increasingly precarious working conditions in general, and he believes that we are witnessing the “configuration of communities of production.”

      At the same time, it is a particular type of community: Parker and Jenson have noted how Canadian independent developers rarely describe themselves as Canadian, but rather see themselves as part of an imagined global indie game community.52

      The focus on community speaks directly to antimodernism. It represents a belief that the scale of modern game development has become too anonymous and dehumanizing and that working in smaller communities can restore an authentic being. In T. J. Jackson Lears’s study of antimodernism, he describes the white-collar workers’ sense of inauthenticity and their fascination with the premodern artisan: “For white collar clerks and professionals there was a further problem. Despite their relative security their work seemed strangely insubstantial. ... Yearning to reintegrate selfhood by resurrecting the authentic experience of manual labor, a number of Americans looked hopefully toward the figure of the premodern artisan. His work was necessary and demanding; it was rooted in a genuine community; it was a model of hardness and wholeness.”53 Independent games are by now a sufficiently broad idea to encompass many smaller communities, altgames, games of alternative controls, queer games. To argue for community making in video games is to invoke the small-scale, premodern artisan working in a tightly knit social structure.

      Parallelly, some developers choose to limit the distribution of their games to specific communities. For example, early incarnations of Johann Sebastian Joust54 (figure 4.9) were available only at special events such as game conferences. Several loosely knit organizations and events have appeared to support such games (alt.ctrl.GDC, Babycastles, Juegos Rancheros, Come Out and Play).

      2. Authentic Independence: Aesthetic

      A recurring discussion in “independent” fields centers on whether independence can be defined in a purely financial way. As Hesmondhalgh describes, with the establishment of indie music as a style in the United Kingdom, “many industry insiders began to argue that the independent charts should be based on musical style rather than on whether the distributor had ties to a major corporation,”55 and a similar discussion happened in cinema.56 For independent games, we saw that the first independent game festivals only referred to financial independence, but an identifiable aesthetic independence in hindsight appeared between 2005 and 2008 and became articulated around 2008, with IGF changing the inclusion criteria from a financial distinction to a vaguer criterion of being made in “indie spirit.” In this way, game independence became more distinct from ideas of independence in film and music.
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        Figure 4.9 Johann Sebastian Joust (Die Gute Fabrik). (Photo by Bennett Foddy.)

      
      ►See chapter 3, “A Selective History of Independent Games.”

      Visuals

      Still, the most straightforward characteristic of many high-profile independent games can be found in their visual style: I called this Independent Style, a representation of a representation; a high-tech representation of low-tech, and usually cheap, materials. Figure 2.3 shows Crayon Physics Deluxe,57 with graphics looking like crayons drawn on paper.

      ►See chapter 2, “High-Tech Low-Tech Authenticity.”

      Independent Style derives much of its meaning from its difference from the visuals of mainstream games: video game consoles have, to this day, continually been promoted on the promise that now, new technology will enable video games to be “realistic,” “high-fidelity,” or “just like movies.”58 In the promotional material for the PlayStation 4, launched in 2014, Sony made the following promises:

      
        The PS4™ system focuses on the gamer, ensuring that the very best games and the most immersive experiences are possible on the platform. The PS4™ system enables the greatest game developers in the world to unlock their creativity and push the boundaries of play through a system that is tuned specifically to their needs. The PS4™ system is centered around a powerful custom chip that contains eight x86–64 cores and a state of the art 1.84 TFLOPS graphics processor with 8 GB of ultra-fast GDDR5 unified system memory, easing game creation and increasing the richness of content achievable on the platform. The end result is new games with rich, high-fidelity graphics and deeply immersive experiences.59

      

      Here Sony specifically explains that the technical abilities of the hardware will enable “high-fidelity graphics” and “immersive experiences” by way of game developers. Although this rhetoric is deeply lacking in imagination, it is in part a product of console generations, with new consoles replacing old ones in what used to be a three- to five-year cycle: console manufacturers must make the case that their new consoles provide an advantage over the old ones, and they therefore have to make the case that technical specifications have a positive impact on the player’s experience.

      Figure 4.2 showed Call of Duty: Advanced Warfare.60 This military shooter was promoted on the fact that it runs on next-generation consoles that make new features available: “Harnessing the power of next-gen platforms, Call of Duty: Advanced Warfare brings players into the battlegrounds of the future by boasting a new hi-tech, advanced arsenal and ability set, arming players with all-new equipment, technology, perks, and vehicles like hoverbikes and highly specialized drones.”61 This is a particular way of evaluating a video game on its ability to utilize the console’s abilities, effectively becoming a hardware showcase and promoted on production costs. A Call of Duty game is designed to look expensive and be promoted as a product, objective in its visual realism, but games that reject visual realism make the case that the developers have chosen a style—that they have style and do actual art direction, rather than let their work be dictated by available technology.

      To borrow an older visual style is interpreted easily as aspirational: as a desire to acquire, by osmosis, some property of the original style. When Arts and Crafts architecture borrows from medieval architecture, it is meant to signal an affinity with medieval work practices. I interpret Braid as mimicking painting to acquire some of its status, though developer Jonathan Blow sees it differently.

      
        Jonathan: When we did Braid, I was very careful to not fall into that attitude of pretending to look like something else.

        Jesper: I think it looks like watercolor painting?

        Jonathan: We did start with painting. We were trying to make an expressive game, in a way that video games usually aren’t. What keeps video games from being that expressive? If you have a bitmap image and you’re just splatting it down in many places, and it looks the same every time, that has a very different character from if you hand-drew something many times, and it has different nuances every time.

        The goal was not to pretend to look like a painting, so that you can impress people that you look like a painting. Because I think that’s a little bit vacuous. The goal was, instead, to take some of the things that are good about painting and use them to make our games better.

      

      
        ►Jonathan Blow full interview on website

      
      But what happens if the original style was used in less than innocent ways? The developers of the 1930s-animation-inspired game Cuphead62 (figure 4.10) explicitly describe their process as one of authenticity. “To really capture the style of the 30s animation, we had to double down on the authenticity by doing the work the same way they did back then—pencils, inks, watercolour paintings, every frame done by hand. ... If you see an egg spin 360 degrees in Cuphead, we didn’t draw one frame and spin it in software, we drew all the individual frames at each stage in its rotation.”63 The company story follows the familiar framework of passion, where the developers “quit [their] jobs, remortgaged [their] houses.”64
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        Figure 4.10 Cuphead (StudioMDHR 2017). Can you use a 1930s visual style without inheriting its historical baggage?

      
      However, several commenters pointed out that the game’s chosen visual style often was used to depict racist stereotypes in the 1930s, and despite the assurances of the developers that they were only borrowing the visual style,65 the game’s plot and visual elements were interpreted by some critics as building on stereotypes especially of black Harlem.66 When making claims for historical authenticity even in a visual style, the associations of the historical baggage are not easily suppressed. The Braid and Cuphead examples illustrate that the meaning of style is subject to conflicting interpretations.

      ►See chapter 2, “High-Tech, Low-Tech Authenticity.”

      Authentically Playful

      We can talk about style in a broader view, via the tone that comes from the interaction between visual style, the fiction of a game,67 and gameplay. The 2008 game Castle Crashers68 (figure 4.11) adheres closely to 1980s beat ’em ups, with players moving from left to right, engaging in mostly close-quarter fights with waves of smaller enemies punctuated by large bosses. But there is a childish and humorous tone throughout: our player characters are small, nimble, and big-headed; enemies are heavy and caricatured; there are short, comical animations throughout. Enemies die in pain through exaggerated violence, sure, but unlike earlier beat ’em ups, there is a light tone to the mayhem.
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        Figure 4.11 Castle Crashers (Behemoth 2008). Comical violence and easy fun.

      
      The game is designed for quick play for up to four players—not strategically deep, but encouraging short bursts of game playing and showing tolerance for the merely button-mashing player. It looks like the game a gifted adolescent with a penchant for comics and cartoon violence would draw up.

      The 2010 game Super Meat Boy69 (figure 4.12) has a similar sensibility, though with a more deliberately naïve visual style and a taking to scatological humor. The first sequence introduces the central characters, Meat Boy, Bandage Girl, and Dr. Fetus, who also “hates you” and directs an obscene gesture at the player. The game wallops in blood-splatter effects whenever Meat Boy dies. In a promotional interview, the developers are happy to play the part of irreverent developers who are young at heart, volunteering that the title is an anagram for both “Amber pets you” and “my pubes tearo.”70
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        Figure 4.12 Super Meat Boy (Team Meat 2010). A predilection for scatological and childish humor.

      
      These two games work in game design as a return to simpler times in video game history, rejecting complex, involved,71 and large-scale game productions in favor of more immediate game experiences. As visual designs, they reject, again, both the photorealistic aspirations of large productions and the attempted seriousness that can pervade such games. Although games for children obviously exist, these two games celebrate the childish joy of transgression in a way that games for children generally don’t. They do not represent what was actually in the 1980s games that these independent games refer to; they refer rather to the imaginations of children who played the 1980s games.

      Like Castle Crashers, 2015’s Lovers in a Dangerous Spacetime72 (figure 4.13) is an easy-to-pickup multiplayer game, but here traditional physical conflict has not been made comical as in Castle Crashers; conflict has on the surface been replaced by a quest to restore love to the universe. As the game tells it, the power of love used to be harnessed to unite all people in the galaxy, but an “error in the XOXO matrix allowed the dark force of Anti-love to seep into our reality.” Players must then liberate cute space bunnies that will help restore the power of love to the universe. Lovers in a Dangerous Spacetime on a structural level is like many a spaceship simulator; it is the reframing of conflict and the cutesy color scheme that differentiate the game from both the contemporary mainstream and the video game tradition.

      I do not mean to say that mainstream games, especially from Nintendo, refrain from cute styles but that the games here share an ironic tone of deliberately subverting our genre expectations by being playful, either as comical transgression or as exaggerated cuteness. I read them as a critique of the modern video game industry, and its video games, as having forgotten the playful core of video games.

      Authentically Opaque

      Video game development has become more systematic over the years, with large teams now employing interface and user experience designers, sophisticated testing,73 player metrics, and data scientists, all to improve the player experience. But what does improve mean?

      Make sure the player has fun and feels empowered! Bruce Shelley’s “Guidelines for Developing Successful Games”74 explains the importance of giving the player a great initial experience, leaving little doubt as to what they should do, in order to “Provide a Great First 15 Minutes of Easily Accessible Play”:
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        Figure 4.13 Lovers in a Dangerous Spacetime (Asteroid Base 2015). A galaxy powered by love, but an error in the XOXO matrix yields antilove. Save the cute space bunnies to unlock love. Comical fighting over the control of a weapon.
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        Figure 4.13 (continued)

      
      
        A player must be actively engaged by a new game within 15 minutes of starting or we risk losing the player forever. There are three keys to getting a new player into a game: (1) an interesting starting situation; (2) minimal barriers to entry (interface, back-story); and (3) giving the player a few decisions to make initially. ... Games that require uninteresting pre-play work or retard entry with frustrating interfaces are likely to fail.75

      

      New Super Mario Bros. Wii76 from 2009 is a prime example of a game that conforms to Shelley’s guidelines and through cues such as the rightward-pointing arrow (figure 4.14), guides the player toward quickly experiencing success by gathering coins and powerups and jumping on Goombas. Is there a problem? There is a simmering criticism, also applied to casual games,77 that when games are made accessible it amounts to a fundamental dumbing down of video games and that testing can have a “detrimental effect on games, dulling the edge of the player’s personal experience.”78 Game designer Jonathan Blow argues that the problem with contemporary Japanese games is that they make it “feel like it’s illegal to ever let the player do anything that has not explicitly been shown to the player in painstaking detail earlier in the game. And what that does is it kills the joy of discovery, and that’s the thing that I really value about games, when you figure out something that you haven’t been shown.”79

      New Super Mario Bros. Wii was singled out by Anna Anthropy as a regression from the 1985 Super Mario Bros. because the original game did not have a sign pointing rightward to guide the player. This, Anthropy says, is a major problem: “What happened between 1985 and 2009 to cause game creators to lose that much trust in the player? The player of New Super Mario Bros. Wii gets off easy, in fact, as far as ‘tutorials’ go. Lots of contemporary games feel the need to explain to the player, via game-interrupting exposition and big stupid dumps of instruction text, how they are played. Many games even keep the player from starting the game until she’s proven she knows how the buttons work, making her jump in place, in a contextless situation, like a trained pet.”80 Is the additional sign such a big issue? In chapter 1, I mentioned Stephen’s Sausage Roll, which deliberately refused to communicate core aspects of the game design to players—and failed to reach a large audience in part for that reason. Neither does Starseed Pilgrim81 (figure 4.15) give the user many hints for how to proceed. Players must by themselves figure out that the small, colored dots over the character’s head indicate which type of “growing” can be activated by pressing the space bar; what growing does; that the black squares take the player into an inverted world; and so on. Starseed Pilgrim certainly allows for the joy of discovery, but I personally was uncharmed by the game’s design that forced long and protracted replaying to discover even basic aspects of the game.
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        Figure 4.14 New Super Mario Bros. Wii (Nintendo 2009). According to some designers, the sign with the arrow represents a loss of trust in the player.

      
      A different variation on opaqueness is Jeff Minter’s 2007 Space Giraffe82 (figure 4.16), the layered graphical effects of which makes it difficult to see what is happening in the game. The game is inspired by 1981 arcade game Tempest,83 the main addition being layers upon layers of graphical effects, often obscuring the action in the game. The game in effect, and unusually, becomes one of learning to see past graphical effects, which runs counter to general assumptions that a game should be readable by players.84
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        Figure 4.15 Starseed Pilgrim (droqen 2013). A game designer’s game with no communication about goals and basic game design to the player, except for opaque hints.
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        Figure 4.16 Space Giraffe (Llamasoft 2007). Part of the game’s challenge lies in parsing the chaotic and multilayered visuals.

      
      If I previously discussed games that criticize the industry for having become too serious and having forgotten the playful and the immediate, these games of opaqueness criticize the industry for forgetting another kind of playfulness: for having gone soft on players, for having given in to legions of interface and user experience designers, for having forgotten the joy of not knowing what do and learning for yourself.

      Yet obfuscation can also be an elitist element of some independent games: games emphatically designed to be difficult to learn to play serve to limit the potential audience, in terms of both requiring much game experience of the player—gaming capital85—and requiring an educational capital that yields acceptance of experimental culture, such that the player accepts deviations from convention as positive and sophisticated design features and does not feel affronted by these deviations.86 I don’t say this to denounce opaque games, as I do believe in the right to make the art, the games that one personally enjoys—but as with other aesthetic arguments, I believe the argument about opaqueness can be functionally productive, leading to interesting new games, without being true as a universal claim about video game design. Perhaps the sign in New Super Mario Bros. Wii is not a problem.

      ►See chapter 6, “Who Cares If It’s a Game?”

      Authentically Meta

      Undertale (figure 4.17): Random encounter! A catchy, eight-bit battle theme plays. Muscular merman-horse Aaron flexes onto the screen for a turn-based battle. You don’t attack but select the CHECK command. “CHECK all you want,” offers Aaron. His attack commences: a rain of sweat showers your field of movement. This time, you opt to FLEX at your opponent, an action unique to the encounter with Aaron. “You flex. Aaron flexes twice as hard. ATTACK increases for you two.” Aaron attacks again. You take more damage, but you ACT rather than fight. You’re filled with determination! “You flex. Aaron flexes very hard ... He flexes himself out of the room!” The battle is won. Another enemy spared, another friend made.
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        Figure 4.17 Undertale (Fox 2015). Like a typical RPG enemy encounter, but with unusual actions and unusual results.

      
      Undertale is a divisive, independent, and experimental game from 2015. It is a game about games, a meta-game (as distinguished from metagames87). In her 1980 book Narcissistic Narrative: The Metafictional Paradox, literary theorist Linda Hutcheon describes as narcissistic texts that thematize their own status as text, and she distinguishes between two kinds of narcissism, overt and covert.88 In overt narcissism, the narrator’s central preoccupation may be the novel’s status as a novel. In covert narcissism, a text may thematize aspects of literature, paradigmatically in the detective novel that contains the uncovering of a story inside it.89

      Undertale is billed as “the RPG game where you don’t have to destroy anyone.” Its metafictional/meta-game status comes especially from its overt commentary both on video game tropes and on the game’s origin in a Kickstarter campaign. Following Hutcheon again, we can see a paradox in meta-games like these: on one hand, they are constantly asking us to consider their artificiality as games, but on the other hand, we are asked to engage with them regardless.90

      Undertale’s covert commentary is humorous in the way it, as in the encounter with Aaron, presents narrative reasons for its departures from convention, and it is exactly these departures that has made it controversial and sufficiently experimental to be accused of not being a “real” game at all. Two years after its initial release, it boasts an extraordinary score of 92 on the review aggregator site Metacritic91 and has accumulated over seventy-one thousand Steam reviews, the majority of which are “overwhelmingly” positive.

      Undertale was first alluded to in early 2013 as a ROM hack of Nintendo’s 1994 RPG EarthBound (in itself a meta-game, also known as Mother 2 in Japan). Undertale’s Kickstarter campaign collected over $50,000.92 The game was promoted by prominent Twitch and YouTube videos but enjoyed little prior coverage prior in conventional channels. The only major festival award won by the game was the audience award at IGF 2016 rather than any juried awards.

      In December 2015, a GameFAQs poll titled “Best. Game. Ever.”93 was inundated with votes for Undertale. To the chagrin of some purists, Undertale beat The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time to win the final round. One poster stated a long list of objections:

      
        As a long time gamer, I am saddened to see that Modern gamers are voting for Undertale which by the standards of 20 years ago (which is what still SHOULD have been today’s standards) makes Undertale an objectively mediocre game. This contest proves that the majority of gamers do not know what real gaming is like. The fact that Undertale beat Pokemon R/B/Y and Super Mario World just shows that they don’t know what true gaming is. ... [I]t’s bad too since gaming post-2006 went really downhill. With the exceptions of Dark Souls and Mirror’s Edge, all games after 2006 became objectively bad. Undertale fans: You don’t know what true gaming is like since you probably started gaming in the modern era. So if you are a True Gamer, Undertale wouldn’t have been even nominated in this contest. That’s the facts my friends. You simply don’t know what true gaming is like.94

      

      Why did some fans of typical poll winners (e.g., Pokémon, Zelda, Final Fantasy, etc.) so resent Undertale?

      Undertale begins in typical RPG fashion with a still-image montage serving as a prologue. There was a war between humans and monsters, humankind won, monsters were banished to the underground, and a human child fell into the monsters’ realm: a familiar tale. The twist is that in Undertale, the monsters are the underdogs, far weaker than humans and seemingly far kindlier.

      The first monster you encounter is not kind though. Flowey the flower, though at first friendly, tries to murder you (figure 4.18). Fortunately, you’re saved by another monster, the benevolent mother figure Toriel (a pun on tutorial)—who guides you through several environments rendered nonthreatening by her mandatory accompaniment (also figure 4.18). In the first few corridors, she either solves the puzzles for you or deactivates them, in a comically frustrating deferral of your agency.

      Toriel takes you home, makes you butterscotch-cinnamon pie, and offers to house you safely ... forever. This section is an ironic reference to the patronizing tutorials in games, similar to the criticism from opaque games.

      Later we gain more freedom to explore the game’s overworld. In the central town of Snowdin, character dialogue frequently refers to the artifice of video game towns, with a character commenting that a woman has been standing in the same spot for days on end. The innkeeper, with reference to the brief ellipsis signifying your overnight stay at the inn, states that you were only upstairs for about thirty seconds and refunds your money on the basis that only properly rested guests should pay.

      After many jokes and metacommentaries, the final battle in a first-time (“Neutral”) playthrough of Undertale marks the return of Flowey the flower. Flowey seemingly breaks the game, manipulating the player’s save data (or at least appearing to; figure 4.20) by “saving over your own death” and reloading repeatedly in the middle of the fight, closing the application window and returning the player’s computer to the desktop, and demonstrating a surprising level of metaknowledge about the game.

      Upon seemingly beating the final Flowey, the player is presented with a lackluster ending. Whether you achieve your original goal of returning to the surface depends on several factors (figure 4.21). A phone-call hints at the opportunity for a “better ending.” Subsequent playthroughs along different routes not only produce potentially happier endings, but also reveal a game of much larger scope than first appears. Undertale becomes a world of parallel timelines and multiverses.
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        Figure 4.18 Flowey’s true colors, and Toriel, your new mother. The encounter with Flowey flags that not everything about this game is as it first seems. Toriel, a well-meaning matriarch, offers a room in her house—permanently. Her painfully protracted reading from the book 72 Uses for Snails invariably tests our patience.
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        Figure 4.19 No sale and Grillby’s diner. In explicit contravention of RPG traditions, all but one of the game’s shopkeepers refuse to buy your unwanted items. Referencing the game’s Kickstarter campaign, the anthropomorphic rabbit suggests that you try crowdfunding instead. The characters appearing at Grillby’s diner all have been encountered previously. If you chose to kill them, then they are absent from the diner, with other NPCs commenting wistfully on this fact.

      
      Undertale has three main endings or routes: Neutral, True Pacifist, and Genocide, each presenting very different opportunities for playstyle and storytelling (figure 4.21). Endings are primarily determined by whether players have killed any monsters, and killing even a single monster on a first-time playthrough leads to the unfulfilling Neutral ending. A second-time playthrough can take the form of either a True Pacifist attempt, or a Genocide run, with the latter revealing a far darker and more judgmental side to the game: you must kill everyone, and the game will try to make you feel guilty for doing so.

      What kind of independent game is this? Aesthetic independence is visible in the perhaps deliberately amateurish sprite design. Undertale provides some elements of cultural independence, especially by criticizing the way traditional video games gloss over the murder of thousands, and in its attitude toward multiple gender identities.95 However, the game attracted little attention in festivals, signaling a division by which an independent game can be successful without recognition in festivals. The negative reactions from some players against Undertale exemplifies the scenarios where players do not accept either aesthetic independence (the metacommentary and denial of game conventions) or cultural independence in the form of commentary on gender or violence in games.
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        Figure 4.20 Flowey manipulates the fabric of the game world. Flowey’s manipulation of save data shows that Undertale’s retains a knowledge of previous player actions in subsequent playthroughs. Dedicated fans have experimented with modifying the game’s files, producing (or, rather, exposing) an “impossible ending” in which Sans, at a loss for an explanation as to how you’re seeing this, calls you a “dirty hacker.”
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        Figure 4.21 Undertale endings. (Diagram by Dooley Murphy.)

      
      Beginner’s Guide: A Personal Game against Personal Games

      If Undertale is a meta-game about traditional video games, Davey Wreden’s The Beginner’s Guide96 (figure 4.22) is a meta-game about independent games, especially personal games. The Beginner’s Guide starts with the oldest trick in the book: the narrator identifies himself as Davey Wreden and explains that we are to play a series of games made by his friend, Coda. This trick, wherein the narrator claims to merely convey existing documents, is widespread in literature, from the epistolary (letter) novels of Dangerous Liaisons and The Color Purple to Either/Or (documents found in a secondhand desk). It makes a work appear more real, as documentary, a mere collection of existing material, but it is also so simple that it shouldn’t fool anyone. Except it did.

      The game consists of a series of conceptual games that are interpreted for us by the narrator; they are conceptual in that they are metacommentaries on game design or denials of normal game-playing pleasures. We are met several times with unplayable levels that the narrator reveals to us by unlocking a door or changing a timer.

      At first, we hear about the narrator’s friend Coda and the games he made. We play some levels, the narrator interprets them for us, and he tells us to see them as a whole work. The narrator stresses the personal and autobiographical nature of the games, explaining that “each of these games represent an idea that was on Coda’s mind at the time that he was making it.” As we play further, the narrator describes Coda as a struggling outsider artist: “It’s awful to watch this, to see a person basically unraveling through their work.” The narrator sees himself as a good person, explaining that the games are Coda’s way of reaching out to him. Toward the end of the game, Coda leaves messages in the games, asking the narrator (“Davey”) to leave him alone and not show his games to anyone. Finally, Coda rejects the narrator’s biographical interpretations of his games: “The fact that you think I am frustrated or broken says more about you than about me.” In the epilogue, the narrator reflects on his own position and need for validation. Zoom out to show a labyrinth.
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        Figure 4.22 The Beginner’s Guide (Everything Unlimited Ltd. 2015). A personal game against personal games. The narrator (who shares name with the developer) lets you play conceptual games supposedly made his friend Coda, at first explaining that they are the expression of Coda’s thoughts and feelings and describing Coda as a struggling artist. In the end, Coda leaves messages asking the narrator to leave him alone and rejects the narrator’s interpretations of the games. Zoom out.
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        Figure 4.22 (continued)
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        Figure 4.22 (continued)

      
      The Beginner’s Guide is an overt meta-game, explicitly commenting on game design and making a moral argument against interpreting games as personal. But there is a twist: real-life Davey Wreden (I assume this to be actual Davey Wreden) has been open about the depression caused by the success of his previous game, The Stanley Parable:97 “Thousands of people asking you to carry some amount of weight for them, to hear them, to talk to them, to tell them that things are going to be okay, to not turn them away. I tried, I did the best I knew how to do, but after a certain point the many little requests added up and their collective weight broke my back.”98 Meta joke: Here is a seemingly autobiographical game warning against reading a game biographically. Because Davey Wreden has publicly complained about the personal attention he received concerning The Stanley Parable, it is but a small step to read The Beginner’s Guide as Wreden’s personal statement, warning us against reading games as personal statements.

      The character of Coda is an authenticity trick, of course, a fictional entity created by Wreden to frame his games. Yet some players took the narrative at face value, and a reviewer recommends that players who believe Davey Wreden to be making money via games stolen from Coda apply for a refund.99 This again shows a disconnect, in which some reviewers and players fail to understand a literary device, taking a metaphorical game literally. Regardless, Wreden’s game ties into the developer’s backlash against personal games, also discussed in relation to Anna Anthropy previously.

      3. Authentic Independence: Cultural

      Where aesthetic independence argues that a financially independent game can contain qualities that are not present in a mainstream game, cultural independence asserts that an independent game is not simply a better game, but part of making the world a better place—perhaps by making a political statement, by giving players a more meaningful experience, by representing a more diverse set of experiences, or by being produced in a healthier way.

      Are Game Experiments Antipolitical?

      In his work on avant-garde videogames,100 Brian Schrank structures the discussion around two axes: radical-complicit and political-formal (figure 4.23). Formal here means a focus specifically on the structure and form of a work rather than its meaning. Schrank’s point is not that the political and formal experiments are mutually exclusive, but that artwork is usually predominantly influential either through its formal experiments with an art form or as political in nature. (For my research on games, Schrank places me in the bottom-right complicit and formal quadrant.)

      Schrank’s distinction refers to twentieth-century arguments about art for art’s sake—the idea that art should be a separate sphere, judged on its own terms and considered entirely separate from politics. In this view, there is an opposition between the political and the formal experiment, and it is easy to imagine this viewpoint held by rich patrons in modernist museums, self-assuredly declaring art to be a pure realm with no bearing on mere politics as it applies to the starving masses outside. Of course, we think of this as a conservative viewpoint that both excludes art from political evaluation and prohibits the use of art for political ends, but the distinction itself was also promulgated in the mid-twentieth century in the Soviet Union. The 1948 Khrennikov decree declared works of formalism—experiments—to be reactionary, and the labeling of an artist or composer a formalist was a harbinger of their losing the possibility of doing art.101 In the Soviet case, the argument was that art should be political, but that to do this, art should only follow well-known forms, socialist realism, the evolving definition of which in practice became a way to “keep artists and intellectuals under control.”102 Hence the rejection of formal experiments tends to work to maintain the status quo.
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        Figure 4.23 Brian Schrank’s taxonomy of avant-garde video games (Schrank 2014, 35).

      
      The distinction between the formal and the political also seems a strange fit for video games. Consider any high-profile political video game, such as howling dogs, Dys4ia, Unmanned, or Cart Life. All these games are highly experimental in form and political, with their political messages expressed through their experimental form. In Salman Rushdie’s review of Gabriel García Márquez’s novel Chronicle of a Death Foretold, Rushdie says that magical realism (in which supernatural events naturally happen in seemingly realist settings) is a way of expressing experiences that cannot be expressed through established forms such as plain naturalism: “In the works of Márquez, as in the world he describes, impossible things happen constantly, and quite plausibly, out in the open under the midday sun. It would be a mistake to think of Márquez’s literary universe as an invented, self-referential, closed system. He is not writing about Middle-earth, but about the one we all inhabit.”103 This does not invalidate Schrank’s argument that art often is seen as either formal or political, but I think it is preferable to think, with Rushdie, of formal experiments and politics as coexisting: new and experimental forms, in literature or games, are necessary because they can be the only way to express complex and hitherto unexpressed experiences. Political video games are usually also formal experiments in game design because this can be the only way to express new and radical ideas.

      Similarly, Mary Flanagan’s book Critical Play argues that experimental artists such as Fluxus and the Dadaists have used game form for often critical and political ends,104 and I find this positive outlook preferable: it allows us to think positively about change without constraining ourselves to traditional and well-understood game types.

      Jason Rohrer’s 2007 Passage105 (figure 4.24) is the best-known game of the short-lived art games movement,106 alongside The Marriage. Art games can be seen as criticisms of the way mainstream video games are distributed as products rather than as works of culture. The application of the art label is an attempt to connect to a different vocabulary for evaluating games and to build new venues for the promotion and distribution of such games.107 At the same time, art games are usually promoted with reference to a vague general notion of “art,” with little relation to the contemporary art world.

      As Felan Parker has argued, applying Arthur Danto and Howard Becker’s concept of art worlds to art games, it is not so much that any given object is art as it is the case that institutions, galleries, critics, and artists collaborate in an “art world,” constructing something to function as art. Passage remains the prime example of a game thus positioned as personal and claiming to be art. As Parker also points out, art games do not try to disturb the preconception of video games as childish, but only try to carve out a niche for art games as high culture, within a quite traditional hierarchy of values and taste.108 Art games make an indictment: to promote a new video game as “fine art” is also to assert that regular video games do not meet this standard. Passage is a game in pixel style, but as is common it contains modern flourishes, particularly in the way pixels at the sides are combined to give the impression of compressed time and demonstrating a modern computer’s superior processing power and color palette.
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        Figure 4.24 Passage (Rohrer 2007). A five-minute game of living a life, exploration, and dying.

      
      Following the game’s release, Jason Rohrer gave many talks about the status of video games, asking for a “Citizen Kane of video games.”109 For Rohrer, the case was straightforward: game developers should produce a work that would finally cross a boundary, illustrated as a red line in Rohrer’s presentations, and move video games into the territory of “art” alongside classics such as Citizen Kane. It was thus easy to dismiss art games as pretentious (which they were, but this can be a good thing).110

      For us theorists, Rohrer’s argument was a naïve conception of art, neglecting the “art world” aspect of art—neglecting how a work is made and labeled art. Rohrer also ignored both that a movie like Citizen Kane was not recognized as “a Citizen Kane” when it came out and that “art” no longer has the societal status that Rohrer assigned to it. Yet the straightforwardness of his argument worked in Rohrer’s favor: the open declaration of making “art games” helped draw attention to the idea of game as art—in a way that a more theoretically “sophisticated” approach wouldn’t have.

      But what is the relation between art games and art? In his book Works of Game, John Sharp distinguishes between three types of works: game art, the appropriation of video game content and tools by artists such as Cory Arcangel (works not playable in any conventional sense); artgames, the type of games just discussed, in which game designers use games to explore traditional art themes and territory; and artists’ games, which speak to both art patrons and game players.111 Sharp uses James Gibson and Donald Norman’s work to coin the concept of conceptual affordance to describe what “one can and cannot do” with a work.112 Game art provides the conceptual affordances required for being in a gallery but are not playable games; artgames are playable but detached from contemporary art; artists’ games afford use in both contexts. Tracy Fullerton’s Night Journey,113 a collaboration with video artist Bill Viola, is a good example of a game that can work for both art patrons and game players.

      Chapter 5 and chapter 6 explore strategies for being part of or rejecting games and typical game enjoyment, as well as differing relations to art. The interviews made for this book also show a range of strategies. Tale of Tales are trained artists but do not see themselves as part of the contemporary art world; Rohrer tries to make “art” but has no art background. Pippin Barr is not a trained artist but is in contact with the contemporary art world and only reluctantly describes his works as art. Zach Gage makes popular casual games that he considers part of an art practice. Nathalie Lawhead sees herself as making interactive art that others call games.

      ►See Tale of Tales, Pippin Barr, Jason Rohrer, Zach Gage, and Nathalie Lawhead full interviews on website.

      ►See chapter 6, “Who Cares If It’s a Game?”

      Emotional Flatness

      It is by now commonly accepted that an accessible, popular game should contain large amounts of polish114 or juiciness,115 giving players generous visual and auditory feedback in response to their actions. As a famous example, the end-of-level sequence of Peggle116 (figure 4.25) showers the player with continuous auditory, visual, and textual feedback while giving multiple sets of bonus points for completing a level.

      Compare this to Papers, Please117 (figure 1.2), about an immigration officer in a fictional Eastern bloc country. Although the game revolves around many life-altering decisions for both the people entering the immigration office and for the protagonist and family, the game provides only very subdued feedback throughout.
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        Figure 4.25 “Juicy” Peggle, offering players generous feedback for every action (PopCap Games 2007).

      
      We can call this emotional flatness in game design, where the game refrains from giving strong feedback in the situations in which we would usually expect it. This serves to differentiate independent games from casual games, which often share the small financial scope of independent games (and indeed some games are considered in both categories) but are known for liberal and garish user feedback. Emotional flatness in people is associated with depression, so it makes thematic sense in Papers, Please, as well as in Cart Life,118 both about characters leading troubled lives.

      Why emotional flatness? There is a historical association between “good taste” and detachment: Pierre Bourdieu argues that popular aesthetics involve investment and emotion, whereas the taste of the educated classes involves the “icy solemnity of the great museums” and an attitude of aesthetic distancing.119 As Lawrence Levine describes it in his book Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural Hierarchy in America, classical music performers in the late nineteenth century spent considerable energy explaining to audiences that they had to arrive on time, sit still, and be quiet during a performance,120 in part to distinguish classical music from popular entertainment. The design tendency of minimizing user feedback in games thus can be a way to signal independent games as culturally more sophisticated than mainstream games by giving only subtle cues to players.

      No More Heroes

      Video games are rarely accused of being subtle. Already in 1982, Chris Crawford’s book The Art of Computer Game Design121 argued that video games needed to move beyond power fantasies. Crawford later expanded this argument in his famous “dragon speech”122 at the 1992 Computer Game Developers Conference. In the 1982 version of the argument, Crawford writes: “Until now the preserve of teenage males, these games are bursting into society at large. While they have satisfied until now the fantasies of twisted computer-nerd minds, they will soon blossom into a much richer array of fantasies. We will have country-western games, gothic romance games, soap-opera games, comedy games, X-rated games, wargames, accountant games, and snob games.”123 Similarly, in the 2005 GDC rant session, Brenda Laurel argued that video games tend to be built around simple alpha male characters and that a broader range of roles was needed.124 This provides a clear opportunity for designers wishing to differentiate themselves from the mainstream: eschew power fantasies.

      Figure 4.26 shows QWOP,125 which at first appears to promote a regular fantasy of being a powerful athlete but in practice makes it very challenging to even walk a few steps without falling over. In another example, in Enviro-Bear 2010126 (also figure 4.26), the player must control a bear driving a car and looking for food, with very challenging controls. Lack of power also is found already in the title Affordable Space Adventures,127 promising not glorious mastery of the universe but the position of barely making it.
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        Figure 4.26 QWOP (Foddy 2008), and Enviro-Bear 2010 (Captain Games 2010). Games about feeling incompetent.

      
      Nonheroic themes are one of the richer design trends in independent games. If QWOP parodies video games and the idealization of athletes, Perfect Woman128 is a Kinect-based game in which the deliberately imprecise game controls become a comment on the unrealistic ideals of a perfect woman. Compare this to Unmanned,129 nominally about a typical hero—a US soldier—but in this case the soldier is a drone operator suffering existential unease from his job of killing apparent enemies at a distance.

      As I discussed in my book The Art of Failure,130 video games are full of failures—often spectacular ones. But the standard video game is one in which players are stronger, smarter, faster, more attractive, and more powerful than the average player (or human) is. Games also tend to have a moral clarity, giving players the experience of using great power to heroically and unambiguously solve problems of significant scope.

      Not-a-hero games can approach this on two levels: first, we may play the role of someone weak and incompetent, often working toward goals of minor importance; second, we will often fail, and fail in pitiful and insignificant ways.

      Interestingly, obfuscation and not-a-hero games are similar in that they make it challenging for players to perform even simple tasks, but different in that obfuscation games are meant to provide an extra challenge that players can eventually overcome, whereas not-a-hero games are about making the player perform poorly by mocking the apparent goal of the game or by setting up a nonheroic goal in the first place.131 The latter strategy is also present in Cart Life and Papers, Please.

      Braid

      What does a player do? To play a game, by definition, involves doing something—interacting with the game, causing events to happen and outcomes to change. But culturally independent games ask more of us: they ask us to consider what a game means, to consider the value of a game—not its entertainment value, but its broader value.

      Of course, you can just play Braid132 (figure 4.27), but the promotion of the game, in Indie Game: The Movie, in game reviews, and in the popular press, focused consistently on Braid as a game that offered more than mere fun. “Braid is about rescuing a princess to the same extent that Kafka’s Metamorphosis is about being a bug,” according to an Atlantic journalist.133 Yes, we must jump, but jumping is the least of it.

      On the surface, Braid is a game in the tradition of early 1980s games Donkey Kong and Super Mario Bros., an outlook shared with many other independent games of the mid-2000s. As expected, we have to save the princess, and like in Super Mario Bros., we are continually told that the “the princess is in another castle.” Yet the visual style of Braid references painting and the music uses classical instruments, signaling immediately that this is a game for which the frame of reference lies not just with video games, but also with high culture. When playing the game, Braid quickly gives us an ability not present in older games: we can rewind time. At first, this appears as a useful way to undo mistakes, but as the game progresses, we meet a number of challenges that can be solved only using the manipulation of time. A key lies in a place that we cannot possibly escape, but the key turns out to be immune to the rewinding of time: we can fall down, get the key, and rewind time, with the key still in our possession. On another game level, it is our horizontal position that controls time and hence the monsters that we must evade. What we do is familiar—running, jumping—but with the complication of manipulatable time forcing us to rethink what we are doing and what we did in the older, precursor games.

      Another signal of difference is that the levels (“worlds”) of Braid are punctuated by screens of text, telling the story of protagonist Tim and his romantic partner, “the princess.” Every textual screen presents an obvious frame for interpreting subsequent game levels. The text for the world that introduces time rewinding asks, “What if our world worked differently?” Given that the game credits author Alan Lightman, it is a small step to draw connections to Lightman’s novel Einstein’s Dreams,134 in which every chapter imagines a different way for time to work.
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        Figure 4.27 Braid (Number None 2010). Each level is a different take on how time can work. At the end of the game, the princess, whom we think we have been rescuing, turns out to be fleeing from us.

      
      The strongest signal of difference, asking us to reconsider the meaning of the game, comes at the very end, when we finally seem on the verge of rescuing the princess, yet time begins to move permanently backward, and the princess turns out not to have been waiting for our heroic rescue, but to have been actively escaping us throughout the whole game. We are not the hero we thought we would be. We are a stalker.

      Game genres (like genres in general) allow us the comfort of familiarity, of knowing what will happen, knowing what we are meant to do. When a game signals both clear belonging to a genre and significant differences, we are pushed to think about and discuss the game in more general terms. What does it mean that the game casts us as the bad guy at the end, when we expect to be the hero?

      The most obvious interpretation of the ending is one of gender: What makes us think that the princess desires to be rescued in regular games? Jonathan Blow personally rejects this interpretation—certainly as a singular interpretation of the whole game—but this does not change the fact that it is easy to interpret Braid in such a way (especially because the princess’s rejection happens at the end of the game).

      
        Jesper: Braid can be read as a criticism of Super Mario Bros., a commentary that the player is actually a stalker, that perhaps the princess does not want to be rescued.

        Jonathan: That’s an interpretation that many people jump to. My frustration with a lot of commentary on Braid, for example concerning the reference to the nuclear bomb, is that people come up with a simplistic interpretation such as “Braid is really a metaphor for the United States Nuclear program” because they found a specific reference in the game.

        The nuclear bomb is present as an idea, but then people decide it is the central focus and explanation for everything. The game is supposed to be more fuzzy than that.

      

      
        ►Jonathan Blow full interview on website

      
      The interstitial text and the credits also provide ample opportunity for interpretation. Near the end of the game (figure 4.28), the text says, “On that moment hung eternity. Time stood still. Space contracted to a pinpoint. It was as though the earth had opened and the skies split.” Replete with a footnote, sleuthing reveals the quote to be a description of the Trinity test in 1945. Is the game then about the nuclear bomb, or is the nuclear bomb a metaphor for something else? The Atlantic’s writer insists that “the atom bomb itself is a metaphor for a certain kind of knowledge.”135 We can make other interpretations: Perhaps the game is autobiographical? Is the Trinity test a reference to science? Are the watercolor graphics and the violins earnest attempts at making the game appear as high culture (unlike other independent games of the time), or are they ironic comments about playing music on the deck of the Titanic while civilization is being destroyed? We can spend much time interpreting the game—and the game strongly encourages us to do so, building on and deviating from a game genre and with credits referring to authors like Italo Calvino and Milorad Pavić.
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        Figure 4.28 Braid ending. “On that moment hung eternity,” referencing the Trinity test, with footnote.

      
      Braid was quite high budget, especially for its time, and a Zero Punctuation review bemoaned that “it undermines the whole indie aspect when you hear that the lead developer, Jonathan Blow, sank $180,000 into the project.”136 In short, Braid is built directly on the early conception of independent games (platform with a twist; independent style visuals; single developer), but with a large budget for the time and adding a set of literary references and signifiers of high culture.

      Although Braid remains one of the best-known independent games, it is also somewhat out of time: the traditional visual and auditory expression fits poorly with other games of the time, and the game’s apparent gender criticism seemed to prefigure the political turn of a few years later. Yet Braid is often mentioned as the prime exemplar of the apolitical 2008–2012 independent game.

      No Goal/No Gameplay/Your Rules

      But what if there is something even more fundamentally wrong—not only with video games, but with games? Such an argument allows a developer to make an even more radical rejection of the status quo and to carve out an even more distinct position outside the mainstream. Several newer experimental games such as Dear Esther137 (figure 5.1) reject the goal-orientation of traditional video games. Dear Esther is a very linear game that the player faces little resistance completing. By moving forward in the game, the player is rewarded with the voiceover of the narrator talking about his partner, who presumably died in a car accident. Compare this to Proteus,138 which does not signal any clear goal to the player but rather lets the player explore a pixelated island.

      
        Jesper: You create situations where we play and we lose ourselves, we give ourselves permission to play. If I go back to my job, does this help me? Does this give me more permission to play in my job? Do you see this as spreading play beyond the play sessions?

        Bernie: Very much so. What are the real rules versus the assumed rules in a working situation? Most people find themselves trapped by rules that they’ve only assumed to be there. If they can give themselves a permission to test out those rules, they’ll discover that they’re not there and that they have the freedom to behave on levels that are much more satisfying to them as artists, as individuals, as craftspeople, whatever role they have in the organization. A playful approach is what will surface those opportunities. That’s central to what I teach.

      

      
        ►Bernie De Koven full interview on website

      
      Such design choices are explicitly framed by several game developers as a rejection of mainstream design elements that they see as compromised, or at least as preventing deeper, often narrative experiences in video game form. For example, developer Tale of Tales criticizes the typical goal-oriented structure of video games for limiting the experiences that we can have.139

      In an even broader sense, game designer Bernie De Koven argued in The Well-Played Game140 for games in which players can change the rules as they play. For De Koven, this had wider political importance: by teaching us that we change the rules of the games we play, De Koven hoped to teach us to change the rules of our lives, workplaces, and beyond.

      ►See chapter 5, “The Aesthetics of the Aesthetics of the Aesthetics of Video Games.”

      ►See chapter 6, “Who Cares If It’s a Game?”
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        Figure 4.29 Phone Story (Molleindustria 2011). You are complicit. A smartphone game about the human and environmental costs of smartphone production. Force child laborers to mine precious metal; prevent Chinese factory workers from committing suicide; not quite recycle the discarded phone.

      
      Against the Machine: Phone Story

      Even further, what if the problem isn’t the game, but the devices we use for playing games? Molleindustria’s 2011 game Phone Story141 (figure 4.29) asks us to consider the human and environmental costs of smartphone production, and by extension, our complicity in the mining of metals for phone production, the suicides of Chinese factory workers, the feeding of artificially generated desires for new phones, and the flawed recycling of discarded phones.

      Phone Story is a game of removing the wool from our eyes, of realizing the political world of our entertainment devices. To the surprise of developer Paolo Pedercini, the game was summarily removed from Apple’s App Store due to vaguely formulated transgressions of App Store policies.142 The App Store’s guidelines are notoriously vague—in my estimation intentionally so—to avoid discussion of acceptance criteria while still imposing a chilling effect on game development. Yet this is perhaps the ultimate authenticity marker: being banned by the mainstream that you are criticizing, even if this was not the intention.

      
        Paolo Pedercini is an Italian game developer working under the name Molleindustria. His games, such as Unmanned and Phone Story, are often political interventions.

        Phone Story got in the App Store. We start promoting it and it starts making the rounds in a weird way. People are saying, “Oh you should download this quickly because it will be probably removed soon.” Which kind of surprised me—there is this passive acceptance that something that is against the bottom line of the store will be removed. I had read the guidelines and I tried to make it compliant with them. There was no copyright infringement. It talks about Apple, but there’s no very specific depiction of an Apple product in accordance to their guidelines and so on. Within a couple of hours when it was making the rounds—five hours or so—I get a phone call from Cupertino and a guy literally tells me, “Oh we are taking it down because of this and this and that.”

        ►Paolo Pedercini full interview on website

      
      Flappy Bird: When Authenticity Is Questioned

      I have throughout tried to avoid absolute is questions: Is this game independent? Is this game authentic? It can be better to ask as questions: How is this game understood as independent, as authentic? This does not mean that a game’s status as independent or authentic is exclusively a consequence of someone labeling it as such. The dynamic is subtler in that developers, players, and critics have expectations for what makes an independent game, in game design, in visuals, in how the game is promoted and who it is developed by.

      Vietnamese and self-declared “passionate indie game maker”143 Dong Nguyen’s mobile game Flappy Bird144 (figure 4.30) was the surprise hit of early 2014. Here was a game so impossibly simple that it appeared ironic, yet its simplicity felt new and fresh. In some ways a throwback to eight-bit console days and with Mario-like pipes, yet much simpler than games were even then. In a modern game, we expect upgrades, achievements, variations in the game, score increments larger than one, and forgiving collision detection. None of those were present in Flappy Bird.

      Perhaps this was intentional from the designer; perhaps not. Certainly, to play Flappy Bird was to engage in a bit of irony, marveling at all the things that departed from contemporary game design conventions. Flappy Bird could be read as a commentary on current ideas, but I think people also just played Flappy Bird because it was different from other popular games of the time.
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        Figure 4.30 Flappy Bird (Nguyen 2013). The small experimental game with retro flourishes that wasn’t accepted as independent.

      
      Flappy Bird was hard, but hard is casual: the fact that you failed every few seconds meant that the time commitment dwindled down to seconds. Like QWOP, Flappy Bird was a sleeper hit. Very challenging games can have a snowball effect, by which they undergo a phase change from being a challenging game to being a game for which players collectively marvel at how challenging and unfair it is. (Hence players will not feel bad about failing in the game.)

      In The Art of Failure, I said that “this is what games do: they promise us that we can repair a personal inadequacy—an inadequacy that they create in us in the first place.”145 In Flappy Bird, we quickly learn how inadequate we are, but the game is so simple that we also immediately know how to escape that inadequacy (flap sooner or flap later).

      Surprisingly, the developer received a considerable amount of hate, death threats included, the high point of which was Kotaku blog writer Jason Schreier’s article “Flappy Bird Is Making $50,000 a Day off Ripped Art,”146 mostly because the pipes looked like Mario pipes (Kotaku later apologized for this headline147). This contributed to a rumor that the game was legally threatened both for using green pipes and because other flap-wings-and-avoid-obstacles games already existed. The Gizmodo site suggested that it would be “only a matter of time before the spotlight draws the attention of Nintendo’s IP lawyers.”148 This was all nonsense, of course. There is nothing copyrightable about green pipes and nothing copyrightable about a simple game based on flapping wings, in a genre that was never used by Nintendo anyway. And then the developer removed the game on Sunday, February 9, 2014, with a Twitter statement: “I am sorry ‘Flappy Bird’ users, 22 hours from now, I will take ‘Flappy Bird’ down. I cannot take this anymore.”149 In a final irony, Dong Nguyen’s stated that the problem with Flappy Bird was a moral one of the game being “too addictive.”150

      As we can see, Flappy Bird pushed all possible buttons toward being recognized as an authentic independent game: Independent Style graphics, referring to early Nintendo games, a gameplay almost ironic in its simplicity, and even a developer making a moral—and completely timely—message against games that are too addictive. So why was Dong Nguyen’s game not recognized as a sophisticated independent game, and why was Dong Nguyen not recognized as an indie developer, even though he declared himself one at the time? What made public perception choose the “cynical clone” option over “sophisticated homage”?

      We see here the role of independent game institutions in reverse: absent Dong Nguyen belonging to a community of Western developers, absent showing the game at independent game festivals or events, absent the game being reviewed favorably by influential reviewers, the game was not cast in the role of the sophisticated indie game remixing game conventions but as a game that cynically and illegally stole elements from other games just to make money. Developer Robert Yang argued that Nguyen, due to elements of “racism/first-world bias,” didn’t fit the preconceptions of a sophisticated, independent developer: “I suspect that if Nguyen were a white American, this would’ve been the story of a scrappy indie who managed to best Zynga with his loving homage to Nintendo’s apparent patent on green pixel pipes and the classic ‘helicopter cave’ game genre.”151

      Let me explain this via food trucks. In Cate Irvin’s study of gourmet food trucks in New Orleans, she argues that authenticity is continually “situational and contested,” and she identifies three different food truck identities.152 The down-home food truck sells food based on old, mostly African American family recipes. The foreign foodie truck sells food from other countries, emphasizing the owner’s personal connection to that country. Finally, the hipster food truck run by mostly white, middle-class people can combine traditional cuisine with avant-garde styles, including in the decoration of the truck and the presentation of the menu. Where the two first types of trucks derive their authenticity from the history of chefs and owners, the hipster truck “derives its authenticity from combining authentic loncheras elements with creativity and artistry.”153 In the previous chapter, I referred to the “burden of representation,”154 the pressure for minority group artists to make work that represents that group. The issue for Nguyen was that as a Vietnamese developer, he did not fit the authenticity categories that people were willing to assign to him. Had he made a game about Vietnamese culture, that would work as an authentic “foreign game”—but the “hipster” position, the default independent game developer identity, was not something that the game press was willing to give him.

      Diversity

      Diversity arguments are in a way the ultimate authenticity arguments: the existing mainstream is described as artificial, narrow, and limiting, and games about diverse people made by diverse developers allow games to be truer to actual life, in which the provenance of the game becomes a guarantee of authenticity. Going back to the food truck examples, games made by people of diverse backgrounds can refer both to the “down-home” game (tying to local traditions) and to representing a culture or group. If I have been skeptical of authenticity and pointed to its artificial aspects, diversity among developers is more of a ground truth, connecting directly to genuine political issues.

      
        When you’re inclusive of different genres and different practices and different contexts, you automatically get more diverse people; that’s like a secret sauce. People ask me why IndieCade is so much more diverse. It’s because we went to Twine people and invited them to the party when other people were saying they weren’t making games. We said, “Come to us! We will love your games!”

        ►Celia Pearce full interview on website

      
      Why do we believe that diversity is important? It is instructive to compare the discussion of diversity in games to the discussion of women’s suffrage and political representation. Political scientist Drude Dahlerup distinguishes among five arguments for women’s political rights:155

      
        	1.	The rights argument (or justice argument): suffrage as a (self-evident) right.

        	2.	The women’s experience argument: that women have different experiences than men and therefore need to be included in the political system.

        	3.	The conflict argument: that men and women have conflicting interests, meaning that women cannot be represented by men.

        	4.	The democracy argument: that democracy can only become complete by including women.

        	5.	The utility argument: that women should be included for efficiency’s sake, to “use all talents in society.” Dahlerup calls this argument neoliberal because it is based exclusively on market concerns.

      

      
        From the beginning of the A MAZE. festival, we wanted to have more than 40 percent women and diverse people on stage.

        We try to be as international and welcoming and inclusive as possible, and this is where especially cultural institutions help a lot, because they fund travel. It’s easier for us in Germany to bring people from other countries into the country than it probably is in the US at the moment.

        This year we had a record thirty-seven different countries on site. Everybody was showing games or giving talks, and this builds up diversity and a new mindset for the people who are attending the festival. By sharing cultural and artistic perspectives at A MAZE., we will have more diverse games and collaborations in the future.

        ►Thorsten Wiedemann full interview on website

      
      In video game discussion, arguments 1, 2, and 5 are the most common. Argument 1 about rights generally is used either based on the assumption that video games develop STEM skills, or when discussing the active exclusion of women (and other groups) from game playing and game development. The political argument of experience, made in Anna Anthropy’s156 Rise of the Videogame Zinesters and elsewhere, says that video games should represent the experiences of a more representative part of the population. The utility argument for video game diversity—made for example by Robin Hunicke at the 2010 Game Developer Conference157—is less political (and not really about authenticity) and more about promising that companies can make more money by employing a diverse workforce and targeting a broader audience. It is probably common to employ argument 5 strategically, as it circumvents the discomfort that some people may have with the political arguments. Similarly, Celia Pearce argues that the diversity of IndieCade developers is not based on a quota approach, which can be controversial, but reflects the way IndieCade is inclusive of different genres, contexts, and practices of games.

      
        I’m fascinated about the role of language on diversity. Because the discussion is an English discussion, this is not a worldwide discussion. Even when Danish or Dutch people talk about diversity they use English words. Because we don’t have the same words or categories in Dutch. Like racism and benevolence has very different forms than it has here. Until we start using the word diversity in our own languages we have a problem.

        ►Rami Ismail full interview on website

      
      ►See Celia Pearce full interview on website.

      The more complex aspect of diversity concerns the malleability of categories: in addition to gender, US discussions often concern race, but European discussions tend to concern ethnicity or religion, and other countries have entirely different categories, so diversity categories are difficult to translate between countries.

      Nevertheless, the question of diversity among game developers is the big unanswered question in the game industry, including in independent games.

      Desires for Authenticity

      Independent games tend to be promoted with a combination of three types of authenticity: financial (which is expressed as provenance), aesthetic, and cultural. Each is used to promise an authenticity in the face of an allegedly inauthentic mainstream.

      Cultural independence is in practice the most controversial type of independence, in that it promises to radically remake video games, but in its less political versions it tends to be promoted with criteria and tropes borrowed from criticism in other art forms. We can see here a parallel to independent cinema, which Newman argues is “a contradictory notion insofar as it counters and implicitly criticizes hegemonic mass culture, desiring to be an authentic alternative to it, but also serves as a taste culture perpetuating the privilege of a social elite of upscale consumers.”158 This thereby also sheds a new light on some cultural conflicts within video game culture. The rise of casual games (for a broad audience) was met with skepticism from some traditional video game players, who felt that video games were being made at lower quality to reach a broader audience.159 Independent games invoke a parallel but different response: those who reject independent and experimental games also reject new quality criteria. There are many things to be seen in such rejections of experimental games, including issues of politics, gender, and power, and it can for some mask a rejection of the identity of a game’s creator. Rejections of new video games are often similar to that of the museum guest who rejects that contemporary art is art at all. For example, one often-quoted user review of Depression Quest states the following: “I can’t really call it a game since I don’t think the point is to entertain you.”160 This user apparently has a very fixed idea of what constitutes a game and does not appreciate challenges to conventions.

      We thus can see that the rejection of experimental games strangely also involves ideas of authenticity. As Jonathan Culler noted, there is a paradox at play, where consciously created markers of authenticity by themselves suggest artifice and inauthenticity.161 The rejection of experimental games often involves claims that these games are inauthentic games, are trying too hard, are too far removed from the game designs (or institutions or developers) that players find to be authentic. In the political version, they are rejected as “trying to inject politics into games,” with the skeptical player hoping to retain video games as a separate sphere distinct from the regular world. This skepticism often is directed toward the game developers themselves. In 2018, Swedish developer DICE tweeted a picture of its rainbow-colored party truck for the pride parade in Stockholm, and many online replies were critical, with statements such as, “Why do you need to mix gaming with politics?”162

      The Double-Edged Sword of Authenticity

      Perhaps the truth is that authenticity also can be an oppressive way to think about games or culture. The idea of independent games has been instrumental for setting up new venues, festivals, educations, communities; for making new and interesting games; and for allowing more people to make games. The idea that these games are authentic is a consistent theme, and has been productive as a way to create new games. However, if we believe that authenticity can be absolute or pure, this paves the way for simplistic Manichaean arguments, setting up a battle between the light and the dark or demanding that only certain types of games are made, or–from critics of independent games–demanding that developers with certain identities don’t make games.

      This is the duality of authenticity: ideas of authenticity help us think of new games to make and to consider that more people should make games, but if misused, it has the potential of shutting down innovation and change as well, of narrowing the range of games that can be made or played.

    
  
    
      5 The Aesthetics of the Aesthetics of the Aesthetics of Video Games

      Games, I said, are defined by allowing us to do something, and we usually expect to influence the game state and outcome, and we expect to feel emotionally attached to this outcome1—happy when performing well, and unhappy when performing poorly. But several recent games, derogatorily dismissed as walking simulators, limit both our options for interacting with the game world and our sense of responsibility for the outcome. Examples include Dear Esther2 (figure 5.1), Proteus3 (figure 5.2), Everybody’s Gone to the Rapture,4 and Gone Home5 (figure 5.3). Walking simulator is a divisive term, originally coined to dismiss these experiences as “not real games” that lack gameplay and thus only simulate “walking.” Developers are divided over whether to reject6 the term or reclaim7 it as something positive. Walking simulators are prime examples of aesthetic independence: rejecting conventions, giving us new experiences, making us do new things.

      But why make such games? Walking simulators are a response to a foundational contradiction in conventional games: On one hand, games fill the role of aesthetic experiences comparable to other art forms (and art), being quite un-work-like by serving no obvious utility. We assume that we play games for their own sake, and many developers are clear in their ambitions about having video games recognized as an art form. On the other hand, playing a video game tends to involve rationally optimizing our strategy in very work-like fashion, playing toward goals and evaluating game objects exactly for their utility. This makes games a poor fit for common assumptions about contemplative “art,” in part because the rationality and optimization that we employ as players are often thought of as fundamentally inauthentic, as I will discuss in the following.

      This makes it easy for the unadventurous cultural critic to assume as self-evident that playing games is “not a pastime befitting the educated elite,”8 in Felan Parker’s paraphrase. Hence if we want games that function as an art form, should we not question how the goal-oriented nature of games leads us to optimize our strategies?
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        Figure 5.1 Dear Esther (The Chinese Room 2012). Walking a linear path, listening to the narrator.
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        Figure 5.2 Proteus (Key and Kanaga 2013). Exploring a pastoral and pixelated generated island with no resistance to our progress.
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        Figure 5.3 Gone Home (The Fullbright Company 2013). Returning to your childhood home to learn of your sister’s life through minimal puzzles.

      
      In a radical departure in game history, walking simulators are aesthetically independent in rejecting the gameplay and strategy optimization that characterize most games, but in doing so they present a quite conservative and traditional idea of aesthetics to create video games that can fit in art gallery settings.

      
        With The Witness, we wanted a mentally clean environment. In order to have subtle realizations about what you need to pay attention to, there has to be only few irrelevant noisy things grabbing your attention. That encompasses visual design first of all, but it also encompasses game design. If there’s a guy running around trying to kill you, then you can’t stop and just mentally clear your mind.

        ►Jonathan Blow full interview on website

      
      To be clear, the word aesthetics has a long history addressed eloquently elsewhere,9 as well as applied to video games.10 In this chapter, I am interested in a specific idea that describes aesthetic experience as disinterested: “it does not depend on the subject’s having a desire for the object,”11 as described by German philosopher Immanuel Kant. A work of art may generate excitement, but not a desire for the object.

      We can think of this more concretely as a way of behaving toward art and culture. French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu describes how high culture exhibits a “calculated coldness,” also seen in “the paraphernalia which always announces the sacred character, separate and separating, of high culture—the icy solemnity of the great museums, the grandiose luxury of the opera-houses and major theatres, the decor and decorum of concert-halls.”12 Bourdieu in effect conjures up an image of the well-off and well-educated audience, subtly and quietly appreciating fine art, using all the time in the world, while scoffing at the immediacy, “festivity,” and spectacle of popular entertainment.13

      Writing in the tradition of Kant, literary theorist Gerard Genette describes the aesthetic relation as one in which we perceive without regard for utility, without “practical identification.”14 When engaging aesthetically with something, we do not think of what it can be used for. Genette argues that this aesthetic relation can be both solicited by an artwork—which is designed to give this relation—and triggered by other things, such as nature.15

      Is it strange to discuss video games with such terms? Aren’t video games too flickering, with too many explosions, too garish in their colors, too loud, and too rational to fit in a gallery?

      In 2005, film critic Roger Ebert, admitting to only passing knowledge about video games, declared video games to be “inherently inferior to film and literature. There is a structural reason for that: Video games by their nature require player choices, which is the opposite of the strategy of serious film and literature, which requires authorial control.”16 Ebert’s argument exemplifies an intuition about “art,” as driven exclusively by authorial intent (inadvertently making art sound like propaganda). In Ebert’s line of thinking, the problem with games is simply that, yes, players do something. Many game developers and players, eager to have their medium accepted as art, were appalled, but one developer stood out: in his 2011 talk “An Apology for Roger Ebert,” veteran game developer Brian Moriarty mounted a defense for Ebert’s claims.17 Moriarty’s argument built on quite traditional romantic ideas of aesthetics and art, noting the strangeness of games from this perspective:

      
        Games are purposeful. They are defined as the exercise of choice and will towards a self-maximizing goal.

        But sublime art is like a toy. It elicits play in the soul. The pleasure we get from it lies precisely in the fact that it has no rules, no goal, no purpose.

        Oscar Wilde was not being flippant when we [sic] wrote, “All art is quite useless.”

        If the Romantics were right, if the purpose of sublime art is to solve the mystery of choice, it’s hard to see how goal-chasing can be anything but a distraction.

        We can admire an elegant game design from the outside, like a museum game under glass.

        But once you enter Huizinga’s magic circle and start groping at preferences, the attitude of calm, radical acceptance necessary to cultivate insight is lost.18

      

      I do not bring out Ebert and Moriarty because it is important that games are universally accepted as “art,” given that art is no fixed category, but because Moriarty’s argument is a good example of how traditional aesthetics disagree with the strategy-optimizing side of games.

      
        Jesper: I was just playing The Path, and I thought one thing that characterizes a lot of your work is that there is an ambivalence or skepticism toward game structure. You also say this explicitly in one of your manifestos. Of course, in The Path the whole idea is that if you follow both the regular moral path and the path of game structure, then it’s actually not very interesting. Everything comes from breaking out of that. Could you tell me a bit about this in general? What’s the problem with games or game structure?

        Michaël: That’s very simple. It is related to what Auriea was saying about how we played games and what frustrated us. The problem is that we are both as players and as artists very interested in those fictional experiences being in this world and meeting these characters and just feeling that presence. When there’s a game structure, to me it feels like the game structure’s put on top of that. Then when you start paying too much attention to that structure because you have to sometimes because otherwise you’re killed or you can’t progress or things like that, then you’re mentally moved to that higher level of that abstract game structure and you’re basically gaming for numbers, for winning.

        If we create a virtual world, we don’t want people to ascend to that systematic level and game the system. We want them to stay in that world with all its problems, and all its ambiguity, and all its strangeness because that’s what we find interesting. This pure game play where you do certain things and you get rewarded and then you do other things ... is just not very interesting to us. It’s distracting. As a player, I’m also always frustrated. You find yourself in something, “Oh, this is beautiful. Look at how that guy moves. That’s really nice,” and then there’s a pit and you have jump over it, and then it’s over.

      

      
        ►Tale of Tales full interview on website

      
      I will argue that the contradiction that Moriarty outlines is the underlying motivation for making walking simulators: Dear Esther, Proteus, and Gone Home are structured like conventional single-player games where a player works toward a goal, yet players are rarely challenged by the gameplay, and developers argue that by removing the pressure on players to optimize their strategy, these games reject the problematic rational and tunnel vision–inducing aspects of conventional games, and allow for a broader set of experiences.

      
        Zach Gage is a conceptual artist making video games, often by taking existing genres and remaking or modernizing them in conceptual yet playable ways in such as with Fliptop Solitaire and Really Bad Chess.

      
      
        Jesper: Some people from an art background are very reluctant to make playable games. If you look at any number of people, like JODI and Cory Arcangel or Tale of Tales, a lot of these people are reluctant to make games you can play or become better at. I think most feel it’s incompatible with certain ideas about what art is supposed to be. But you feel differently about that?

        Zach: My practice is much more connected to performance art and conceptual art and Fluxus. I would be surprised if somebody engaged in performance art would have those kinds of qualms about games, because performance art is effectively something you’re playing. It’s built around experience and your relationship and action within the experience that you’re taking when you are taking part or witnessing a performance art show. That, to me, is what’s powerful about video games, is that when you design them, you’re building the invisible mental space that someone is going to inhabit.

        You’re delineating what those boundaries are and what the context is and what it’s a part of. For me, whether or not somebody is improving or doing the right thing, it’s not really about that. I’m not trying to prescribe that. I’m just trying to build a space that engenders a particular kind of experience that will stay with someone.

      

      
        ►Zach Gage full interview on website

      
      In this chapter, I will examine how this argument plays out in three aesthetic layers in video games: Aesthetics I–III. Aesthetics, again, should be understood broadly and includes not only the visual side of games, but also the experience of playing, such as the typical player activity of working toward a goal, of rethinking and optimizing a strategy.

      Aesthetics I: The Aesthetics of Video Games

      If we play Spelunky19 (figure 5.4), we understand that this piece of software is not to designed to write letters or file taxes, but to play. We use this software for the experience that it gives us, rather than for its practical utility. In Genette’s term, the game solicits an aesthetic response from us.

      This is the general frame of aesthetics, approaching a game with no expectation of utility (and assuming that it has been designed with this in mind). This has similarities to the notion of play, and play has been invoked by philosophers, especially Gadamer,20 to explain aesthetics (philosophers differ on this issue). But there are two kinds of play here. Play in games, as in the Spelunky example, concerns something designed to give an aesthetic response. But in creative play, as shown in figure 5.5, the aesthetic relation is triggered by something not designed with that intention. Play is appropriative, says Miguel Sicart.21 Creative play repurposes serious things into the nonserious; it takes a serious stair or a handrail and transforms it into something playful.
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        Figure 5.4 Spelunky (Mossmouth 2013). What can these objects do for me?

      
      I can testify to the fact that children will play with food, as shown in figure 5.6. The tired parent is exasperated by the child’s disregard for the utility of the food, meant to make the child grow. But the child is creative and sees that food has many other aspects: it has texture, color, sound; it can be thrown around; you can rub it in your face; it can garner a response from adults. The child engages in creative play by exploring food in ways that were not intended. A large part of socialization is to learn to focus on food for its utility.22

      Safety in Play

      However, a very hungry child does not play with its food: play and games are often described as safe. In Chris Crawford’s game definition, safety means that “a game is an artifice for providing the psychological experiences of conflict and danger while excluding their physical realizations.”23 We may play a game about war, but that does not mean we are physically at war. Similarly, Salen and Zimmerman build on Dutch play theorist Johan Huizinga to describe the magic circle in which play happens and which marks the sometimes closed, sometimes open delineation of game playing from the rest of the world.24
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        Figure 5.5 Skateboarding at a location not designed for skateboarding. (Photo credit: iStock, Arand.)

      
      Martin Burghardt’s work The Genesis of Animal Play: Testing the Limits25 describes how animal play only happens in a “relaxed field.” It is only when we are not immediately threatened that we can spare the attention to something with no immediate utility, such as a game. This also ties into one of the most basic, and most complex, observations about games and play: that play/games do not have the full weight or impact of regular nongame activities. In his game/play definition, French theorist Roger Caillois described games as unproductive26 for the same reason. In my own game definition, I used the broader idea of negotiable consequences,27 saying that games can be productive but are defined by the fact that we can negotiate about the consequences of playing, of winning or losing, precisely because the base activity is mostly harmless. In the present day, we are unlikely to see a knife fight as a game, because the core activity is so immediately dangerous.28
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        Figure 5.6 Child playing with food. (Photo credit: iStock, phakimata.)

      
      Aesthetics II: The Aesthetics of the Aesthetics of Video Games

      But we navigate game worlds with the expectation that they have been designed with goal-oriented behavior in mind and that they contain both obstacles and objects of utility that will help us work toward goals. The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild29 situation shown in figure 5.7 is not a naturally occurring arrangement of objects but deliberately designed. Right next to an area too cold to enter, a group of Bokoblins clearly have been placed by a level designer such that they guard some also deliberately placed spicy peppers next to a deliberately placed cauldron needed to cook said peppers—all to make Link resistant to cold for a while so he can enter the area.
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        Figure 5.7 The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild (Nintendo EPD 2017). A world designed for players to strategize and plan.

      
      To play Zelda is to interact continually with the game objects, to build and develop hypotheses about tactics and strategies. At first, we must internalize the range at which the Bokoblins are triggered and start attacking and plan the approach accordingly. Then we must learn to use bombs, bows, and other items according to the situation. We cannot get far in the game without learning, planning, and optimizing our strategies as we work toward the goal. This is the standard for video games (and for most analog games and sports).

      This makes video games very strange as aesthetic objects as I have discussed them, given how much energy a player spends rationally optimizing strategies under time pressure. If we think of the prerequisites for both play (feeling safe) and for the aesthetic relation (not being forced to attend to practical utility), we can see that inside a game, we are mostly not safe—the Bokoblins and the cold will kill us, after all—and we often have little time to relax or to look at game objects for anything but their practical utility in the game. Deeper and more detailed instances of optimization are easy to find in the communities for multiplayer games such as League of Legends30 or StarCraft II,31 and the literature on the obsession with strategies in games goes back to at least Pilgrim in the Microworld32 on Breakout and to Stefan Zweig’s 1942 novel, Chess Story.33 Indeed, many game communities are based on theorycrafting, the practice of, in a semiscientific fashion, trying to understand the inner workings of a game such that players can perform better.34

      Games, then, are designed for goal-oriented behavior in which we evaluate the game’s objects for their utility: What can the Spelunky objects do for us? In her study of players of the EverQuest MMO, T. L. Taylor noted how players would talk about their game playing in ways that were quite work-like: “Indeed, many power gamers do not use the term ‘fun’ to describe why they play but instead talk about the more complicated notions of enjoyment and reward. At times it almost appears as if they are talking about work.”35 Similar things of have been said of World of Warcraft, as “clearly a kind of work” or a “capitalist fairytale.”36

      Games make us optimize, but also prompt us to see this optimization as an experience for its own sake.37 This tension was noted by Huizinga around 1940, describing play as both “not serious” and absorbing: “a free activity standing quite consciously outside ‘ordinary’ life as being ‘not serious,’ but at the same time absorbing the player intensely and utterly.”38 Finally, the tension between games as free activities and games as constrained by goals is captured in the play definition of Salen and Zimmerman, who describe play not as free, but as “free movement within a more rigid structure.”39

      
        Jesper: You had a discussion with John Sharp where you criticized Desert Golf.

        Mattie: I hate Desert Golf.

        Jesper: My understanding was that many designers enjoy the minimalist style that Desert Golf uses. If I understand correctly, you feel that this was not enough? Is your criticism also about the kinds of games which are all about the player optimizing their strategies in order to get further in the game?

        Mattie: Well, what does that connect to? If we see play and games as cultural objects and also things that pass into culture, then what is it that people are doing? For me, when we see the things that we have people doing, it is mastery and optimization, the usual words that feel like a very Euro, white, masculinized language of optimization, control.

        Why those sorts of actions and lessons and things? Why are we making people expect to do these sorts of things? Why are they practicing these things? It’s not just Desert Golf. It’s a whole bunch of other things that are training you in these very small ways to start looking at the world in that perspective.

      

      
        ►Mattie Brice full interview on website

      
      The Problem with Goals

      But what is the problem? According to Tale of Tales, the problem is that game structure—failing, succeeding—forces us to optimize and thereby to shift our focus away from the game content that Tale of Tales find interesting.

      ►See Tale of Tales full interview on website.

      The criticism of player optimization goes beyond video games: Nobel Prize winner Yasunari Kawabata’s 1951 novel The Master of Go concerns a final match of Go between the old master and his young challenger. The semiautobiographical narrator feels that the younger player is playing merely for winning and ignores the rituals and dignity of the game: “It may be said that the Master was plagued in his last match by modern rationalism, to which fussy rules were everything, from which all the elegance of Go as art had disappeared, which quite dispensed with respect for elders and attached no importance to mutual respect as human beings. From the way of Go the beauty of Japan and the Orient had fled.”40 The narrator sees Go as a game of beauty and ritual, but these values are threatened by the younger player, who simply tries to optimize a strategy to win. As Andrew Feenberg writes, the match “marks the breakdown of an older vision of the game as a spiritual discipline and the emergence of a new one in which it is essentially a test of strength.”41

      Is this a problem with games as such, or can it be fixed? From the early 1970s, the New Games movement42 experimented with creating communal games—analog, often outdoor games such as Knots, shown in figure 5.8. These games sometimes would be competitive, but the selection of a single winner was generally avoided. Designer Bernie De Koven explains that such games were made because a focus on winning can be to the detriment of the community of players: “When you try to win, when winning becomes your goal, it becomes difficult for you to validate the conventions of our play community. You begin to evaluate how well-played a game is in terms of who won. If you won, it was a good game. Once winning becomes the only goal, everything else gets lost.”43
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        Figure 5.8 New Games movement communal game of Knots. (Photo credit: Rush, “A New Games Album.”)

      
      
        You know when you’re playing that you’re doing something that is not normal. You know that there’s something slightly illegal about behaving that way. Whether it’s because of the intimacy—a lot of the games that I teach are involved in physical intimacy—or because of the humor and the silliness of it all, because a lot of the games involve falling on the ground and rolling on top of each other and being very funny and doing strange things together. They’re all political statements insofar as we live in political environments which reject that kind of behavior. As I’m talking to you, I’m thinking about a New Games event: you see people just starting to break into play, and the freedom and the laughter and the intimacy and the closeness and hugging each other and all of those kinds of things which are clearly, in most of our cultures, unheard of. But somehow it doesn’t seem like any kind of revolution to me. It seems like this is just a more natural way of being. Given the opportunity, given the permission, given the freedom, this is exactly the kind of behavior that we all choose.

        ►Bernie De Koven full interview on website

      
      The point of Bernie De Koven’s game design philosophy is to give ourselves the opportunity to play, because playfulness is a natural state that we have deprived ourselves of. For De Koven, the problem with playing to win is that communal playfulness is lost.

      Even more broadly, game developer Paolo Pedercini claims that “computer games are the aesthetic form of rationalization” and calls for games that eschew rational optimization and its connection to bureaucracy and systems of control.44 For Pedercini the problem is not that goals make players focus on the wrong things while playing, but that games embody problematic aspects of our contemporary lives.

      Pedercini’s point ties to how rationality and optimization often are understood as enemies of authenticity because of a discomfort with the idea that humans are, or can behave as, machines. In Sincerity and Authenticity, Lionel Trilling identifies how the machine has been associated with inauthenticity.45 Charles Taylor makes a similar point, singling out instrumental reason as behind the (assumed) disenchantment of the world, as the force that breaks traditional order and meaning, as we also saw in the Kawabata example:

      
        The disenchantment of the world is connected to another massively important phenomenon of the modern age, which also greatly troubles many people. We might call this the primacy of instrumental reason. By “instrumental reason” I mean the kind of rationality we draw on when we calculate the most economical application of means to a given end. Maximum efficiency, the best cost-output ratio, is its measure of success.

        ... Once society no longer has a sacred structure, once social arrangements and modes of action are no longer grounded in the order of things or the will of God, they are in a sense up for grabs. ... The yardstick that henceforth applies is that of instrumental reason.46

      

      The dual worries about goals and optimization in games are therefore (1) that they shift the player’s focus away from the game world and (2) that they make us behave according to a rational instrumentality, the mode of thinking that makes us live inauthentic lives; deprives us of communities, traditions, norms; and disenchants the world.47

      Again, this is not the only possible conception of authenticity, but at the present time Trilling and Taylor’s point resonates, whereas alternative celebrations of automation, of the machine, such as those made by the futurists,48 are quite rare.

      Aesthetics III: The Aesthetics of the Aesthetics of the Aesthetics of Video Games

      Which brings us to the third layer of aesthetics, in which designers try to direct the attention of players away from rationally optimizing strategies. As a sum-up: stop and smell the roses. This Aesthetics III, the aesthetics of the aesthetics of the aesthetics of video games, is a reaction to the contradiction just discussed—an attempt at fixing games such that they become a better fit for our templates of aesthetics and art. Aesthetics III is a prime example of aesthetic independence in video game design.

      
        Jesper: In the talk you just gave about Walden here at IndieCade, you referred to the term walking simulators, which, as you know, was originally meant as a negative thing.

        Tracy: I know! That’s why I was trying to reclaim it a little bit. First-person shooters are really a simulation of a children’s game of tag. Which is an important, fundamental part of human existence.

        Jesper: It’s also a very good game.

        Tracy: It’s a very good game. When we digitized it, we were basically projecting that fundamental piece of humanity into a digital realm. And it worked, and now we’ve done it a thousand times. But there are other really interesting primitively important functions of human play that we haven’t really dug into. And I started thinking about it; tag is a game playing with power, it’s the play of power. But walking is this really fundamental activity that we have used—not only for getting places—but for thinking about things. The transport of our physical body is related to the play of thoughts; when we walk, we think. Thoughts play out, and ideas play out, and it’s so fascinating to me. Maybe it’s right that the walking simulator has come around now as we are trying to build these deeper, richer storytelling engines. Because maybe walking is deeply related to that!

      

      
        ►Tracy Fullerton full interview on website

      
      Dear Esther (figure 5.1) at first looks like a conventional first-person shooter. Playing on a PC, you move around a Hebridean island in the first person, using traditional WASD and mouse controls. The graphics are three-dimensional, and it even uses the Source engine, designed for first-person shooters (FPSs). According to FPS conventions, navigation in the game world should give the player access to a weapon and introduce enemies quickly, but this does not happen. Later in the game (figure 5.9), the narrator hints at a traffic accident involving, and killing, Esther. This seems to be confirmed by a dream sequence, and when the player finally reaches the top of the distant beacon visible in the very first image, the player character jumps and apparently commits suicide, flying over the ocean.

      Are the player and the narrator one, reminiscing about the car crash and finally jumping from the beacon? The narrator is unusually eloquent and addresses the titular Esther from a position quite distant from the player character walking around the island. In single-player video games, we expect to identify with the game protagonist, signaled by our referring to the in-game protagonist as “I,” but here it is unclear if I am the character speaking.

      The game does not give us any tools for interacting with the game world beyond walking and does not develop49 walking such that it allows us to do new things or learn new skills. This game does not follow the classic game model50 of allowing us to fail or succeed, of feeling responsible for the game’s outcome. But do we get something in return for giving up these conventional sources of enjoyment in a game?

      This third layer, the aesthetics of aesthetics of aesthetics, is not, as we might first think, about going back to play, letting us be creative in an open universe. It is the reverse: it is about keeping almost all of game structure, keeping goals and “winning,” but removing the element of games where we improve our skills, where we improvise creatively, where we play.

      Compare Dear Esther to Proteus, shown in figure 5.10, which affords us more exploration than does Dear Esther. Here we arrive at a new randomly generated island and can explore the generated pixelated 3-D landscape with accompanying music, discovering flora and fauna. Proteus does let us trigger various events but gives us few tools for interacting with the game world. While the two games are similar in that they can be “completed,” a game of Proteus ends when we have triggered all four seasons of a year, after which we are returned to the title screen. It is possible to become “better” at Proteus by learning to trigger the season changes ever faster, but this is not encouraged by the game. Gone Home (figure 5.3) is more traditional in that it allows for completion and does present a few puzzles, yet it offers little resistance to completion, and the majority of the experience is about learning of the main character’s sister’s queer life through left-behind notes and artifacts, rather than about overcoming challenges.
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        Figure 5.9 Dear Esther (The Chinese Room 2012). Textual hints of a car crash, dream sequence, dissolution of narrator.
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        Figure 5.10 Proteus (Key and Kanaga 2013). Pixelated pastoralism. Arriving to a new island; following mysterious creatures; watching the sunset and the falling leaves.

      
      Tale of Tales’ Little Red Riding Hood–inspired The Path51 (figure 5.11) predates the walking simulator label, but it shares with the other games the idea that minimizing the challenge of the game allows a shift of emphasis to story and environment, as the developers also argue in their interview. Still, The Path is less linear than the other games discussed here, and the full game is only revealed if we depart from “the path,” leading to situations both exciting and dangerous.

      ►See Tale of Tales full interview on website.

      As a final example, Firewatch52 (figure 1.4) is a mostly linear game about a mid-life crisis, boredom, and loneliness, with the sole human connection offered through a walkie-talkie. It is similar to Gone Home in featuring a modicum of challenge, yet Firewatch generally takes place in the present tense, rather than as an uncovering of the past. Firewatch codesigner Chris Remo has explained the reasoning: “The game’s mechanics should only really be what the game’s theme demands.”53 When the game’s environment suggested challenge and exciting battles according to genre conventions, the developers rejected them if they did not fit the game theme.

      
        Anna: Right now I’m over challenge as a driving idea for a game.

        Jesper: What is your thinking on that? Do you feel that if people are challenged, we lose some people who aren’t really into games, or is it that as a player you focus on the wrong things?

        Anna: At that time in my practice I thought there were interesting things to be said about challenge. My Mighty Jill Off, for example, has some things to say about challenge and the way it characterizes the relationship with the game and the relationship with the developer. And putting that in a context of kink and the idea that there are more interesting ways to understand what challenge is doing as an experience.

        But today I find myself really frustrated with a lot of games that are texturally very interesting but have a challenge barrier, a gate to them. I think skill as a concept in games is very inaccessible or is way less accessible to more audiences.

      

      
        ►Anna Anthropy full interview on website
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        Figure 5.11 The Path (Tale of Tales 2009). You are told to stay on the path, but the main game only happens when departing from the path, leading to excitement and danger.

      
      These five games exemplify the open and poetic possibilities of Aesthetics III. Recall Burghardt’s argument that safety is a prerequisite for play: when challenge is removed, the player has mental resources available for other tasks. This mirrors poetry or cinema, in which if we fail to find expected structures such as sentences or plot, we will approach the work in a more poetic way, more open to allusions, wordplay, and subjective experiences. Note also that Aesthetics III is made possible conceptually by the realization that games do not have to be “fun”, but can engender many different kinds of experiences, as argued by Hunicke, LeBlanc, and Zubek54 and Fullerton, Swain, and Hoffman.55

      And yet by breaking with game conventions in this way, game developers become vulnerable to the charge that they are not making “real games,” as I will discuss in the following chapter.

      ►See chapter 6, “Who Cares If It’s a Game?”

      Tale of Tales argued that goal-oriented games limit the experiences we can have because they make us focus on the wrong things. Pedercini made a more political claim: that because current games are built on and promote problematic ideas, new games must be made to remedy this. Hence Pedercini’s argument assumes instrumental rationality to be an inauthentic substance that should be avoided as such. There is a strength to this argument, but even if we accept its premise (instrumental rationality as a problem) we could make the reverse argument that games shouldn’t be models of a “better world,” but should incorporate and reflect the world as it is.

      The argument for removing goals and optimization from games relates directly to the traditional idea of aesthetics, according to which games become aesthetic objects and, perhaps, art only if we let players play in a disinterested way. This is also illustrated by Rosa Carbo-Mascarell’s interpretation of “walking simulators” as situationist dérives, the “digitisation of an aesthetic practice.”56 Along similar lines, Olli Leino has argued that art games in general and walking simulators in particular are “refusing to submit the meanings they contain to the instrumental-rational logic subordinated to survival, a logic which first sorts everything in terms [of] being ‘useful’ or ‘harmful’ and renders whatever remains ‘meaningless.’”57 When players are neither threatened nor given the chance to significantly influence the game world, they are free to experience the game in more open ways, but they are also denied the experience of interaction—including, Leino argues, the types of experiences found in interactive and participatory art. This demonstrates how the newness of walking simulators in a video game context is tied to a conservatism in art and aesthetics.

      In this way, games and art are running in opposite directions: the video games discussed here attempt to borrow from traditional art, but a sizeable portion of art history concerns artists borrowing from games to break up the assumptions of traditional art—notably in Fluxus, Dadaism, and performance art.58 In his interview, developer Zach Gage argues that his practice of making playable and popular games connects to conceptual art and Fluxus; walking simulators are only necessary for one particular, and traditional, conception of art.

      ►See Zach Gage full interview on website.

      Walking Simulators versus Free-Form Play

      I need to make a distinction: walking simulators are not the only game type with a strange relation to goals and challenge. I have elsewhere discussed expressive “games without goals”59 and argued that The Sims60 and the Grand Theft Auto61 series both allow us to set our own goals and choose the game we want to play. The Grand Theft Auto games can be completed, but we are free not to pursue these goals; The Sims games let us set our own goals. In effect, The Sims and Grand Theft Auto games are expressive, playful games that free us from having to optimize strategies. (We can choose to play these games in pursuit of a goal, but that is our own choice.)

      Such expressive games are the inverse of Aesthetics III games. Where Aesthetics III games have goals but give players almost no tools for interacting with the world, expressive games have optional goals but give players a large range of tools such as building, driving, exploring, and collecting. Expressive games often are big-budget games that emphasize player expression, but Aesthetics III games are mostly small-budget independent games that emphasize developer expression. Both game types have nicknames: walking simulators for Aesthetics III and software toys for expressive games.62

      Therefore, the Aesthetics III elements of Dear Esther, Proteus, or Gone Home constitute a genuine new third type of aesthetics; aesthetic independence: rather than going back to freeform creative play, Aesthetics III builds directly on video game tradition, removing the ability of players to have much influence on the game world, yet retaining the overall completion structure of traditional single-player games. We can walk and enjoy the beauty of the landscape, and because these games are so easy, we are freed from having to optimize our playing of the game, freed from making practical identifications of game objects. These games give us the time and space to stop and smell the roses, listen to the narrative voiceover, read the left-behind diaries, or watch the pixelated sunset.

      One of the main objections to walking simulators is that because they present little challenge, they are not “real games”—but this strongly misrepresents conventional games. The controversial Cuba mission of the 2010 Call of Duty: Black Ops63 at first looks like a challenging mission in a military shooter, full of direct hits, grenades, and near-death encounters. However, it turns out that all these threats to the player character are fake: the player cannot fail during the mission. This reminds us that video game playing is not a single-minded pursuit, but already consists of moments of optimization alternating with moments of relaxation. It may be that walking simulators rarely involve the strategies, challenges, and optimizations that we usually invoke when describing games, but they borrow from the way regular video games do pause the action and let players walk.

      New Games from Old Ideas

      There are multilayered aesthetics within video games. Video games are activities for which we expect no practical value, and which we take on for no apparent goal. Yet video games are designed for goal-directed behavior within a possibility space and therefore ask us to have an aesthetic relation to—to consider the beauty in—optimizing strategies, seeking utility in game objects, and improving our skills, even though these things appear antithetical to having an aesthetic relation in the first place.

      In this way, video games fit poorly with traditional ideas of aesthetics and art. This is even a practical question: Do video games work in museums, galleries, and exhibitions, as John Sharp also discussed? An obvious barrier for video games is that both games and players are too loud. But I have talked here about the deeper underlying issue: that strategy optimization runs directly counter to conventional aesthetics.64

      I have pointed to two responses to this. Bernie De Koven wanted to return to the original aesthetic of play as free, voluntary, and communal. Dear Esther, Proteus, Gone Home, The Path, and Firewatch also break with game tradition but use an Aesthetics III that is quite conservative, bringing video games in line with traditional ideas of aesthetics and art. These are games that can be and are shown in art galleries, exactly because they are not about player performance or skill development.

      
        One thing I find really funny about play in particular is that when you see traditional museums exhibiting works that are around play, they go to absurd lengths to remove the word play from the vocabulary. There’s something that’s poisonous about it in the art world. I think because it connects to children.

        They’ll substitute interaction and desire as stand-ins for it, and I think that’s really a bit weird. I feel like they’re dodging what is ultimately a really interesting and big topic for adults. I think it’s weird that play is not a bigger part of that discussion, but sometimes when I see artists worrying about the level of interaction or even institutions that are exhibiting things limiting the interaction that people would have with something that’s built around interaction, I wonder if it’s just out of a fear of engagement on this particular topic.

        ►Zach Gage full interview on website

      
      I have a double reaction to this: it is refreshing to see new kinds of games that challenge our ideas of what a game is; it is one of the most exciting developments in video games recently. On the other hand, I am skeptical of the arguments made for these games. In a general sense, I find that video games, and games, are often interesting in part because they confound our expectations of what aesthetic objects can be. Is it not fascinating how games allow us to approach the act of solving problems, of rationality, and of improving our strategies (Aesthetics II) as experiences we seek for their own sake (Aesthetics I)? And is it not disappointing to see those edges smoothed to make video games be more like traditional art (Aesthetics III)?

      The concrete games thus are more interesting than the arguments to be made for them. They are interesting because they confound our expectations toward what a game can be; they get their meaning as deviations from the norm. And in doing so they point to developments in even high-budget mainstream games, such as the prevalence of scripted, unchallenging sections.

      We could say that video games are interesting specifically because they do not fit traditional aesthetics, but it is rather that they are interesting because they do, and they don’t, because they push us to reconsider what we mean by aesthetics and art, and because developers continue to find new ways of making games that are interesting because they do not quite fit our preconceptions—because they make us do, or not do, new things.

    
  
    
      6 Who Cares If It’s a Game?

      
        At the 2017 Lyst Summit, Copenhagen

        I am on a boat, a small disused ferry safely moored to a quay in Copenhagen. We are around fifty people at the Lyst summit (figure 6.1), now in its fourth year. We are here to talk about, and make, games about love and sex.

        Developer Brie Code talks about how she dislikes traditional games, tied to fight or flight responses, and prefers games based on “tend and befriend.” It represents well what is happening at this summit: we are here to escape traditional games and the things they represent and to make something new, together. Not something commercial (of course) but something about love and perhaps desire. The games are not necessarily meant to last beyond the summit: they are not products but derive their meaning through the act of creation, with this community, here, now.

        The groups are preassigned: a graphics artist, a programmer (me), a writer, an audio designer. We quickly coalesce on a theme about body modification. Not normal piercings or bodybuilding, but the fantasy of having extra limbs, additional pecs. It is interesting as a visual idea (think Hieronymus Bosch), and I am told there is a subculture for which it holds special meaning.

        But how can we make a game out of this? Changing your body can be both a power fantasy and an idea of submission, so we agree on a two-player game in which you modify the body of the other player. The programmer’s plight: I feel the burden of making the game work, so I drop out of the discussion to make sure that at least something is moving on the screen right away. I don’t sleep well. I get in at 10:00 a.m.; the graphics artist does a rough sketch of body parts, which I put into the game. I decide to make the limbs move back and forth as the character moves; it makes the character look alive. I work with levels in which I can test things quickly, but the team thinks they look messy. It’s a good day, but as the programmer, things end with me, and I am not as responsive to suggestions as I would like to be.
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        Figure 6.1 Lyst Summit 2017, Copenhagen. The boat; the goddess game of mixing spirits; the blanket game of sharing personal stories; the tasting game of looking each other in the eye while tasting food objects. (Photos by the author.)
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        Figure 6.1 (continued)

      
      
        I have come with the expectation of participating in a common group-based jam format, albeit with a special theme. But as I watch a group work on their game of sitting under a blanket and talking, and another group working on a game in which an actual standing person (the goddess) directs a sitting person (the alchemist) to mix a drink that both share, it dawns on me that the frame of reference has shifted. The summit is no longer content with making a digital game, and even analog social games seem quaint and conformist. We are beyond open, noncompetitive games like those of the New Games movement in the 1970s. There are things made here that rather seem like new rituals, invented in this spot—ways to be and talk.

        I go to sleep, and in my somewhat easier dreams I am aware of one issue: I do not know what the game is. A game (I generalize) is not interesting until there is a connection between the game’s elements. We jump around a level in Super Mario Bros., threatened by enemies. The game places gold coins that we can fetch—sometimes easily, sometimes by going out of our way—while navigating the world and avoiding enemies. The gold coins can help us get extra lives, so we are presented with the constant possibility of risking a life to earn an extra life. In this way, the game objects connect. But our game so far just consists of disparate elements and no connection.

        I wake exhausted. In a daze, I arrive at a design that brings together the game: it’s the economy, stupid. Given that the game is about limbs, limbs should be central. So players can help each other acquire limbs. Limbs will be eaten by small enemies, but players can help each other get additional limbs. When attacked by the enemies, we also risk being shrunk to a small size. This is sometimes a problem, sometimes useful for navigating tight spots. We have six hours; we work hard. I tear myself from the programming long enough to agree on a way for the writer to put text into the game, and ditto with sounds.

        We present the game: it’s experimental and matches the jam’s theme. Yet we have a distinct feeling of being out-indied. We made an experimental game, but the others went much further—eschewing video games, traditional game-structure games, perhaps even play. We are the only group to present a game you can get good at. For the other games, whatever skills needed are meant to be skills you already bring (socializing, talking about emotions).

        A friend tells me what I already know: our game seems old-fashioned, levels and all. The game jam format of Nordic Game Jam—itself a reaction to earlier game jams, which we felt were too technology-centric and which themselves were reactions against a conservative mainstream game industry—that game jam format now has been around for so long that it can be framed as the status quo, something against which we can rebel by making new experiences that do not conform to regular models for what a game is.

      
      Games Bad, Games Good

      Who cares, then, if it’s a game? Does it matter if something lives up to our expectations for what a game should be? Does it matter if we call it a game?

      In the late 1980s and early 1990s, a community of writers, theorists, and software developers were working to promote hypertext: a then-new kind of text, in which a block of text could contain links that would point to other pieces of text if the user clicked on the link (or otherwise activated it). As the reader has surmised, the World Wide Web would later sweep away these early experiments, but for now, hypertext was a dream, experimented with in academic labs and offices. Hypertext was promoted by literary theorists such as George P. Landow,1 who saw it as fulfilling many ideas from then-popular deconstructivist literary theory. The central tool for the academic and writing community was Storyspace2 (figure 6.2), a tool that divided a text into a number of fragments, each of which would link to other fragments using links and which allowed for some guard pages that would make links conditional on what the user had done earlier.

      Prominent among Storyspace works were the 1987–1990 Afternoon: A Story3 by Michael Joyce, and the 1995 Patchwork Girl4 by Shelley Jackson (figure 6.3). In both, the user would read small text fragments and gradually piece together a story. Afternoon concerns a narrator who has apparently witnessed his son die in a traffic accident. Patchwork Girl is more in tune with the sensibilities of the time and concerns a narrator whose identity is fragmented, combining metafictional elements and references to both ancient and contemporary philosophy. In an accompanying essay, Shelley Jackson argues that the fragmented and nonlinear structure of hypertext is a challenge to the masculine and linear tradition: “Hypertext then, is what literature has edited out: the feminine.”5
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        Figure 6.2 Storyspace (Eastgate Systems 1987). Tool for making “hypertext fictions.” Never promoted as a game.
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        Figure 6.3 Patchwork Girl (Jackson 1995). Canonical work of fragmented identity developed using Storyspace.

      
      Afternoon and Patchwork Girl were not games, according to the authors and the community. Hypertext publisher Eastgate sold its works under the heading “serious hypertext.” It could be that they allowed the user some input, that they were “interactive,” but it was out of the question that they would be considered games. Even by 2006, hypertext theorist Landow asserted that hypertext (or hypermedia) works had “only a few points of convergence”6 with video games. Mark Bernstein, chief scientist at Eastgate, explained to me that the main problem they faced when promoting hypertext fiction was differentiation from children’s CD-ROMs and from games. In the early 1990s, the game label would have been counterproductive for Eastgate, both because games at the time were seen as more exclusively targeted toward children7 and given that the idea of experimental games was not yet common.

      
        Mark Bernstein is chief scientist at Eastgate, developer of the Storyspace tool for writing hypertext.

        Early literary hypertext was shadowed by two separate efforts to dismiss the work without examining the work itself: first, that hypertext was a toy best suited to children, and second that it was a game and, as such, lay outside art and literature.

        The indictment that hypertext was a toy was, in practice, the most pressing concern. ... In that environment, we needed to distinguish work like Afternoon and King of Space from work like Myst and Cosmic Osmo, lest people think they were meant for preteens. A further concern was that we believed that booksellers would prove an important retail channel for software, and we wanted to give booksellers permission to consider these book-like and not peripheral.

        The anxiety that hypertext felt toward games in that era expressed that era’s mistrust of immersion, of what we would later call flow, and its embrace of irony as an intellectual necessity. In retrospect, this era was a great and confused battle between modernists, post-modernists, and the ultimate reaction against both. I think that most critics of that era would have agreed that the very point of literary art was that it required thought and subverted itself; hyperfiction, like metafiction, was very good at that.

        Mark Bernstein email interview

      
      Compare Storyspace to the 2009 tool Twine8 (figure 6.4). The two tools are strikingly similar in their focus on individual text fragments and their connections, but then there are probably only so many ways this can be represented, and Twine’s creator Chris Klimas states that he was unaware of Storyspace when he made Twine.9

      Developer Porpentine’s Twine game howling dogs10 (figure 6.5) exemplifies the Twine genre well. The narrator is apparently committed to an institution, and the player can click marked words to move through rooms, take a shower, or enter virtual reality experiences in the game world. Or perhaps the virtual reality experiences are the real ones, given that they are more elaborate than those in the institution? The VR experiences refer to kingdoms, rulers, religion, relationships, violence, Joan of Arc. howling dogs is mostly linear. Is it a game? Authors of Twine games, many of whom self-identify as queer developers, have struggled with their works being categorized as outside “games.” For Merritt Kopas, “Twine authors continue to find themselves defined out of videogames and denied coverage or critical attention in favor of more graphically appealing or lucrative works.”11 howling dogs also was described with another almost-game label, interactive fiction, winning several prizes in the annual awards.12

      
        [image: ]

        Figure 6.4 Twine (Klimas 2009). Similar to Storyspace, yet often used to create work promoted as games.

      
      Designer Tadhg Kelly has argued that Dear Esther, discussed in the previous chapter, “is not a game. It’s a virtual promenade, a gallery of ideas mediated by walking. It’s really quite interesting as a thing in its own right, and I recommend you see it much as I would recommend you go visit the Tate Modern. But I think the folks trying to mix this and game are doing both a disservice. A game is not defined simply by the ability to walk, but to cause meaningful change within it.”13

      However, the developers feel strongly about the labeling of their work as a game. In an opinion piece, Jessica Curry, developer of Dear Esther, complains that their toning down of conventional gameplay is sometimes framed as antigame: “We’re often asked at The Chinese Room whether we’re anti-games. ... Mechanics will probably never be our core focus ... [ we] will most likely continue to focus on beauty, narrative, immersion. Basically, good stories told well.”14 Curry’s argument is familiar, that goals and challenge (“mechanics”) are at odds with, or at least unnecessary for, telling stories with games. (This is broader than the traditional discussion of game versus story.15) Another of Dear Esther’s creators, Dan Pinchbeck, argued that denying it the status of game works to protect the status quo of video games.16
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        Figure 6.5 howling dogs (Porpentine 2012). A metaphysical game and interactive fiction, developed using Twine.

      
      It is unusual for a game not to challenge players as they work toward a well-defined goal, but Proteus, Dear Esther, and many Twine developers are adamant that these are games.17 In this, we see a familiar movement: the experimental game developer as an avant-garde artist who breaks with tradition and leads the way for new art—new games—and the insistence on broadening the label, in this case game.

      Another gushing review of Dear Esther praises it for not being a video game, for breaking beyond the boundaries of what we think of as a game. “Dear Esther is a terrible video game. Which would be a problem if Dear Esther was a video game.”18 What gives? Is or isn’t it important to be a game? Is it important not to be a game?

      Why do creators declare their works to be, or not to be, games? Why would Storyspace be for making “serious hypertext,” but Twine be for making games? The simplest answer is that the status of games has changed. In 1987, games were associated with the nonserious, there were few institutions or venues that would support games, and for Eastgate, differentiation from games was necessary to make their works understood and distributed. By 2012, there was support to be had in terms of communities, reviewers, and game festivals. The existence of institutions around independent games gives games, and especially experimental games, a valuable context for display and sometimes even funding.

      ►See chapter 3, “A Selective History of Independent Games.”

      Similarly, consider Her Story,19 shown in figure 6.6. A user review rejects it: “This is not a game. Remove it, before people buy this sad excuse for a title.”20 Another poster in the same thread describes it as “artsy hipster crap.” It is common to see player comments like this, with a game rejected on the premise that it’s not a game, or not a real game.

      It has been noted many times that the word hipster will always apply to someone else, someone who is inauthentically trying too hard.21 To call a game “artsy hipster crap” is to deny it authenticity as a game, to claim it too artificially constructed, too removed from “real” gamehood. This is the paradox of authenticity discussed in chapter 2: we may have identified several markers of authenticity in independent games, but someone may well reject a game as inauthentic because it consciously employs these markers—and hence is “artsy hipster crap.”
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        Figure 6.6 Her Story (Barlow 2015). A game of searching in an interview database on a Windows 95 computer, with the game never signaling player progress. It is up to the player to decide when the mystery is solved.

      
      Beyond Games

      How can we fix this? One solution is that we could get rid of the word game and be free of any such attempts at limiting what games can be. We then can make the following nice, clear argument:

      
        Who cares if it’s a game? Shouldn’t we be allowed to make whatever we want? If something is, or seems to be, is sold as, promoted as, understood as, understood by something as, felt by someone or something to be, misunderstood as a game, understood not to be a game, or belongs to a world in which everything is a game, or in which games don’t exist, or in which nothing is a game, who cares?

        Shouldn’t we just make what’s good and not care what it is? Why should we care what people think it is or what it’s called? Aren’t categories simply weird acts of violence that we inflict upon ourselves and each other? Something we use to limit ourselves? So really, we should throw off the shackles of this narrow category and just make whatever we want.

      

      So let’s play a game: discussing this question at a seminar in Glasgow, I asked the audience to play a game with me. The winner was the person to make the largest cash transfer to my PayPal account during the talk. This elicited laughs, of course, because it is not what we expect from a “game.” We are rarely asked to simply give money with no insight as to whether any prize is forthcoming and by what criteria. (The winner paid two euros, and the unannounced prize was a book.)

      Similarly, consider what would happen if I submitted a spreadsheet application such as LibreOffice Calc to an independent game festival. I predict an unfavorable reception of my submission by the jury, regardless of the festival’s commitment to experimentation. (As a jury member, I would reject it myself.)

      We do care about the game label, and even when we declare ourselves to be against any narrow interpretation of game, we will still rule that some things—such as spreadsheets—are not games, not even experimental ones.

      The Investment in “Games”

      A 2012 controversy concerned Anna Anthropy’s autobiographical game Dys4ia22 (figure 4.6) about hormone replacement therapy, discussed in previous chapters. Raph Koster, game designer of Star Wars Galaxies and other games, famously said that “a lot of Dys4ia could be built in PowerPoint and isn’t a game. That’s not a value judgement. My value judgement of the piece as a work of expressive art is pretty high.”23 Koster’s argument is that we can apply categories without simultaneously making value judgements, claiming game to be only a description. Anna Anthropy did not take kindly to the exclusion of Dys4ia from the category of games: “[Raph Koster insists] that when he says dys4ia ‘isn’t a game,’ that’s not a value judgement. That’s bullshit. the attempt to label games like dys4ia as ‘non-games,’ as ‘interactive experiences,’ is just an attempt by the status quo to keep the discussion of games centered around the kind of games it’s comfortable with.”24 And making an even stronger argument, game designer Robert Yang argued that there was a connection between denying a work the status of game and denying someone the status of person: “[to] argue these personal games can’t really fit a formal definition of game. The emotional leap is that these people can’t really fit a formal definition of people.”25 Even when designing deeply experimental work, we care about the category, we care about relating to the category of game. As we have seen, the label independent game works to signal inclusion into a community, into festivals. Likewise, the label game works to select or reject a work for inclusion with websites, investors, distribution channels, an audience.

      There is a common idea that categories by themselves are the problem. Get rid of categories, and we will be free. But we could think of Judith Butler’s work Gender Trouble26 here. In Butler’s account, we perform, every day, categories such as man and woman. In the same way, we, or many of us, use the word game to say what we are trying to make or use. We create pieces of software that we make perform as games by employing game conventions or by breaking game conventions, employing or rejecting the game label. Game sets up expectations in a concrete way. To present howling dogs as a game asks us to consider our engagement in a different way than if it was presented as a hypertext fiction. At the very least, as game players we expect to be evaluated on our effort and skill and to feel responsibility for an outcome in a way we do not feel in hypertext fiction. If we play a game that confounds this expectation, we are asked to consider how this reflects on the category of games: Does the experimental game point to a flaw in previous games? Does it point to a feature of all games by negating it? Does it point to new future games? Does it point to an overlooked aspect of previous games (such as walking)?

      
        Jesper: About the word game: Of course it’s highly contentious and I know there’s a whole story with Dys4ia and Raph Koster, but I was wondering what it looks like from a strategic point of view. Some experimental developers don’t like to use the word game. Tale of Tales talk about notgames, and I was interviewing Natalie Lawhead who calls her work net art or interactive art. What does it mean to call something a game? What is the difference between calling something a game and not calling it a game?

        Anna: A lot of the time I’ve used the word game tactically, so for me the appeal of taking something that’s really unstructured or really experimental and calling it a game is to force the category of games to expand to include it. I don’t think there’s necessarily a privilege in calling something a game over calling it something else. A lot of the work I’m doing right now I could just call pieces of writing or interactive prose.

        But to me it’s more interesting to call it a game, but I think it makes complete sense to use labels like that nebulously. I can’t speak for Nathalie [Lawhead], but I think her decision probably comes from a lot of the same kind of tensions around what a game historically is and the policing around what fits in that category. That’s the reason that I keep trying to push things into that category, just because I want that conversation to happen.

        I think it’s enough to say that a work is a game. I think there are cultural reasons, and interesting tactical reasons to call a work whatever you call it, and that in and of itself can be part of the work. It’s the way in which you choose to fling it at the larger cultural conversation.

      

      
        ►Anna Anthropy full interview on website

      
      A similar question applies to the developer. If we are developing in GameMaker, Unreal Engine, or Unity, we must make that decision: Are we making a “game,” a “musical toy,” a “utility”? We use this both for explaining to others what we do and for guiding ourselves. We put something forth in the world as a game.

      To Define or Not to Define

      
        User: The point of this “game”?

      

      
        I understand it’s supposed to be some artsy “game,” but AS FAR AS I CAN TELL this literally has no point other than to walk around.

        The problem with that being the point of the game is that there is nothing interesting to see as you can’t really interact with most things. For example, I found a ring of stones shaped like animals but could not interact or do anything with them. The only thing I could interact with was the teleporting things, and all they did was bring me to a new area with nothing to do.

        No, I don’t want to shoot things as some of the posts defending this game suggest; but I at least expect a game to have an objective or goal of some sort. Without that, I don’t see a reason for continuing to play.27

      

      
        Developer: Proteus was certainly made by a game developer (and a musician), working in the context of videogames, using game design and development techniques to express a particular set of things.28

      

      A user review of Proteus complains that in the absence of goals, there is nothing to do and no reason to continue playing. Yet Proteus developer Ed Key argues that because the game was made in the context of video games, it is a game. (This is an institutional definition of games.)

      Can we even define what a game is, or should we? When I first started thinking about video games, the game category was less attractive than today, and I arrived at a game definition I called the Classic Game Model: “A game is a rule-based formal system with a variable and quantifiable outcome, where different outcomes are assigned different values, the player exerts effort in order to influence the outcome, the player feels attached to the outcome, and the consequences of the activity are optional and negotiable.”29 I called it classic because it refers to a traditional form of games, which I felt was being challenged and expanded by video games. Open-ended and “geeky” simulation games such as SimCity30 and flight simulators often have been seen as not-quite games, as has The Sims, because of their lack of an explicit goal, and the games discussed in the previous chapter are strange because they don’t let players fail, succeed, or improve their skills. When I made this definition in 2003, I described a model that was dominant at a particular period in time, and this made it useful for noticing when our conception of game changes. By now, it seems clear that Sims and SimCity are games, but that wasn’t the case when they came out, and by now whole game subgenres like walking simulators go beyond the classic model.

      Yet most people trained at university level in the humanities in the Western World the last quarter-century (myself included) have been warned against the danger of rigid definitions. With the prevalence of angry players criticizing, or even threatening, makers of experimental games, it may seem like we should no longer ask questions such as “what is a game,” lest we give fodder to the next angry gamer. But there is more to it than that.

      There are many kinds of definitions. Philosopher Anil Gupta distinguishes between several types, including dictionary definitions that account for how a term is used; stipulative ones that define a term without claiming to cover actual usage; descriptive ones that both spell out a term and account for common usage; and explicative ones that are “offered as an absolute improvement of an existing, imperfect concept” for a particular purpose.31

      
        David Kanaga is a composer and developer of games such as Proteus and Oiκοςpiel.

      
      
        David: A few years ago the game word interested me a lot. I think especially when there was all of these formalist, antiformalist arguments. That excited me because I wanted the word game to mean anything that is playable and interactive. I had more of a polemical stance then.

        Jesper: You wanted to expand the word?

        David: Sure, in a way. Though also more modestly just to de-Anglicize the concept. In a number of non-English languages, the words for game and play are identical, or at least much more explicitly related to one another, which makes a lot of sense to me.

        Jesper: A lot of your work certainly challenges some of the expectations we might have for things called games. But you also distribute your work in game channels. What does game mean for you? Is it important for you that your work is considered a game?

        David: I think that the work I do really isn’t so radical as to press up against the outer boundaries of that form, and is kind of obviously categorizable as a game, and even as a video game more than any other sort. I’d guess that many people who haven’t been schooled in game culture dogmas would look at it and they’d say, “Oh yeah. That’s definitely a video game.” It’s video because it’s on a screen, it has a significant video component. And it’s a game because people are actively playing it with a controller, the definitive way of experiencing it is to play it, as a first-person experience, as an experience of touch, etc.

        Jesper: You did the music for Proteus. That was challenged by some people as being not a game?

        David: That’s right. That was an exciting time, because Proteus got wedged into all the highly charged pseudo-formal discourse, and Ed [Key] and I thought that it obviously belonged as a game. The argumentative energy around all of that has sort of dissipated since then, or maybe gone into hiding/coagulated in the more aggressive-bigoted gamergate-adjacent battlefield, but I really did like the formal debate, and I remain committed to the idea that a game is just about some thing’s affordances for interaction, and if you’re playing it, then it’s a game. At least, I’d say this is the case ecologically speaking (whereas economical approaches are the ones which privilege rules). It’s a very broad definition, but I thought that that was more relevant to the materiality we have available when we work with video games. I thought that definition was more helpful in terms of not blocking off the play of the imagination.

      

      
        ►David Kanaga full interview on website

      
      Hence my game definition is explicative: it is intended as an improvement over common usage of the term game, but only for analytic purposes, and it does not aim to replace or supersede existing or future uses. It is rather a definition for identifying points of contention around games and for identifying how games are changing.

      We can compare the definition of game to the definition of art. In a 1956 paper, “The Role of Theory in Aesthetics,”32 Morris Weitz points out that many definitions of art are evaluative, such that it makes no sense to claim that “this is a work of art and not (aesthetically) good”: the definition of art often is a definition of good art. Yet with most game definitions, it would be perfectly possible to claim that something is a game, but a bad one.33

      A historical model of games is best used creatively, rather than prescriptively: by pointing to unstated expectations, we can identify ways to make something new. I often use this exercise with students: describe your expectations for games, video games, mobile games, free-to-play mobile games. Now try going through the expectations one by one and consider how to break them. Definitions can be generative and productive.

      I think the truth is that by examining what we mean by the word game, it becomes possible to discuss many important things. We can discuss cultural expectations and change, we can point to new ways of making games, we can discuss historical controversies, and avoid the situation in which a festival may have unstated criteria known only to an inner circle. It also becomes easier to evaluate the underlying reasons that players attack experimental work: there is reason to suspect that many criticisms against experimental games are really reactions against change in general and diversity specifically, and looking at the ad hoc and entirely inconsistent criteria used to argue that these experiments are not games supports that. The situation is thus different from what it may first appear: if we neglect to talk about our reasons or criteria for using the term game, we easily can end up maintaining unstated and limiting conceptions of video games instead.

      Wanting or Not Wanting to Be a Game

      In their “Over Games” manifesto, developers Tale of Tales proclaim that they want to make something different—not to react against games, but to make something for people with different tastes: “We are not rebels. What we make is perfectly logical to us. We are not reacting against games. We just don’t find them entertaining enough, not beautiful enough, not interesting enough, not immersive enough. We realize that this is a matter of taste. But we believe that many people share our taste. So we make games for them.”34 The initiative to distinguish their projects from regular games was called the notgames initiative: “By explicitly rejecting the typical game elements of rules and goals and challenges and rewards, we hope to discover new ways to delight and enlighten our audience.”35 The relation between Tale of Tales and games was ambiguous at this time, with Tale of Tales working in the frame of notgames, but also presenting their work at game festivals and events. But why was it important not to make games? Consider their 2008 work The Graveyard36 (figure 6.7), in which we control an old woman in a graveyard, guiding her to a bench on which she reminisces about her life while a song is played, during which she sometimes dies. If she does not die, we can walk her back to the entrance of the graveyard. The Graveyard received mixed reactions, some reviewers praising it, and some—including a blog on independent games, no less—rejecting it for not containing the necessary ingredients to be a game—specifically, “rules and goals”: “The Graveyard infuriates me because it isn’t a game. The creators think it’s a game, of course. They think that by making a game which includes no choices, rules, or goal they are expanding the medium and redefining our understanding of what a game can be, but they’re really just spinning wheels. Games, by definition, include rules and goals. To make a game with neither is not expanding the definition of what a game is, but simply making quasi-interactive cinema.”37 In my interview with them, Tale of Tales explains that one reason for the notgames label is to avoid the vitriol that they had received for making experimental games at all. Tales of Tales, then, break with game tradition quite significantly but retain the possibility—even when using the notgames label—that we can choose to see what they make as experimental games.
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        Figure 6.7 The Graveyard (Tale of Tales 2009). Controlling an old woman in a graveyard, sitting down, reminiscing, dying.
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        Figure 6.7 (continued)

      
      
        Jesper: You seem to be going back and forth about the label games. At some points you describe what you’re doing as games, and at other points you described a method of “notgames”?

        Auriea: We did that was because at the time everybody kept saying, “You’re not making games. You’re not making games.” We said, “Okay, fine. It’s notgames.” It was almost a Dadaist joke. Although it was very serious because around that label, a lot of people gathered, and you ended up with games like Proteus, Dear Esther, even Amnesia. A lot of good things came from all of that.

        Michaël: Which was the purpose ultimately. Disregarding the name, the purpose was to be able to discuss the creativeness of video game technology for projects that were not necessarily games. We could’ve called it not necessarily games.

        Auriea: And also because you had all these online pedants all the time quoting the dictionary at you.

        Jesper: What’s the difference between making something and putting it out there as a game versus using a different label? If I understand you correctly, it’s also that if you label something game, people will tend to have a very narrow assumption about what it is. If you put on another label, people are more open?

        Auriea: Then they ignore it. Then they don’t care what it is.

        Michaël: Yeah, much of the demand from the hardcore gamers to not call our work games was to give them a justification to ignore it.

      

      
        ►Tale of Tales full interview on website

      
      This proves that games are not just a logical category: we expect certain things from our video games, and what we expect changes over time. It may be true that walking simulators offer little in terms of “gameplay” or challenge, but it is also true that in many games we spend much time walking, from the Grand Theft Auto series to World of Warcraft to Call of Duty. We also have come to associate walking around, unchallenged, with video games. Dear Esther, Proteus, and The Graveyard thus all openly build on video game tradition.

      Art as What Builds on or Rejects the Art Tradition

      But does that make them video games? Consider, again, art. There are innumerable definitions of art,38 some based on form, some based on experience, some based on intention, some based on the institutions that promote and accept art. Much of this book has taken an institutional view of independent video games, looking at how festivals and conferences delineate what is or isn’t an independent game and combining this with examinations of the rhetoric and design of independent games.

      Philosopher Noël Carroll has proposed his own “narrative” theory of art, which can explain the status of some of the experimental games I have discussed here. Art, for Carroll, is about relating to a tradition, either by confirming or rejecting it. Carroll’s argument is worth quoting in full detail, as it also explains the ways we approach an experimental video game:

      
        Confronted with a new artwork, we may scrutinize it with an eye to isolating the ways in which it expands upon an existing artworld dialectic, solves a problem that vexed previous artists, seizes upon a hitherto unexpected possibility of the tradition, or amplifies the formal means of an artform in terms of the artform’s already established pursuits. But a new artwork may also stand to the tradition by way of making a revolutionary break with the past. A new artwork may emphasize possibilities not only present in, but actually repressed by, preceding styles; it may introduce a new problematic; it may repudiate the forms or values of previous art. ... Concerned with the tradition at large, we as spectators review artworks in order to detect the tensions or conflicts between artistic generations, styles, and programs. We interpret stylistic choices and gambits as repudiations and gestures of rejection by later artworks of earlier ones.39

      

      Seen this way, it is easier to explain what we do when we see even the most experimental “game” as a game. A new game may align perfectly with our expectations for what a game is, it may subtly modify some conventions, or it may forcefully pull away the rug from under us. The question for the audience of such a game is whether they accept that one can be part of a tradition by rejecting it. The criticisms I quoted before—describing parts of Dys4ia as not a game, dismissing Her Story as “artsy hipster crap,” Proteus as lacking something to do, or The Graveyard as missing gameplay—are clearly made by people who disagree that a rejection of conventions also can mean inclusion in the video game tradition.

      In the art world, we understand rejections of tradition as part of art; we usually talk about Duchamp, Jackson Pollock, performance art, the situationists, Vito Acconci, or Martha Rosler as artists who—in very different ways—have made works that are radically different from previous “art,” yet are inscribed in an “art” tradition (at least by now). A more recent example is Rirkrit Tiravanija, who often cooks and serves Thai food in galleries as an artwork (figure 6.8). This is in a way strange, but it functions as an artwork by taking place in an art institution and by referring to earlier works of art, such as Gordon Matta-Clark’s 1971 Food, and to futurist food-related art. In fact, Tiravanija’s work has been held forth as a new kind of artwork, as relational aesthetics, so named by Nicolas Bourriaud.40
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        Figure 6.8 untitled 1992/1995 (free/still) (Rirkrit Tiravanija 1992/1995/2007/2011). The serving of Thai food as art. (Digital image: © The Museum of Modern Art. Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, New York.)

      
      This artwork asks the audience to understand that rejecting a tradition can still mean being part of the tradition, and it requires the audience to have some idea of what that rejected tradition is. Tiravanija’s artwork also rejects the tradition in a specific postcolonial way by incorporating Thai culture into the institutions of Western modern art.41 This is the way both art and game experiments become tests of cultural and educational capital: of whether the audience knows the tradition, knows and accepts challenges to conventions, and accepts that a rejection of tradition can still be part of the tradition.

      Five Ways to Reject Games

      Similarly to the notgames label, the history of art includes many works originally promoted as not-art. Concerning his 1913 Bicycle Wheel readymade (figure 6.9), Marcel Duchamp claimed it was an attempt not to create a work of art.

      
        Q: What possible interpretation is there of the Bicycle Wheel? Should one see it as the integration of movement into the work of art? Or as a fundamental point of departure, like the Chinese who invented the wheel?

        M.D.: That machine has no intention, except to get rid of the appearance of a work of art. It was a whim, I didn’t call it a work of art. I wanted to throw off the desire to create works of art.42

      

      I am wary of using Duchamp as an example, as much naïve art criticism posits his work, especially the 1917 Fountain, as a singular rupture in the history of art, sometimes superficially implying that nothing whatsoever has changed in the entire past one hundred years. Yet it is interesting because of Duchamp’s possibly coy rejection of the art label, while still exhibiting the piece in art contexts. Art critic Thierry De Duve, assigning enormous value to Duchamp, examines Fountain exactly as a piece of art, and says that by describing it as art, “There is nothing that cannot be art, not even a urinal: This is what ‘Fountain is art’ entails.”43 Both the rejection of a label and its later application to new things thus can work to expand the meaning of a label, such as art or game.

      We can compare these moves in the history of art to the ultimate game manifesto: the decision not to work in games at all. Ex-game developer Darius Kazemi’s 2013 “Fuck Videogames” manifesto44 outlines that he thinks the game category is too limited and explains that he would rather work with Twitter bots and other kinds of software. And Kazemi did retain this focus for a while, or at least focused on making games that weren’t meant to be playable so much as critiques of games, as well as other things never exhibited in game contexts.

      Also compare this to art duo JODI’s works. The 2000 SOD45 (figure 6.10) uses the engine from Id Software’s Wolfenstein 3D,46 but replaces the textures with black and white and often transparent images, rendering the game effectively unplayable. SOD uses game technology but is not meant to be playable, does not place itself in a game tradition, and is not distributed through game channels or shown at game festivals. SOD is part of an (electronic) art tradition instead.
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        Figure 6.9 Marcel Duchamp’s 1913 readymade Bicycle Wheel: “I wanted to throw off the desire to create works of art.” (Photo credit: © CNAC/MNAM/Dist. RMN-Grand Palais/Art Resource, New York.)
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        Figure 6.10 SOD (JODI 2000). Modification of the Wolfenstein 3D game, denying the player most traditional pleasures.

      
      
        It’s about embracing the broadest definition, and therefore you get more innovation. If it’s a question about whether or not something is a game, it’s probably doing something right. From an innovation perspective, if people go, “Oh, that’s not really a game,” I want to see that. Because that means they’re doing something different.

        ►Celia Pearce full interview on website

      
      We can thus see five different strategies for using, modifying, or escaping the label game and its associations:

      
        	1.	Reject conventions and call it a game (Dear Esther, Proteus, Dys4ia, games from the Lyst summit).

        	2.	Reject conventions, reject the game label, and promote in game venues (Tale of Tales, Nathalie Lawhead).

        	3.	Reject conventions, frame as game and “art,” and promote mostly in game venues (Jason Rohrer).

        	4.	Reject games, work outside tradition, and work elsewhere (Kazemi).

        	5.	Reject conventions, frame as art, and promote outside game venues (JODI, Cory Arcangel).

      

      Musician Brian Eno asks the following question of painters: “Why do you think that what you do ends at the edges of this canvas?”47 He’s telling them to think more broadly about where their artwork is positioned. The case of games is similar in that the act of labeling a work as game/not-a-game, and the act of choosing where and how to show it are both central to the meaning that an experimental game/not-game acquires. The game never ends.

      To Be a Game

      Who cares if it’s a game? We do. It is a changing category, the meaning of which we all care about. It is a word for controlling expectations and selecting affinities. When there is resistance against accepting something new as a game, we need to consider where the resistance lies. When the category of game changes, when The Sims or Sim City goes from being obviously a software toy to being obviously a game, then we can talk about how the category has changed.

      It isn’t just that we should get rid of the word game, given that we have deep investments in it. We make or play something as a game. We use the category of game to say something, to reject something. We come to “games” with certain expectations, and to understand those expectations is to understand that cultural platform of games.

      Through this lens, we can see that the game category has gained a positive currency it did not have twenty years ago. Being a “game,” or a game developer, allows entry into festivals, conferences, educational game programs, and private and public funding in many countries. Game is now—mostly—a valuable label.

    
  
    
      7 Conclusions: Independent Evermore

      Independent games have many origins, but they are also a logical consequence of the fact that video games are now played by more than 50 percent of the population in many rich countries.1 It used to be that playing video games was a differentiator, but now a new differentiator is needed, and (the idea of) independent games serve that need. In her book Realism, Linda Nochlin argues that in art, “the creation of the avant-garde was the mirror image, the precise response to the emergence of the mass Philistine audience.”2 Some independent and art games can be seen as a similar response to the broadening of the video game audience, a way for self-identified game connoisseurs to demonstrate a particularly refined taste, now that most people play video games. It is a central contradiction in independent games, that they can both democratize video games by enabling more diverse and DIY development and rarify game consumption by catering to the tastes of a selected few.

      In the introduction, I asked how we can even talk about a field so notoriously elusive and hard to define. My attempt here has been to trace the history of design, of rhetoric, of institutions, and to document disagreements in the field. I have spent this book showing the rhetoric of antimodern authenticity that surrounds independent games, the role of institutions in promoting independent games. I have picked apart the design of numerous games and looked at how educations, development tools, new game development methods (such as designing for experience), and public funding have made it easier to create video game experiments. I have done all this with good intentions—but to reveal rhetoric or to analyze works can come across as a desire to disprove, to reveal the truth behind an illusion. Yet I come away from this just as fascinated as I always was, and I hope the reader shares this feeling. To see the history behind independent games, and the community’s continued attempts to formulate and describe independent games, has made me appreciate independent games in a different way.

      
        Jesper: You said that the original idea of Walden was “insane” when you came up with it in 2007. And that now it’s no longer an insane idea.

        Tracy: Now it’s somewhat common, at least in the indie games community, to have an idea, to make a game about something. That’s the difference between 2007 and today. Nowadays, so many games are made “about” things that we can be less judgmental about the third part, what it is about. So it’s not insane any more.

        Jesper: How do you think we came to this? What happened in the years between?

        Tracy: There’s no one simple answer for what happened. But I will say that some of the strong trends involve the fact that the tools to make games have proliferated, so many people, including artists and academics, researchers, people who are not necessarily part of a traditional game company, have the tools to make games. And then you have a changing relationship of ideas in games. Ideas about games, ideas in games. People are using games as an expressive medium; they’re studying games. And because of this, the palette has gotten much wider. We’re saying, “Well what does a shooter mean? What does Halo mean?” Once we’ve determined that Halo actually means something, then the next logical step is “Oh! Well, what else could a game be?” And then I also do think there are several generations of people who’ve grown up with games as their primary form of entertainment media, and who love games, and want to make games about things that are important in their lives. You put all those things together, and you have a culture where it’s possible to make a game about something very interesting and perhaps deeper than we’ve seen before.

      

      
        ►Tracy Fullerton full interview on website

      
      Tracy Fullerton’s 2017 Walden, a Game3 (figure 7.1) encapsulates the journey of independent games well: it is a game of contemplation, designed to give players the experience of escaping hectic modern life by emulating Thoreau’s account of his time at Walden Pond, in itself an attempt to escape modern life—hence the game embodies a double-layered antimodernism and quest for authenticity.

      This is what independent games can do: with a game like Walden, we are as players allowed to do something new in a game, in a different mood, in a different framing, and for different reasons. In the interview with Tracy Fullerton, she points out that the idea of Walden seemed “insane” when the project began in 2007, but much more normal when the game was released in 2017, illustrating the journey of experimental independent games from distant idea to accepted fact.
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        Figure 7.1 Walden (USC Game Innovation Lab 2017). A video game about Thoreau’s quest to live a simple life. “I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life.”

      
      ►See Tracy Fullerton full interview on website.

      Independent games are constantly changing, yet the constant has been the rhetoric of authenticity. It is a productive rhetoric for making new kinds of games, but with potential danger as an argument of purity and exclusion, where developers can accuse each other of possessing some inauthentic quality or connection and proclaiming themselves to be pure and authentic: rinse and repeat. Yet the idea of authenticity also has been instrumental in making independent games happen, in suggesting that experiments should made, that change was necessary and possible, that diversity was important, and that institutions supporting independent games needed to be built. As James Bennett says, “If ... the utopian function of media independence posits it as an unrealizable idyll, this has not prevented it from having real impact on the way media operate in societies around the world.”4 A flawed concept can have real and positive impact, but the utopian tinge of authenticity also risks slipping into infighting as utopia by definition fails to be fully realized, and it is concept that is also employed against independent games.

      Independence, Authenticity, and Antimodernism

      Had independent games appeared at a different time, they would have incorporated different ideas. If the internet had already become mainstream in the early 1990, new forms of distribution might have appeared alongside rave culture, and independent games might have been more forward-looking and less focused on emulating older visual styles.

      There is the issue of arrival: We often ask when video games will become a mature medium. Surely independent games are a sign of maturity? In the introduction, I referred to Gaudreault and Marion’s argument that a “medium is always born twice,”5 but I believe it is wrong to assume that there are moments of being born or any kind of arrival. The cultural platform on which games also run is constantly shifting. Graeme Kirkpatrick has demonstrated that it was only in the mid-1980s that video games came to be seen as a unique medium with its own magazines and its own terms of appreciation, such as gameplay;6 they were previously often understood just as a type of software. It is an important point that a medium is not just technology, but Gaudreault and Marion’s argument also is too neat: the fact that game reviews gained their own language in the 1980s did not mean that video games stopped changing. For a moment, we may think we know what video games are, only to find that we don’t, as established genres fall out of fashion and business models change. There are periods of “normal play” and stability, starting with the arcade game and later with games sold on discs. After a stable period, our idea of video games falls apart, as the way we use games changes, with home consoles, better graphics, 3-D, new controls, internet, subscriptions, and microtransactions. There is no arrival or moment of adulthood, only periods of stability and upheaval, and independent games are one such upheaval.

      This is also the reason why the quest for authenticity continues to be exceedingly productive for creating new video games, in new ways, but only as long as we know that the quest can never be completed. Imagine the horror of reaching consensus in precise detail about which types of game design were authentic and which weren’t. The journey is surely preferable to the destination.

      It is also clear that there can be many quests for authenticity and many histories of independent games. My own intellectual trajectory is one in which I began to write about video games twenty years ago in a stable period, when video games were still mostly sold in boxes and played locally. We knew what video games were, and I must admit it took me many years to fully recognize that independent games were something else.

      For this book, my very first idea was to look at these new independent games from an international perspective, but it became clear that independent and indie have distinct meanings in different regions, and I chose to focus on the West. Like in the West, Japan, one of the world’s biggest producers of video games, has a mainstream industry that one can make games in opposition to, but Japan also has a long tradition of experimental and hobbyist games, doujin games, traded at comic fairs. There is an ongoing Japanese discussion about whether doujin games fit the English term indie, or whether indie only means commercial games.7

      The games at the annual BitSummit indie game festival in Kyoto show a different set of references than do the Western games I have discussed here. In the 2014 edition of BitSummit, Shippo Cat and the Disappearing Fried Shrimp8 (figure 7.2) refers to early Japanese animation, and I see the first indie fighting game that I know of, reflecting the popularity of the fighting game genre in Japan.
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        Figure 7.2 しっぽねこと消えたエビフライ [Shippo Cat and the Disappearing Fried Shrimp] (Nekogames 2014). A Japanese independent game with visual references distinct from Western games. Every culture can have its own antimodernism and authenticity markers.

      
      For countries such as Brazil, with no major video game industry, development has started out with small budgets by necessity and with no major industry from which to distinguish new games, but by now there are also conflicts between a growing industry still self-branded as independent and smaller developers who see themselves as more genuinely independent.9

      The Co-option of Indie: Do Independent Games Exist?

      But are independent games truly independent? No, according to Martin and Deuze, who say that independent games are “something quite different from what the literature on independent, alternative, oppositional, radical, or otherwise nonmainstream media tends to suggest or advocate.”10 Their primary objection is that independent games are part of the game industry, rather than apart from it: “However, the distinctions between independent game development and corporate game development are not as pronounced as industry rhetoric depicts them. Independent game development is an intricate part of the changing landscape, that is, the greater games industry.”11 To me, their answer reveals that there was something wrong with the question in the first place. It may be that independent games are promoted as authentic, alternative, and so on, but we should not simply take these labels at face value. Independent games (or other “independent” media) do not cleanly fall on the right side of a set of distinctions: authentic/inauthentic, inside/outside, mainstream/alternative. Of course independent games are not completely distinct from the mainstream industry. How could they be? Of course people, skills, tools, methods, and many design conventions are shared between big companies and small independent developers. Independent games still may be differentiated from the mainstream industry in many ways, but there is no pure authenticity and independence to be had; it is the wrong question to ask.

      Jackson Lears argued that the antimodernism around 1900 did not change modern society and production methods to the extent that proponents hoped, but mostly reinforced it by providing a therapeutic sense of authentic experience that allowed citizens to be more productive when returning to their regular jobs. In this way, “quests for authenticity reinforced the dominance of bureaucratic corporate authority”12 by being more focused on personal issues than on larger change.

      Does the same concern apply to independent games? There is a pervasive figure of the burned-out AAA developer “going indie” to provide an outlet for personal expression,13 often only to later return reinvigorated to the larger industry, but independent games do exist, and have fundamentally become a new kind of video game with new production methods—though independent game development is not necessarily any less stressful. Independent games may not have changed the game industry at large, but they have created a space for experimentation and expression.

      Or put another way: Absent any pure authenticity, does that mean that independent games don’t exist? They do exist. I have referred to Janet Staiger’s Bordwell-derived concept of a mode of film practice, by which Staiger describes how we can distinguish between different film practices such as “classical Hollywood, the European avant-garde of the 1920s, German expressionism, Soviet montage, French impressionism, political modernism, [and] Bollywood.”14 Applying this to independent games, I have looked at games (1) during a time period, with supporting institutions such as festivals; (2) with conventions, especially in terms of visual Independent Style; and (3) with specific playing procedures, such as noting deviations from mainstream video games and for some games also interpreting the meaning of a game. Independent games do not exist in a separate realm, but they nevertheless form a distinct game practice. (But on a continuum with mainstream titles.)

      Financially, Martin and Deuze make a correct observation that independent game production can work as a way for bigger companies to offload development risk onto individual developers,15 as also noted by Paolo Pedercini: “So you want to be independent? You want to make your own game? That’s cool with us. You take all the entrepreneurial risk.”16 The lament is familiar across media, with critics complaining that the “last independent generation has been co-opted by the studios.”17 Keith Negus, writing on music genres and corporate control, criticizes this simplistic story, in which “the commodification of music and the control of its production by a few major corporations also has a detrimental impact on the sounds we get to hear, leading to the erosion of oppositional or ‘anti-materialist’ performances as musicians and music business personnel are co-opted into an entertainment business which is ‘firmly part of the American corporate structure.’”18 Negus is skeptical of this story, but it is also worth noting that the typical concerns about the co-option of independence by a mainstream industry did not apply to video games as expected: big publishers were always uninterested in selling low-budget titles in boxes. Co-option of independent games works in a different, modern way: through distribution, by—as in the case of platform owners such as Apple, Microsoft, Sony, and Nintendo—being absolute monopolies of distribution for given hardware, or as a practical monopoly (Google Play), or just as the most convenient option (Steam). A large corporation can reap the financial benefits of independent games with minimal investment.19

      
        Jesper: Do you see pay once as the superior artistic business model, and free to play as nonartistic?

        Robin: Free to play is a very corporate model. You can’t really do free-to-play games unless you have a massive amount of people creating content or the content is generated. So far, no small studio like mine has really cracked that nut yet.

        Jesper: Also, typically very low revenue per user.

        Robin: Yeah. It’s model that requires that you create a very specific kind of system, and that system is usually generally best supported by a large team.

      

      
        ►Robin Hunicke full interview on website

      
      In addition, platform owners probably do not have the interest of the art form at heart when they decide which games can be published on their platforms. Apple discourages games that make political statements, and until 2016 the App Store review guidelines explicitly excluded apps and games from the world of expression and argument: “We view Apps different than books or songs, which we do not curate. If you want to criticize a religion, write a book. If you want to describe sex, write a book or a song, or create a medical App.”20 On personal computers, Microsoft and Apple are making it increasingly difficult for people to install software without going through their official online stores.

      Independent Games as Avant-Garde?

      Game designer Richard Lemarchand has explained that the Nepalese Village section of action-adventure Uncharted 221 was inspired by independent game The Graveyard,22 to make an experience where players could pause and reflect.23 Are independent games then avant-garde games in the literal sense of “walking in front,” creating innovations and styles eventually adopted by the mainstream industry? The mainstream industry seems to be mainly inspired by the inclusion of new themes and new experiences in independent games, while ignoring the kinds of designs in which players are denied the experiences they expect (the Graveyard example is quite unique). At the same time, small personal games such as those made in Twine do seem to have influenced higher-budget independent games such as Gone Home and Firewatch.

      
        In many ways, Gone Home could not have existed without all the progressive and experimental narrative work that was being done by trans authors on the margins. But it wasn’t those trans authors who were able to leverage that into any kind of financial success.

        ►Anna Anthropy full interview on website

      
      The more obvious connection from independent game design to industry is through mods—new levels and modifications of existing games. Games from Counter-Strike24 to DayZ25 to PlayerUnknown’s Battlegrounds26 began as mods for commercial games and only later became commercial products, eventually developed into continuously expanded games-as-services with microtransactions. Similarly, League of Legends27 was inspired by an early Warcraft III28 mod. For games starting as mods, the incentive of the publisher can be to purchase a community around a developing game and thereby to use the connection between developer and community to establish a long-running IP. This is also similar to the fate of Minecraft,29 which started as a hobby project, was sold on the developer’s web page, then published on phones and tablets, then acquired by Microsoft, and is now continually developed with microtransactions and private servers that players can rent for a monthly fee.

      Furthermore, game jams have been incorporated into many parts of the industry. King’s Saga series of matching-tile games are considered among the least independent games of all time: a developer owned by publisher giant Activision Blizzard; colorful, accessible, blatantly commercial games; based on microtransactions; created as anonymous products; yielding excessive positive feedback to players; derivative of previous matching-tile games. Consider Candy Crush Saga30 (figure 4.3), based on the well-understood match-three genre. Yet in 2013, I was at the Stockholm headquarters of King.com and saw one of the company founders introduce the recurring employee game jam with a small child on his arm. Many of King’s games had grown from company game jams, during which small but significant twists on well-known game forms had been tried out. This is far from the original intentions behind the game jam format, but it shows how the industry has adopted working methods from independent games. A 2018 article talks about how the Ubisoft Reflections studio retains its “independent mindset,” even after becoming fully owned by publisher Ubisoft.31 Even for a giant publisher, the idea of “indie agility”32 can be attractive, including as PR strategy.

      Media Essentialism and Fluidity

      In a section of Nathalie Lawhead’s 2017 game EVERYTHING IS GOING TO BE OK33 (figure 7.3), the shy frog mumbles nonsensical phrases, to the applause of two rabbits. One rabbit suggests that the frog should try to make money from its work. Then “you” (the player? the frog? the rabbit?) are asked for “creative input.” The vignette seems a condensation of the issues facing a developer of experimental games: Is the work good enough? What is the relation between the personal and the commercial? Are experimental games the sort of thing for which one can ask for “creative input,” or is that overstepping a boundary? The glitchy collage visuals of the game sometimes mimic garish MS-DOS works of the early 1990s, and the game spawns new windows on the player’s desktop during play. It is a game about creative anxiety, but everything—visuals, interface, gameplay—seems to be exploding.
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        Figure 7.3 The cacophonic EVERYTHING IS GOING TO BE OK (Lawhead 2017). The frog mumbles, to the appreciation of the rabbit, who suggests that the creative frog should monetize the work. Do you (who?) want to give creative input?

      
      
        Jesper: What do you do?

        Nathalie: I make interactive art that some people end up calling games, but I absolutely view it as interactive art.

        I started as a net artist. My first project was in 1999. It had a cult following and did really well. Then people started calling it a game. At first, I was outraged that you would accuse my work of being a game. Before it was labeled a game, people would say, “I’ve never seen anything like it. This is incredible.” After it was called a game, people were flooding me with complaints: “What am I supposed to do here? This is stupid. I don’t get it.”

      

      
        ►Nathalie Lawhead full interview on website

      
      Many developers of experimental games face considerable vitriol from game players unwilling to accept even the existence of game experiments. In the previous chapter, I argued that experimental games can work much the way experimental art has worked and still function as “games” by rejecting game conventions. Yet many players reject the rejection, and some developers eschew the game label to escape attacks by players unable to grasp experimentation. Lawhead suggests that when experimental games are shown to a broad audience (outside independent festivals), the audience may need to be prepared. “You have to create a space that basically screams ‘These Are Art Don’t Expect A Traditional Game!’ You have to make some kind of point that people have to be open minded.”34 Shouldn’t we then forget about the label and just make whatever we want? I have argued that, as Lawhead also observes, this is not how quite how it works, given that the game label sets up expectations, which many developers and players are deeply invested in. To make a work and call it a game is a performance, mimicking, subverting, enforcing, and commenting on game conventions. A “game” derives its meaning in part from its relation to the game tradition, and even if developers eschew the label, players may still categorize it as a game because of perceived similarities to other games,35 and this is an ongoing challenge for developers of experimental work.

      ►See chapter 6, “Who Cares If It’s a Game?”

      The People’s Games?

      The early history of independent games was one of consistent calls for new distribution that would break out of the lock that physical distribution in boxes had on video game design. The distribution problem was solved, but created instead the problem of discoverability:36 With improved tools and distribution models, how can developers make their games noticed? At the time of writing, worries about the indiepocalypse abound,37 as developers are finding it hard to become as financially succesful as common portrayals like Indie Game: The Movie (inaccurately) promised.38 The public image of independent games—as in Indie Game: The Movie—contains only examples of financial success, neglecting all the games that never reached a large audience. A present-day developer faces two quite different obstacles: for a game to reach an audience, it needs to satisfy the depersonalized, opaque, and constantly changing algorithms that control which games are promoted in the online stores. Conversely, the online stores also feature curated sections for which personal connections to publishers are paramount, and I sometimes hear developers talk in hushed voices about their carefully tended actual human contacts at Apple or Valve, who have promised to promote a game on the storefront page. Hence independent development is often precarious. It may support self-realization and some autonomy, but it is not exactly “good work,”39 given its failure to consistently provide security and work-life balance.

      We succeeded in making game making more accessible, but we didn’t solve the problem of playing experimental games. Experimental games often ask concretely for a different kind of engagement, one that presupposes a certain educational level, cultural capital, and knowledge about literature and art history. We often discuss such games using language borrowed from reviews and criticism of intellectual culture, literature, French film, art. Independent games can thus also become the rarified game for educated connoisseurs. This is to some extent already part of the notion of independent or indie, as Bennett and Strange have argued: “A prerequisite for understanding and appreciating such ‘authentic’ media art forms, therefore, is cultural capital—with independent media often dealing in aesthetic forms that are challenging, innovative, radical and so forth.”40 Independent games inherited this issue from the independent art forms that inspired independent games in the first place.

      Independent Games outside Institutions

      Yet there is also a group of independent games that I mostly have not talked about here, games that eschew independent games festivals and reviewers. At a 2017 industry meeting in Copenhagen, Petter Henriksen from Swedish developer Landfall Games proudly declared that to them, reviews and press coverage made no difference in sales, awards did not matter, and it was not worth going to independent game festivals.41 Landfall Games makes goofy, cartoony, playful, and violent games with deliberately clumsy physics, such as Stick Fight: The Game42 (figure 7.4). As Henriksen saw it, their popularity was overwhelmingly driven by streamers and YouTubers, and their development method was centered on releasing funny videos during development to build a fanbase.

      This exemplifies a type of game that is aesthetically independent—often as slapstick—but makes no claims of cultural independence. Landfall Games just designs its games around spectacular failures and strange animations that are funny to watch, and that allow a YouTuber to easily create exciting viewing as the YouTuber fails in funny ways and gasps at the strangeness of the game. Similarly, Jason Rohrer argues that by the 2018 launch of his game One Hour One Life,43 Steam was becoming an overcrowded platform, the game press essentially no longer played a significant role, and the important strategy had become to design a game that would continue to generate new and interesting situations to be posted on YouTube.44
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        Figure 7.4 Stick Fight: The Game (Landfall Games 2017). Funny, violent, irreverent, and made by a small developer that does not care about reviewers or festivals.

      
      
        Jesper:  There’s something in your games about personal suffering, but there’s also something communal about that. Today we would say they’re made for streaming, even though your early games weren’t originally.

        Bennett:  When QWOP first came out in 2008, there wasn’t very much of a Let’s Play culture. That culture had to be invented and strengthened before QWOP could take off as a viral hit.

        I think the YouTube people were looking for work that they could play and perform and react to. So QWOP was definitely not created with that in mind. It was more for the player in the privacy of their own home. But I first noticed that it could work in this way before it ever got picked up on YouTube at Babycastles in New York.

        A lot of the games I made were multiplayer games but I started to think about and talk about with my colleagues about the idea of designing for spectacle, designing for the person who is waiting to play the game so that they can watch and draw some enjoyment for it.

        I think it now is so deeply baked into my understanding of how to make a game or in my personal aesthetics that I don’t even think about it, but it seems to find its way back in. I would trace that back to it being accidental in QWOP and just feeding into that history of being in those live spaces. I think that’s how it happened for me.

      

      
        ►Bennett Foddy full interview on website

      
      The story I have told of independent game festivals is obviously, and literally, a story of winners, of the games that were selected and promoted, but the point has been to show how independent game institutions promoted some games while excluding others from the independent label as the quest for authenticity continued. What would a history of overlooked games be like? I have for now only scratched that surface, and I hope that future research can give a fuller picture of the breadth of video game development. Also, both AAA and casual games fail to “win” at independence, and a game like Stick Fight may do well financially but won’t be awarded at independent game festivals. Other popular financially and aesthetically independent titles, especially Spelunky and the whole genre of rogue-likes, as well as Super Meat Boy, by now appear dated as festivals have become more focused on cultural independence.

      In 2015, Bossa Studios, makers of the game-jam-derived Surgeon Simulator, published its new game I Am Bread45 (figure 7.5)—to mixed reviews, but to wide press coverage for the offbeat and easily communicated concept, an easy favorite for journalists: “A Game Where You’re a ... Slice of Bread. Because Sure, Why Not.”46 It’s a unique situation that deeply experimental games will gain media coverage by way of their experimental nature. This is unlike what other media have experienced; there are few ways for wildly experimental art, music, or cinema to gain coverage on the basis of experimentation. This works differently for games because we are engaged as players, and hence funny failures, strange concepts, and jump scares can make for entertaining headlines and entertaining viewing in a way that we rarely see in other art forms.

      
        [image: ]

        Figure 7.5 I Am Bread (Bossa Studios 2015). A game the premise of which made for easy headlines.

      
      The Future of Antimodernism

      My focus has been on independent games in the Western and mostly English-speaking world from 1998 to 2018. Independent games have here appeared at a time of continued focus on authenticity, a focus that goes hand in hand with the rise of the internet. Perhaps, as Charles Lindholm says, the focus of authenticity is a response to a breakdown of old orders and stabilities.47 Independent video games appeared at a time of immediate global availability of media such as games via the internet, and the internet is thus a spiritual cause of independent games by creating the desire for authentic experiences in a globalized world, an enabler of independent games by creating the conditions by which independent games can be distributed, and a complication because default notions of authenticity often center on original physical objects—which are mostly absent in video games.

      So how can a purely digital art form signal authenticity? The history of independent games is much about finding ways to signal provenance and personality in a game that is distributed immaterially and globally. The answer mostly has been to refer to earlier visual styles, suggesting materiality to refer to the provenance of a game, or to create hierarchies of game designs, some of which are dismissed as compromised and some of which are seen as authentic.

      In addition to their digitality, video games are also strange as cultural and aesthetic objects for two additional reasons: the first reason is that most video games are made by large teams, which makes them bad fits for the generic template of art coming from an individual creator. In film, also made by large teams, this problem was solved by auteur theory, which simplistically identified the director as the “truly creative” person in a film production. Independent games often solve this problem by actually being made by a single creator. But video games are also strange for a second reason—given that players do something and make choices, are games still truly designed by an individual? In chapter 5, I discussed how film critic Roger Ebert was confused by this question, believing that allowing player choice negated the possibility of authorship. In practice this is not much of an issue, as video games can be designed to be more or less open to different kinds of playing,48 so the player’s freedom (or lack thereof) is in itself a design choice. Still, many of the more experimental games I have examined do deny players the ability to make decisions, sometimes to better match traditional ideas of contemplative aesthetics, sometimes to focus on telling a personal story, sometimes to make forceful points by making us rethink what we are assuming, as players.

      Yet there is something strange going on in independent games: Are digital independent games fundamentally fake when they dress up in borrowed analog (and earlier digital) styles? Realistically, independent games run the gamut, from naïvely borrowing drawing or 1980s styles to acquire a sheen of counterfactual authenticity, to more interesting reimaginings of the video game. Either way, the use of older visual styles mimics the desire of the Arts and Crafts movement to create things that embodied older, more authentic ways of working.

      Many of the 1980s games that independent games refer to this way were originally seen as anonymous products, but with temporal distance Super Mario Bros. can now stand for an older, simpler time. By 2018, independent game developers have begun to experiment with the clumsy and coarsely textured 3-D graphics of the mid-1990s, with games like Paratopic.49 A few years ago, they might have looked like poorly executed games, but with sufficient temporal distance, using PlayStation 1–era graphics can now appear as a deliberate stylistic choice. Incidentally, this also applies to the first winner of the Independent Games Festival, Fire and Darkness (figure 3.10), the low-polygon 3-D graphical style of which is now so historically distant that mimicking it today would seem like a deliberate choice.

      
        Jesper: With independent games and experimental games, some people argue that we’ve come back to the early experimentation [of the 1980s] again. Do you think some video games have returned to the experimentation of early video games?

        Bernie: The parts of video games right now that give me the most hope are games that involve physical activity, where people are using their bodies, like Johann Sebastian Joust. There are a lot of games, fortunately, and I love watching how the indie game festivals have changed to incorporate more and more physical games. This gives me great faith in the future of gaming. My continued hope is that the media will become even more mixed, that more of us will be engaged on our physical and aesthetic and fantasy and social and all of those levels of our being. I don’t know if we’re going backward or forward. I just think that we’re realizing that there were things we left out, and fortunately, some of us are bringing them back in and that gives me a lot of faith.

      

      
        ►Bernie De Koven full interview on website

      
      Independent games are enabled by new technology, but they continue to be holdouts against newer business models, particularly microtransactions. As of 2018, no game with microtransactions has won a major independent game award. This is part of the nostalgia and antimodernism of independent games, with developers making games using only the business models they knew as children. The commercial environment of independent games serves as an area for marking authenticity and as a calling for new organizational models. In 2017, Greg Costikyan called for developers to create cooperatives,50 and David Kanaga’s surreal Oiκοςpiel Book I51 (figure 7.6) is explicitly about how “the opera’s employees, organized by the Union of Animal Workers, are trying to integrate the game dev dogs of Koch Games into their group.”

      In both Europe and the United States, thoughts about local food, community, and the dangers of unbridled markets tend to be seen as left-leaning. But while I wrote this book, a wave of right-wing politicians promised to restore several countries to vaguely defined past glory. Hence antimodernism has a strange political universality to it.52 As Jackson Lears noted in No Place of Grace, this was the case already a hundred years ago—especially in Europe, where “antimodernism formed much of the emotional basis for communitarian critiques of capitalism as well as for fascist and Nazi ideology.”53

      As a native Scandinavian, I probably have a stronger belief than most that the government can use modern tools and technology to rationally organize society for the benefit of all, and general arguments against rationality and large-scale planning have little intuitive appeal for me. Yet I contradict myself by culturally being a seeker of the local, particular, artisanal, and authentic. But could it be that these political contradictions are reaching a breaking point, at which everybody will realize that the belief in a pure, authentic past is widely shared, even with political opponents?
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        Figure 7.6 Oiκοςpiel Book I (Kanaga 2017). An entirely surreal “opera,” in which the Union of Animal Workers tries to unionize the employees of Koch Games. The game is made in part by buying art assets in the Unity asset store, hence the deliberately clashing visual styles.

      
      That said, while many games and arguments refer to an imagined pastoral past, arguments for diversity have a forward-looking and even futurist aspect to them: by improving representation both in games and among developers, there is a promise of creating a new world, better than the ones before.

      The Game That Changed

      I have written about a period during which the label game went from being derogatory to serving as an entrance to a community, to funding, to distribution. Independent and experimental games not only have expanded the label game to mean new things, but also have pointed to aspects of traditional game design that have gone unnoticed.

      At the same time, the idea of independent games as authentic has worked as a continued stream of dismissals of both mainstream and other nominally independent games as inauthentic. We have moved from financial independence to aesthetic independence, by which games acquire a style to distinguish themselves from earlier games, to cultural independence, by which independent games are promoted explicitly as culturally or politically preferable to earlier games. There is a positive power in the focus on authenticity as a way to create new kinds of games and experiences simply by denying conventions and finding something new to replace them. We saw this in the aesthetics of the aesthetics of the aesthetics of video games, which brought out the indictment that when players have to optimize their strategies, this is not only counter to traditional aesthetics, it is also complicit with the rationalization and instrumentalization that ails the world in the first place. Hence, the walking simulator—a new kind of game, more quiet and contemplative—was born.

      History suggests that ideas of authenticity also can work to set up arbitrary and stifling limits to both tradition and experimentation. Experience tells us that it is impossible to definitely conclude that a given type of design never can be used in a positive sense. We used to think that boredom would always be a problem in games, yet boredom plays a central role in Cart Life. We used to think that video games should always have interesting choices, yet Dear Esther has none. But by the same token, it is wrong to think that independent games have finally solved any problem with earlier mainstream game design conventions. We can try to finally declare how a given design works and what it means, but in actuality, we do not want to solve video games.

      Independent games have done much to make games palatable as cultural works. For cinema, auteur theory assigned the creativity of a large production to a single person, making cinema compatible with romantic-era ideas of artistry and making it easy for journalists to know which person to interview. Some independent games really do come from a single person, neatly placing such video games alongside other artistic forms. This is both disappointing—tritely matching video games with an existing template—and exciting, as we figure out how video games can work as cultural objects in their own way.

      With independent games, the gates have opened. We know how to make new video games, to make players do new things, and to design new experiences. With independent and experimental games, there is always something new to do, think, or be part of.
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