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Welcome
Videogames are art. They entertain and inspire us, creating new worlds which give insight into the lives of others, enabling us to improve our own. We hold these truths to be self-evident. This magazine is about celebrating those truths and sharing them with everyone, whether they’re a fan of videogames or merely curious about this new frontier of entertainment and expression.
Five out of Ten is a new kind of publication, founded on two beliefs: videogame criticism is worthwhile, and good writing is worth paying for. 
Thank you for supporting us. We hope you enjoy it.

Contributors
Bill Coberly is a writer, transcriber and troublemaker based in Savannah, Georgia, where he lives with his wife and a particularly troublesome puppy. He is the founder of The Ontological Geek, writes for Nightmare Mode, has contributed to Gamechurch and Ctrl+Alt+Defeat.
Kris Ligman curates ‘This Week in Videogame Blogging’ for Critical Distance, is a community advocate for Gamasutra, and has written for Gameranx and Ctrl+Alt+Defeat.
Brendan Keogh is a videogame critic and academic from Melbourne, Australia. He is completing a PhD at RMIT university, and writes regularly for publications such as Edge, Hyper, and Unwinnable.
Lana Polansky is a videogame critic and essayist living in Montreal, Canada. She writes bi-monthly for Bit Creature and has been published in Kill Screen, Gameranx, Medium Difficulty, The Wall Street Journal Speakeasy and Billboard. She’ll have her Twine game up eventually.
Alan Williamson is Editor-in-Chief of Five out of Ten, co-founder of Split Screen and writes for New Statesman and Nightmare Mode. Originally from Northern Ireland, he now lives in Oxford. If he could be any animal, he would be a dolphin. 

While My Guitar Gently Weeps
Bill Coberly
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I was a musician up until I played Guitar Hero.
In high school, I played cello and piano and sang bass in various choirs, both classical and jazz. I was good: usually first chair cellist, frequent 'Most Valuable Singer' award winner, and I made every All-State ensemble for which I auditioned. I even did a couple of paying gigs as a soloist. By the end of my senior year, I was the de facto conductor if our teachers were absent.
When I came to college, I opted not to major in music and pursued the more 'practical' option of philosophy instead. I still sang in the choirs and took voice lessons, even receiving a small talent scholarship for voice. I kept my cello in my room, where I would frequently practice the Bach cello suites so as not to forget everything I had learned between private lessons. I thought of myself as a musician more than a philosopher or academic. I don't any more.
There are various reasons for this, but I think the catalyst for the switch was a small, stickered plastic guitar.
I had played Guitar Hero once before college, but it wasn't until my freshman roommate revealed that he had a copy that I really came to grips with it. We first used it as a way to recruit friends. In fall of 2006, leaving the door of your dorm room open while playing Guitar Hero quickly ensured a crowd of interested spectators, waiting their turn or simply singing along with the music -- this was the first game and there wasn't much in the way of multiplayer, and Matt only had one guitar.
Matt was good at it, but it didn't take me long to realize that with a little work, I could be better. After about my third attempt, I played exclusively on Expert, and spent afternoons between (or instead of) classes practicing hammer-ons and pull-offs on Texas Flood or Crossroads.
Playing the guitar prepares you relatively little for Guitar Hero, to the annoyance of guitarists everywhere, but I think my experience with the cello helped a great deal. I could sight-read music very well, and was used to shifting my hand up and down the neck of an instrument to find the optimal positioning to play any given set of notes. I became good very quickly: at the peak of my abilities, if there was anyone better on campus, I didn't meet them.
About the time Guitar Hero II came out, in November of 2006, I began to realize that I was no longer the big fish on campus when it came to real music. I was just one of many good singers, instead of one of the best in the school. This happens to everybody who was good at something in high school, and I was self-aware enough to understand what was happening, but I still found it disorienting. I didn't really know how to just be part of the team.
Without thinking about it, I began to take solace in this other, music-like thing I could do so well. Once newer games with multiplayer came out I preferred to play with friends, but often I played alone. I was essentially practicing my 'instrument', something I had never been very conscientious about with real instruments.
I never sat down with the intention of becoming great at Guitar Hero and if anyone had actually explained to me what I was doing, I probably would have stopped. Looking back on it, I realize that Guitar Hero (and later, Rock Band) became such an important part of my life because of the way it simulates the best parts of musical performance without the parts I found frustrating.
Guitar Hero gives you immediate feedback. If you miss a note, it makes a horrible screeching sound, and your score-multiplier reverts to x1. You don't have to wonder if your melismatic passages are going a little sharp or if you're rushing your sixteenth notes without noticing. It gives you a rating and percentage at the end of the song, so it was easy to set a goal and measure my progress towards it.
When practicing a real instrument, I have a tendency to plow through the piece as though I'm performing it on stage rather than stopping and diligently ironing out the kinks. But in Guitar Hero, unless you are particularly terrible the song never stops. The band keeps playing and you just have to pick up and keep going. The digital crowd may boo, but a few skillfully played passages and some Star Power will get them cheering again. So much of what I love about performing on a stage was made readily available here, without the possible embarrassment of real people cringing at your mistakes.
I practiced and practiced and eventually received the highest five-star Expert rating on every song in Guitar Hero, Rock Band, and all but one (Jordan) in Guitar Hero II. Had I put that much time into the Bach cello suites, I would be able to perform them from memory.
By my sophomore year, I was becoming aware of how much my status as a musician was slipping. While I didn't have the capacity to take additional choir classes or join the college orchestra, I tried several times to start a cappella groups or real-life rock bands. These never lasted more than three rehearsals: I didn't really know what I was doing. People would consistently miss rehearsals, and even when everyone did show up we would all be at different skill levels, making it hard to find music easy enough for the beginners while also remaining interesting for the experts.
None of these are problems in Guitar Hero or Rock Band. You are always playing with the whole band, whether with a computer accompaniment or up to three other players. I could almost always assemble the 'Holy Wombat Clan' for a round of Rock Band; if someone was busy, the computer would happily play their part, and if a song was too hard for one of us, we could just turn down his or her difficulty and keep going.
You can't do that with real instruments. If your violist doesn't show up for your string quartet rehearsal, you're missing a vital part of the ensemble and the context for your own part becomes that much harder to find.
It was so much easier, so much more immediately gratifying just to play Guitar Hero or Rock Band instead of practicing the cello or for choir. With the roar of the digital crowd and the impressed people around me, I could almost feel I was performing real music somewhere. This is one of the scary things about videogames. This is what causes people to give up their lives and marriages for World of Warcraft or Second Life. Games can be immediately rewarding, and the process by which you get better at a game tricks your brain into thinking you've actually learned a useful skill.
No one really thinks that your 17th playthrough of Dragon Age (I'll romance Zevran this time!) is actually going to be more rewarding than going out and meeting new people and forming new relationships in the real world. But the real world is hard, unpredictable and largely unconcerned with whether or not you're enjoying yourself. Would I have rather been singing in a production of Carmina Burana than playing Dani California for the twelfth time? Absolutely, but that's not usually the choice. To properly and accurately sing Carmina I have to do a ton of work for no immediate reward, locked in practice rooms hammering out the same eight bars over and over again until I finally get them right. Or I could just slide the disk into the PlayStation, pick whatever song I want and play it,immediately, in front of a simulated crowd.
I graduated from college two and a half years ago and left organized music behind. I also left behind my plastic guitar. I brought the real one, but I don't really know how to play it and can't ever work up the energy to learn. I only sing in the shower. My cello lies neglected, 1500 miles from where I live.
I wonder if I'll ever be a musician again. I don't mean to blame the games for my change of self-definition. I am responsible for my own life choices. Yet I wonder if I mightn't have been better off if those games never existed. I spent a lot of time and effort becoming very good at something I may never do again. Guitar Hero and its kind have had their moment in the limelight: no one plays them at parties any more, and whatever skills I might have retained would probably brand me more odd than as interesting. But not everything you do has to remain constantly relevant, and having a good time with friends is an end in itself.
I used to play Bach on the cello to relax, all to myself, unaccompanied, just myself and Johann Sebastian. It wasn't perfect, but it was good enough that I could enjoy it. But when I tried the other day while back home, I had forgotten the notes and lost the calluses. I was frustrated at my inability to move the songs forward, annoyed at the fact that it didn't sound as good in the air as it did in my head. I let my skills and habits with real instruments rust so I could chase something easier, something at which I could show off. I had a lot of fun with Guitar Hero, made some friends, impressed some people. Was all that worth what I lost?
 

Three Jumps
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It was April, 1993.
I was six years old. My mother came into the living room with a mysterious black box.
“I got this for your dad’s birthday. I thought you’d like to check that it works”.
I’d already heard of Ecco the Dolphin, but the beautiful Boris Vallejo cover art was still a sight to behold. A new game was a major event in my meaningless life, and playing a new game I wasn’t meant to know about was even better. Of course as an obsessive Mega Drive fan, I knew all about it from the games magazines I adored: I read them all day and way past bedtime, at the dinner table and on car trips until I was physically sick, until the covers fell off and their contents had been absorbed into my brain.
Yet for all that knowledge, I didn’t have a clue what was in store. The game begins in Ecco’s home bay and you’re free to frolic in its waters. You can sing to members of the pod. “How high in the sky can you fly?” one of them asked. I accepted their challenge, breached the waters and the sky flashed red. Ecco spun helplessly in the air while a vortex sucked the life from the seas. Fish, cetaceans and crustaceans were ripped from the water in a terrifying cyclone of flesh.
When Ecco falls back into the water, he is alone. The music shifts to an eerie minor key. In a time before video sequences were used for plot exposition, playing as a species not known for its conversational skills, you’re left to explore this haunted world alone and rescue your family from an unknown evil.
That evil remained unknown for my entire childhood. Maybe it’s what you would expect from a science-fiction dolphin simulator, but Ecco the Dolphin is a challenging game. The instruction manual doesn’t offer a lot of help, although it does have some delightful stories about dolphins. Ecco steers like a boat, his fluke acting as a rudder. You use his sonar to blast starfish into barriers or hear a cryptic clue from a strange crystalline ‘Glyph’. Once you add the murderous sharks and jellyfish, plus the natural time restrictions of filling Ecco’s lungs with oxygen every few minutes, you’ll be glad you’re a human.
I’ve always been a bad swimmer. I’m just not confident in the water: whenever I am out of my depth, I feel like I could drown at any minute. I never stray far from the poolside and wouldn’t dream of swimming in the open ocean. The sea remains a perpetual mystery to me, yet I am fascinated by it. I love aquaria, or even just staring at a fish tank. Every time I visited my granny, I was entranced by the pictures in her encyclopaediae, particularly the octopus and its alien form dancing in a dark world I could only imagine.
Ecco encounters several octopuses on his quest: they latch onto the walls of caves, a lone tentacle waving in the murk. “Swim slowly past eight arms”, warns an ominous Glyph. Try to speed past them and Ecco is dashed against the rocks, the cephalopod foe unmoving except for that one lashing tentacle. It’s not attacking in self-defence or driven by hunger: it’s there to murder you.
Without the skill to proceed, I resorted to typing passwords from a magazine to see the later stages of the game. The North Pole, Atlantis, dinosaurs, an alien spaceship: how could these all be related? With only fragments of story, they didn’t tie together. It was a world I wasn’t meant to understand. Cheat codes are like teleporters and you’re Eric Bana in The Time Traveler’s Wife, trying to figure out where you are before you’re whisked to another time and place. 
Devoid of meaning through natural progression, you use the level names to create your own. One of the stages is ‘City of Forever’: it’s at the end of Atlantis, where Ecco uses a time machine to travel to the Jurassic era. If you search on YouTube you’ll see players taking a shortcut to quickly complete the level, but this avoids the level’s centrepiece: three large jumps, each more difficult than the last. I suspect the game’s creators included a shortcut because they knew how hard it was, but my childhood self didn’t know about that shortcut, and my Ecco was trapped in that city… forever.
The game belonged to my dad, and I felt like an interloper when I plugged the cartridge into my Mega Drive. I wasn’t even meant to be in the living room: my brothers and I weren’t allowed to play in there. With its leather furniture, stone walls and unused gas fire, it was cold and uninviting. We used to call it the ‘good room’, but I didn’t feel good in there. I don’t know if the danger was real, but the guilt was. My mum kept the secret of my forbidden adventures with Ecco. 
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My parents divorced when I was sixteen. Already falling into the stereotypes of teenage life like growing my hair long and listening to punk rock (thanks, Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater 2), their separation came at a bad time. Unwilling to think about it, insouciant about school work, I did the only thing I could: 
I escaped into fiction.
Videogames have always been my coping strategy for bad situations. Reading a book is a passive activity where you absorb whatever is on the page, stopping and starting with ease. As I read I can gather my thoughts, which are then subsequently dumped into something like the essay you’re currently reading. Likewise, chilling out with music is a great way to unwind and make sense of what’s been going on in the day.
I don’t always want to collect my thoughts. Sometimes, I just don’t want to think. Games have always been a different kind of activity. I am completely absorbed in them, unable to multitask (even beyond that of a normal man). Most games require constant attention and input from the player to proceed: that’s what makes them so engaging, what makes a horror game more terrifying, a war game more intense. Your hold your character’s life in your hands. I found solace in the epic campaigns of Sid Meier’s Alpha Centauri, the endless questing and camaraderie of Phantasy Star Online. I burned through a year of my life and I don’t remember much of what happened during that period. Thinking about it now, that’s kind of scary.
More than this, I was drawn back to the games of my childhood. The power of nostalgia is formidable: old games take you back to an earlier time of blue skies and unwavering optimism, before everything became tainted by bitter experience. I’ve played those old games so many times that there’s now no good reason to replay something like Sonic the Hedgehog 2 as I can recreate the zones from memory. 
Yet I never finished Ecco, and I felt unnostalgic towards it: instead, I was afraid. A shiver ran through me as I looked at the octopus on the back of the box. It remained something I didn’t understand, so I turned to the Internet in search of information. To my astonishment, no one had written a decent walkthrough of the game. A couple of Ecco fan sites like ‘Caverns of Hope’ and ‘Arkonviox’ existed, which had reverse-engineered the game’s code to better understand the development process, but that wasn’t nearly as interesting to me as understanding the completed game as a work: its mechanics, stories and secrets.
I spent the summer of 2003 playing through Ecco and writing an exhaustive guide. I wrote a step-by-step navigational aid for every tunnel and cave, strategies for enemies, passwords and a chronicle of the game’s lore. It is twenty-five thousand words long, three times the size of my undergraduate dissertation.
Every day for two months I unravelled the game, seeking understanding through its mastery. While I never understood the breakdown of my parents’ relationship, I took solace in understanding this one game. It brought a degree of control to my life that was missing. Many enthusiasts feel compelled to master videogames: this is the point of punishing, unforgiving titles like Dark Souls or Spelunky. While the modern videogame is designed so the majority of its players can reach the climax, Dark Souls and Ecco the Dolphin erect huge barriers of challenge for a player to overcome.
It’s fun to play Ecco casually and frolic in the sea, clearing small hurdles and chasing fish. But when you negotiate the cold marble maze of the City of Forever and clear each of those three jumps in sequence, that’s when fun becomes thrilling, when the impossible become effortless. I cleared those three jumps over and over again until they became a mere ripple on the surface of the sea.
 




03
It’s been ten years since I wrote my Ecco walkthrough. It has been viewed eighty thousand times according to the statistics on GameFAQs, not counting the fan sites I gave permission to republish the guide. I moved from Northern Ireland to Edinburgh, then to Oxford. I got my hair cut. I stopped smoking. The world moved on and so did I. Everything changed. I am in control now. I still listen to Bad Religion, though.
I’ve received some great fan mail over the years: Ecco fans contacted me with corrections, additions, or just thanks. My favourite was from a housewife who was playing through Ecco with her children in step with the guide; yet I felt uncomfortable when I read that, because my writing at the time was crude and vulgar. I thought swearing was an essential seasoning for interesting writing- a little bit of fucking spice.
It’s funny how something you’ve written becomes a product of the time, even though you don’t realise it while you’re writing. When I read my old Ecco walkthrough I think of the eighty thousand people who read those awful jokes, the clichés, the awkward turns of phrase. It happens when I re-read anything I’ve written three months ago, never mind ten years. 
I really wanted to rewrite it from scratch, but I decided it should remain as it is: partly because it would be a huge amount of effort for little reward, but also because it’s a nice memory frozen in time. Shouldn’t you know where you’ve been so you know where to go next? While we aren’t always proud of what we have done with our lives, our mistakes and stupid decisions, we shouldn’t be ashamed of them, and we should never forget them.
My dream is that one day, I will write something that is truly great: whether I read it in ten days or ten years, I will not cringe. It will have escaped the trappings of the past to become truly timeless. Maybe that’s an unattainable goal, but it sure is a great motivator.
Yesterday, I played Ecco again for the first time in a long while. I used my own walkthrough to look up the passwords and teleported to the City of Forever. I couldn’t clear the first jump. It no longer mattered.
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I was on the phone to my mum a few weeks ago. I told her I was writing an essay about Ecco the Dolphin, but that I was struggling to piece together some of the old memories.
“I have all these memories of playing games with dad, but not as many with you. Do you think that we maybe… missed out on that when I was growing up? That we took you being there for granted and didn’t make time for fun things?”
“I don’t know, I guess that’s just the way things were.”
“We should do some fun things next time I’m home. Make some new memories. Catch up on lost time.”
“Yeah, we should.”
Even when you’re clear of the maze, you think of the hurdles you faced. All that matters is remembering how to clear them again.
 


Unfinished
Kris Ligman
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The King never had much luck with people.
Jonah Stowe wrote after The Unfinished Swan’s release that “The game itself seems to exhibit some of this unfinishedness. Small technical details suggest a work with more rough edges than we might expect from a AAA title.” He continues:
“Paint splatters in ways that defy physics at times, and in a later chapter, during which [the player] uses water to prompt strands of ivy to luxurious growth across walls and ceilings, some strands of the plant disappear intermittently. And yet, I found these qualities contributed to the game’s exploration of unfinishedness.”
The Unfinished Swan is indeed an unfinished game, beautifully so. Press too hard along its seams and the illusion of its beautiful world shatters. Matters are made worse by the side-goal of collecting various balloons to unlock toys (including a sniper rifle), which seems to only exist to highlight the artificiality and constraints of its genre. Some of its puzzles smack of Portal 2. Elsewhere lies an Easter Egg for thatgamecompany’s similarly atmospheric Journey. It’s a slipshod, sketchy mess of a game- and it’s proud of that. You see, The Unfinished Swan is also a game about unfinished people: of unmanaged, raw artistic impulse and runaway self-absorption, of dysfunctional families and absent parents. It’s a game about confronting human shortcomings both heritable and inherent.
The Unfinished Swan opens with a storybook prologue about a boy, Munroe, and his mother. The mother, an artist, dies, and the storybook informs us “she left behind over 300 canvases, not one of them finished. Along with Munroe, who felt pretty unfinished himself.”
Munroe is sent to an orphanage, which is all the communication we need to understand the boy’s father is absent. Who the father is becomes the obvious, if unstated, question.
---
“Your mother never finishes anything,” my father rumbles. He is driving somewhere and I am in the passenger seat. I am about six. He grips the steering wheel at 9 and 3 with the same meaty stranglehold that I know from experience can bruise my wrist and lift me straight off the ground.
My father’s hands are broad, ruddy, working class hands. His skin seems perpetually under a thin patina of engine oil and soot, even after he’s been home for a few days. A train engineer, he often goes away for days at a time on long veinous routes across the northern midwest; returning exhausted and irritable, quick to temper about the state of the house and his four unruly children under my mother’s care.
My father is a great big grizzly of a man, his voice booming, his footsteps thunderous on the stairs under which we children often hid. When he voices disapproval, my back automatically straightens up a fraction. My throat tenses. I love my mom. I fear my dad. I want to defend her. I don’t want to upset him.
“Oh,” I say.
“She’ll always tear apart the house, thinking this time she’ll organize everything. And then she forgets about it. Don’t be like your mother,” my father advises me.
“Okay,” I say.
---
Searching through the white void which serves as the player’s first canvas, the player starts by finding the edges to things. She lobs a ball of paint into blank space and it splatters against a heretofore unseen surface, outlining a corner of a wall, the start of a floor. The player tosses a few more daubs of paint around and finds the outline of a path. She follows it a while, coming across the first of a series of story pages as she does so. These pages tell the story of a King.
The King was a talented artist who used a magic silver paintbrush to paint his entire kingdom in white. His subjects complained of the inconvenience and began painting over parts so they could better tell where things were.
“The King was so frustrated with the messy, demanding people of his kingdom that he decided to start over.... He told himself he’d come back someday to finish what he had started but of course he never did.”
The second kingdom also fails to live up to the perfectionist King’s expectations, shaped by his trouble relating with others. Venturing into a dark forest navigable only by a few spots of luminescence, the player uncovers the next excerpt of the story.
“The King was tired of creating perfect kingdoms only to attract less than perfect subjects,” the narration tells the player. “He decided he’d have to leave a legacy the old-fashioned way: with a family.”
---
“This is your college education,” my father says, waving a hand toward the home studio he had invested countless weekends into, to say nothing of far more money than his railroad job paid. It’s lined with hand-made sound insulation panels and stocked with enough recording equipment to make some professional studios green with envy. “So we all need to work together to make this record label work.”
His four children nod, eyes wet and confused. This is not a sufficient response for my father.
“Okay?” he prompts.
“Okay, Dad,” we all mumble. How do four kids, the oldest of them no more than 12, help get a record label off the ground? What happens if we don’t? Will he yell at us, hate us, hurt us, disown us? What do we do?
In the end, the biggest barrier to our father’s dreams of a music career is himself. Every weekend and most evenings (he has a job on a commuter line now, giving him more time at home) he cloisters himself away inside his home-made studio, plucking at the same chords over and over, searching for a note that doesn’t exist. Later, he loads the recordings into his Mac and plays the clips again and again, iterating by degrees, never finishing. Eventually he scraps the whole song and starts over on guitar, plucking strings, never finding whatever it is that he’s listening for.
Sooner or later, he’ll say it’s our fault that he can’t find it.
---
“The King had never had much luck with people,” intones The Unfinished Swan’s feminine narrator: someone who, by dint of her association with the story, the player begins to perceive as Munroe’s mother. “Instead of trying to find a wife, he painted one. When she opened her eyes, the King was astonished. He had created a female version of himself.”
The player sees the illustrations of the King’s new Queen, and her suspicions are confirmed: this wife is the same woman who appeared as Munroe’s mother in the prologue. This is the story of Munroe’s parents.
It could end here and The Unfinished Swan would still be a stirling allegory about a boy who ventures into his imagination to give himself some closure, to complete the unfinished parts of himself. The Queen tires of being neglected by the King and leaves him, sailing off to raise her child alone. The only painting she takes with her is the same unfinished portrait of a swan Munroe later takes with him to the orphanage.
The Unfinished Swan isn’t simply the title and explicit goal of the game: it’s the singular work which ties the family of three together. Unfinished things, unfinished people. Children doomed by genetics to the sometimes-beautiful, mostly-horrible agony of being artists. Facing the void of boundless creativity and having to sort out the path avoiding insanity for themselves.
---
“Succeed Or Die” are the words I’ve written, in white-out, at the top of my drawing table.
“That’s kind of grim,” Cliff remarks to me. He is visiting to help me move after a falling-out with my mother. The drawing table, built by my father - to whom I have also stopped speaking - is not coming with us.
“I felt like I needed to motivate myself,” I explain, piling clothes I think I’ll want into a small bit of luggage. “Everyone always tells me I never finish anything.”
 
The story could end with the Queen abandoning the King, and the player would know what happened to Munroe’s parents. But The Unfinished Swan takes the player to the place where the King slumbers. He wakes and reflects on the trail of abandoned projects, his marriage included, left in his wake.
“I thought back on all the things I’d built and left unfinished,” he says. “I realized something. I wasn’t sad that it was all gone. I had fun making all that stuff. I would have made it anyway.”
The King offers Munroe his magic paintbrush. “I hope it makes you happy, and that someday they will say he is a better man than his father.”
I gaze at that silver paintbrush on the screen, held aloft over the King’s shoulder because he won’t turn to look at me. I realize this has never been about Munroe’s actual father, but a fantasy of a father: flawed but ultimately well-intentioned, blameless insofar as his same culpability is shared by so many, exonerated on the basis that he’s finally come to some positive self-reflection.
In the storybook, Munroe wakes from his dream and completes the painting of the swan, although it seems there’s room on the canvas for further detail. The screen pulls back to the shape of the book itself, which slides shut, motionless against a white screen. I stare at this for a while, then go back to the first chapter and its pure white void again, to start searching for the edges of things once more.
---
“Any history of mental illness in your family?”
“Not diagnosed.”
The psychiatrist’s pen hovers over the tiny square on his sheet of notes. It’s not big enough for an elaborate explanation. I sigh and give him the short version.
“We think my father has something. Probably bipolar disorder; that’s what my therapist says it sounds like when I described it to her. But he doesn’t trust doctors, so he’s never seen anyone about it.”
The psychiatrist nods and scribbles something in the tiny box. “Anyone in your extended family?” he prompts.
“Depression on my mother’s side. Suicide on my father’s side. Procrastination isn’t a mental disorder, is it?”
“Not really.”
The psychiatrist doesn’t look up. He keeps writing, now trailing off into the paper’s heretofore unspoiled white margins. I gaze at the edge of his desk until I’m staring straight past its surface off into space somewhere.
Genetics are a hell of a thing. I certainly didn’t ask for this laundry list of woes, far less to be subjected to my parents’ own unmanaged issues for all those years. My mother who became lost among her piles of stuff. My father who blamed everyone but himself when his dreams went unfulfilled. I, who grew obsessed with becoming better than both of them.
I’m still unfinished. If The Unfinished Swan has shown me anything, it’s that I can’t hope to really be finished. Maybe that’s alright.
“We all carry a sense of unattainable perfection,” writes Jonah Stowe; “and our creative output will continually struggle with a dissatisfaction, with a frustration that we didn’t get it quite right. Too often this sense can lead to unnecessary and incessant revision, and The Unfinished Swan offers itself as an appropriate corrective to this compulsion. 
Resting in the unfinished shouldn’t mean that we don’t make the fullest effort, it simply means that we find contentment in the beauty of making.”
 

Rolling Up That Hill
Lana Polansky
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I think I know why the Prince of All Cosmos is silent.
I didn’t actually play Keita Takahashi’s 2004 masterpiece Katamari Damacy until I was 19. That’s nine years after my parents’ divorce, nine years after my dad left, nine years after we got cable television that he was always too cheap to pay for. We got it on the day he left.
At 19, I was still pretty self-centered and naïve — I’m only a few years older now and probably not much better — but that’s at least enough time having passed to be able to reflect on my childhood. I’ve forgotten a lot of things. I’ve forgotten a lot of things on purpose.
When I first played the game, it was in my partner’s basement. He set up his old PS2 on a new TV set, which, despite revealing the outdated visuals of obsolete virtual spaces, also underscored their most beautiful and enduring aspects. It is, in all likelihood, scientifically impossible to not be immediately charmed by the whimsy and vibrancy of the Katamari Damacy opening titles. It’s brazenly, happily surreal: a Technicolor Dreamcoat that it’s difficult to believe might conceal any malice.
In this game, your father is the King of All Cosmos, and he probably shouldn’t be. In this game — and in every sequel thereafter — the irresponsible, feckless and volatile King finds some way to destroy some perfectly healthy celestial bodies. As the story goes, a drinking binge leads him to destroy the moon, constellations and stars. As the Prince, you’re a little pea in your green bodysuit compared to his grotesque stature. When he tells you to clean up his mess, you’re in no position to argue.
You have to go to Earth, leaving the safety of your oddball planet and wacky cousins, to do your dad’s dirty work. You use the katamari — an adhesive ball with an unlimited capacity for growth — to roll around and collect everything you can find: tacks, candy, mice, cars, sprinklers, trees, boats…
Everything on Earth is apparently expendable; anything that you can roll up to create a new star will stick.
 ---
“You just know the right thing to say to him. You always have,” my sister said to me once. This was because my dad seemed to go easier on me than my siblings. I don’t have any perspective as to why: truth be told, I don’t really want to think about it. Maybe it was because I was the youngest and my older siblings had to live with him through their adolescence. I don’t really know, though.
One thing I know was that I hated conflict, because we had so much of it. I hated making him angry, because he was relentless. He wasn’t quite like the King; he wasn’t a drinker, for one. He was just angry, and controlling. And when he went on an anger binge, it was usually because something was out of his control. Someone or something wasn’t going his way.
Saying or doing the wrong thing, whatever it might be, was a nightmare. Step on his foot accidentally, because you’re a clumsy kid, and he’d slap you clear across the face so hard you’d fall down.
So I tried to say the right thing as much as possible.
---
The Prince never says anything. He does his job: you roll as best you can, which is rarely good enough.
The King has impossible, fickle standards. He goads you, chides you and flat-out verbally abuses you if you don’t meet these standards for the size and shape of the star you’ve rolled. It’s not enough to meet the required size to make the star. It’s not even enough to exceed it. He never states precisely what he wants, only vagaries that let you know that you’re failing to impress him.
The King abuses you and you can’t speak for yourself. You just want to impress him, for him to tell you that you’ve done a good job. Katamari Damacy shows part of its genius in the King’s little bits of monologue: it makes resonant use of the player’s desire for positive feedback from the system. I’ve done above and beyond what the game is asking of me. Why doesn’t it compliment me? I’ve done it five, six, seven times now. Why is it so reluctant to tell me I’m good?
It feels insipid to say so, but this reminds me of my father. Sitting in my partner’s basement, I find myself compelled to play out of enchantment with the game’s unusual conceit and whimsical palette. But I’m also playing because I’m looking for the elusive pat on the head, grinding my way through the game’s levels, which I can replay infinitely as long as I’ve beaten them once.
I don’t just want to do well. I want him to tell me so.
I keep on rolling around the floor of the polygonal house, out into the polygonal backyard, onto the street, past the horizon. I roll and I roll and get as big as I can. The katamari grows until big things seem smaller and smaller: trees become shrubs, then blades of grass. I grow and grow until the timer in the corner of the screen runs down and I have to return home to present my work to the King. He evaluates it, and he seems vaguely impressed, but he still thinks he can do a better job.
It’s now I understand that Katamari Damacy is a game about perspective.
---
Even when I was very young, I knew I didn’t want the household we had. I wanted things to be calm and pleasant and happy. I wanted a Mom and a Dad. I had a fuzzy understanding of it at the time, but one thing I do remember rather lucidly is my parents discussing divorce one night at the kitchen table.
I was sitting in the living-room, on the floor if memory serves. I overheard them, and all I knew at the time was that I wanted a ‘normal’ family: for me, that meant sticking to it and working things out. I didn’t know yet that my dad would never change, or what my mom went through enduring him. I told them that they should stay together, and they both laughed at me.
A decade or so later I’m playing this game and understand how absurd I’m being. After a while, I realize that the King is grating, but powerless. Pathetic. That’s why he has me doing all his work for him.
I accept and internalize the fact that I don’t have to impress him. Ever. I just have to get the job done to my own satisfaction and meet the baseline standards set by the game—not by him. I do this because I find it fun, and not because I want his praise. I realize that relying on him for anything is a waste of my time.
The things that seemed big before now seem so small: mice, trees, bikes, fire trucks, skyscrapers. The King of All Cosmos, too, looks so goofy in his purple stockings and ruff. So absurd, so diminutive.
I know why The Prince of All Cosmos is silent. He’s silent for the same reasons I tried to be silent. He wants to impress for the same reasons I wanted to impress — because he can’t escape. He’s trapped in a cycle of abuse from which no one will save him. He’s haunted forever by a voice that will keep on telling him he’s not good enough or strong enough. He is doomed to commit questionable acts—like rolling up the contents of an entire planet into a ball and then shooting it into the sky—because of this unshakeable influence.
I was rescued from the cycle, but I keep on trying to escape those influences. I’m still fighting that voice in the back of my mind that calls me stupid or ugly, or tries to utterly diminish me if I make a mistake. Sometimes I still feel like a silent protagonist in my own life, but I know that I don’t have to be. I just keep rolling until I make it past the horizon, until what seemed impossibly big appears as small as a star in the sky.
 

Character Building
Brendan Keogh[image: bk-character.jpg]
CJ is the scrawniest gangster to ever walk the streets of Los Santos. He rarely eats. He spends hours at the gym but never lifts weights, only runs for miles on the treadmill. He probably couldn’t mug a day’s winnings from a pensioner fresh off the coach from the Las Venturas casinos. Sometimes, just for the hell of it, he rides a pushbike all the way to San Fierro. Intermittently, a “progress” bar flashes in the corner of the screen; a slithter of red pixels shows his diminishing body mass. A textbox flashes a warning that hauntingly echoes the pleas of my real-life friends: “Just eat something.” But the warnings disappear eventually, and CJ keeps cycling.
When you stand in the eye of a storm, you can close your eyes and deny it even exists. It demolishes houses, flings cows into the air, and uproots trees all around you, but you can pretend that it has nothing to do with you, that you are not, in fact, right at the center of the problem. This is what it is like to live with an eating disorder. You lose friends, you fail classes, your health and your temper deteriorate. You see the damage wrought all around you, but never do you consider that the cause of all these problems is you.
But when your own psyche is projected outwards, rendered into pixels on a television set linked to you via the umbilical cord of the PlayStation 2 controller, you can’t ignore it. CJ is too skinny. CJ is eating too little and exercising too much. CJ, my CJ, is anorexic.
I started playing Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas in March of 2005. In the same month I turned 19, moved into my own place, and started a dual IT/Multimedia degree with a punishing workload. I jumped headfirst into adulthood without checking the depth first. Within six months I smashed against the rocks below the surface: my studies weren’t going in the direction I wanted them to go; I was in love with a girl I could never have; and I worked practically every night in a retail job I hated. Life, for lack of a better term, was shit.
It would be easy to say I stopped eating to retreat from this failing adult existence. The desire to put off the effects of ageing and the responsibilities of growing up are often cited as major motivations of anorexia sufferers: the starved body barely has enough energy to keep running, never mind growing as well. Perhaps there is some truth in this, but my anorexia was never a premeditated decision.
Writing it on paper makes it sound so deliberate, so intentional. How did I not see what was happening? Why didn’t I stop it? I was denying the storm existed. As my weight and wellbeing dropped, I stood in the center with my eyes closed. I was not eating less than the norm; the norm had become less. Eating disorders sit in a bizarre no-man’s land between conscious choice and unconscious behavior. My eyes were closed, but I could not ignore the wind on my face.
All this time I played San Andreas. Only San Andreas. Even today I am yet to play many of the critically acclaimed games that were released in the Playstation 2’s twilight years, so consuming was my obsession with San Andreas. Even as 2005 came to a close and a new generation of console was birthed with the Xbox 360, still I could not say goodbye to Carl Johnson and his home on Grove Street.
The game just sucked me in. The gameplay was outlandish; the story was serious; the world was huge and the characters no smaller. CJ was his own person with his own history, experiences, and relationships. The more time we spent together, the more I learned to care about him and the people close to him. I cared for his brothers and sisters on Grove Street. We were close. We were tight.
In other games, the character customization screen makes it so easy, so inconsequential, to live out my destructive obsessions through my characters—so much so that I don’t even notice it happening. I choose the tallest, slimmest model; drag every slider to one extreme or the other (narrowest jaw, shallowest cheekbones, daintiest nose); and the game rolls out the red carpet for my gaunt, pale character to step into the game world, remaining ideal ever after. Do I do this so my character can be skinny? No. I do it so they can be perfect. A skewed version of perfect, perhaps, but who will challenge it? My characters’ health, their abilities, their reputation are never affected. Neither my character nor myself will ever have to face the consequences of my illness.
But unlike those other games, San Andreas does not simply let me choose the character I desire. Rather, CJ is shaped by my actions and, in turn, my actions are shaped by CJ. Neither of us can help but be affected by our time together.
CJ may always begin as the same character with the same history and personality, but from the moment his relationship with the player starts, he begins to grow in a new direction. Every player will bring something unique and cause CJ to grow in different ways. While the CJ accompanied by most players will inevitably show many of the same R&B-music video inspired qualities—tattoos, bling, ripped muscles—each will be slightly nuanced by his individual player. Even those with identical stats will be dressed differently and have different relationships in the game. The player is not CJ, and CJ is not the player. But the identity of one cannot help but rub off onto the other, like an elderly couple who over the years morph into close approximations of each other.
My CJ is emaciated, a loose T-shirt hanging off his ribs and sunglasses balancing precariously atop sunken cheekbones, pulling his bike off to the side of a dirt road somewhere between Los Santos and San Fierro, an old farmer yelling something slanderous as he putters by on a tractor. CJ is out of breath, lurching over the handlebars of his pushbike like he is about to throw up. This wreck of a man is not some creation I chose at the start of the game, but the result of a relationship stretching across hundreds of hours, thousands of miles, and countless individual choices. Every trip across town to collect a medkit instead of eating at a nearby fast food restaurant, every hour spent on the treadmill instead of lifting weights, every time I ignore a warning message insisting CJ must eat, is another choice that renders my real-world eating disorder more visible, and less deniable, in CJ.
San Andreas forced me, forced CJ, to live with these choices, and to acknowledge them. Not eating has consequences for CJ’s health, making him weaker and the game harder. His gang loses respect for him, leaving him with a mere handful of followers. People walking by throw taunts at him that he feebly tries to shrug off. His love life suffers. A policewoman in El Quebrados, going by the name of Barbara, would let him out of jail free with all his weapons if they were to date, but she refuses to do so until CJ puts on weight.
In fact, it is Barbara who first forces me to admit CJ has a problem. Realizing that I am reluctant to let him put on weight, even for a substantial prize, is when the proverbial house smashes me in the storm. CJ and I have spent so much time together. We have a relationship that is unique, special. We do all kinds of crazy shit together. Yet I can’t put my eating disorder aside for his sake.
And what would CJ see from the center of his own storm, but the edge of mine? If I am making such poor decision about CJ’s life, what kind of decisions am I making about my own? If I’m affecting CJ so negatively, how am I affecting the real people close to me? Had I stopped eating because life was shit? Or was life shit because I stopped eating?
It would be unfair to the beautiful people in my life—my remarkable girlfriend, the insightful counsellors and, quite frankly, myself—to say that San Andreas alone made me see my eating disorder. Yet through San Andreas I can look back and see what I was doing. While I don’t remember many specifics of those early, false-started days of adulthood, I do remember the time I spent with CJ. The essays, hunger, lovesickness, and self-loathing all meld into a pile that I’ve swept into a corner of my mind and forgotten about. But I remember conquering the streets of Los Santos in the name of Grove Street; I remember parachuting out of a flaming fighter jet; I remember the casinos and forests and mountains and deserts. San Andreas didn’t heal me, but it created a window through which I can now view my past, see how my choices were affecting my life, and try my best to never be there again.
I think I can honestly say I am “better” now. Not perfect, but better. Perhaps that is completely untrue, and I am as ignorant of the storm circling me now as I was in 2005. I dropped my soulless IT/Multimedia degree in favor of an Arts degree that will never land me a job I don’t want. I met the most amazing, beautiful girl ever. I eventually quit my job. Being an adult became a less-scary prospect. Though, at 24, I am still not entirely sold on the idea.
Anorexia is not something you just stop doing. The best you can do is to be aware of it, and seal in parentheses the constant barrage of negative thoughts—an act that my relationship with CJ has made just the slightest bit easier. I am aware I still don’t eat enough (even though I eat too much), that I weigh too little (even though I weigh too much), that my relationships and quality of life still suffer (but not that much). As long as I can keep the brackets there, and perhaps one day move them into the footnotes, then I think I will be okay.
CJ and I don’t hang out much these days. As life slowly improved I spent more and more time away from San Andreas, eventually saying goodbye in 2008 when I bought my Xbox 360 and headed back to the East Coast, to Liberty City. I spent some time with an Eastern European immigrant. We ate at Burger Shot and went for leisurely walks through Middle Park (but not grueling runs). Sometimes old habits would sneak back in, and I might spend minutes fussing over what he should wear (he has an irritating habit where he pats his stomach while looking side-on into the mirror, every piece of clothing accentuating his beer belly) but I would chide myself and move on. I would let Niko be his own man.
It’s been nearly two years since I first penned this article. In that time a lot has changed, and nothing has changed. Now, at 26, I don’t think about my eating disorder every single day. I don’t hesitate to eat breakfast, lunch, and dinner all on the same day. I haven’t gotten rid of the thoughts or the consequential caffeine addiction, to be sure, but I have managed to keep them suppressed for many years now.
Recently, I started playing Borderlands 2. Watching the opening cinematic, I was introduced to the four characters I would soon have to choose between. I saw the character Zer0, a lanky man all in black whose stomach and wrist have the same circumference. I chose him as my character without even considering what kind of gameplay advantages or disadvantages he might give me. He was so skinny. Even skinnier than the token female character. How could I not choose him?
I’ve grown up a lot since I first wrote this article, but maybe some things never change.
---
This article was originally published in Kill Screen’s ‘Intimacy’ issue in March, 2011. It was a difficult article to write then and is difficult for me to reproduce here. I grew up a bit by writing this story, I think. Two years later, the fact I am willing to reproduce it here might mean I’ve grown up a little more.
I want to thank Kill Screen for giving me the opportunity to write this article. I am specifically indebted to Chris Dahlen’s phenomenal editing skills for making this the best piece it could be.
 

New Horizons
Gaming is a medium in its infancy. A prominent game developer recently stated that achieving photorealism — games that are visually indistinguishable from reality — held the key to opening ‘new genres’ of videogames that have been hitherto unexplored.
What genres or subjects have games left undiscussed thusfar, and what should they be focusing on? If photorealism isn’t the limiting factor on the diversification of gaming experiences, what is? 
What new horizons exist for videogames?
 

First Person Pacifist
Alan Williamson
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“This is gonna be one hell of a highlight reel.”
From this distance, enemy combatants are ants on a monochrome landscape. Thermal imaging makes them easy to track and the plane-mounted cannons shred them effortlessly. “Good kill,” acknowledges my squad mate. He directs me towards soldiers appearing in an armoured convoy, fish pouring into a barrel. We slaughter hundreds of them as they spill out of the ant hill. Rocket-addled cars burst in the scrapyard like they’re bubble wrap blisters.
While you could point at the nuclear bomb sequence of Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare as its most memorable scene, I found the ‘Death from Above’ encounter on an AC-130 gunship more illuminating: it’s the perfect example of how video games trivialise acts of war. Enemies are ‘targets’, while allies are ‘men’. Your squaddies joke about the generic Russian insurgents as you pick them off. It’s designed to thrill the player and give them a feeling of power, but I found it cold and disturbing. While most levels in Modern Warfare have you squaring off against foreigners with shotguns and assault rifles, it’s this abstraction from the battlefield and its casualties which is truly chilling.
Introversion’s Defcon takes a similarly abstract approach to the threat of nuclear war. It presents a view from a scarily-realistic war room of the near future, where cities and their inhabitants are replaced with neon blobs. Unlike other strategy games, the aim of Defcon isn’t to win against your opponent; it’s to lose a little less. Paint a trajectory and watch as your rockets slowly drift towards their targets, nonchalant, like a squid swimming with no direction in mind. The game’s feedback is subdued: 1000000 DEAD flashes on screen and your score increases. Enemy squid-rockets are on the way while your naval fleets engage in skirmishes. By the game’s end, the world is a smoking husk shrouded in fallout. You learn the meaning of mutually-assured destruction.
Modern military shooters echo the conflicts we see in the news — Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya — while rarely being crass enough to place the player in a conflict that is actually taking place. They’re about seeing a black and white world of absolute good and evil through the eyes of a soldier, by extension a hero, saving the world by killing everyone with a different coloured uniform. Propaganda and jingoism have been around since the invention of the printing press, but military games focus on ‘realism’. Prior to Modern Warfare, the Call of Duty and Medal of Honor series covered World War II, where we could gloss over complicated moral issues because the player fights Nazism as an ideology and government, not individual German soldiers as people.
The problem with the modern era is that without any Hitleresque bogeymen to fight, we must invent them. As military shooters are developed by Americans for consumption in America, the villains are invariably non-Western, often Communists or anarchists. Without a clear delineation between good and evil framed by history, game developers have more room to play with concepts of moral ambiguity. Yet the best Modern Warfare can manage is ‘No Russian’, where you have to pretend to be evil in the ultimate service of good. Battlefield 3’s idea of a plot twist is befriending a Russian instead of killing them.
Increasingly, games like The Walking Dead cover a more nuanced idea of morality to the classic “save the baby, eat the baby” moral dichotomy of old. To acknowledge morality in a theatre of war would unavoidably lead the player to question whether their war itself was morally justified; as a result, shooters usually avoid the subject. A notable exception is Spec Ops: The Line. The story follows a team of Delta Force soldiers sent into Dubai to rescue victims of an ecological disaster, led by your player character, Captain Walker. Initially it plays like every other game released in the last five years: crouch behind cover, pop up and shoot the moving targets, throw a grenade, butt a soldier with a rifle, enjoy the inoffensive rock music that cuts out  when there’s no one left to kill.
The story is kept deliberately vague. Your squad go on a whistle-stop tour of Dubai through ruined hotels and sand-ravaged apartments, as it becomes apparent that the martial law imposed by American troops has broken down into an anarchistic bloodbath. Without a means of reasoning with your former allies, you must kill or be killed. “This isn’t right, we’re killing American soldiers” protests a member of the team. But it’s fine. We’re playing a video game. It’s playing rock music, so we’re meant to be having fun with this. Let’s just kill them all.
Halfway through the game, you come to a gate heavily guarded by soldiers. Walker (not the player) makes the decision to use a white phosphorus mortar to clear the way. A camera is launched and we peer into the visor. White on black. Ants on the hill. Death from above. No one applauds your killing this time.
Modern Warfare would cut to a slick animated sequence as your globetrotting heroes wash up before heading to the next, but The Line makes you push on through: past the screaming soldiers begging to be killed, beyond the forty civilian corpses you had mistaken for enemies. Walker’s gaze freezes on a mother cradling her child while his squad-mates argue among themselves. Their blood is on your hands, your clothes, your face. Walker and team look steadily more dishevelled and dehumanised as the game progresses, as the layers of their faux morality are stripped away with their own flesh.
The Line sets up spectacular set pieces with waves of enemies, then plays them back to you in horrifying slow motion: “What were you thinking?” it asks. The truth is that you weren’t thinking at all, desensitised by years of the same violence in the same bland killing fields.
The problem with The Line is that our actions are framed by the intent of the director. Walker chooses to use white phosphorus, not us: the player must kill those civilians in order for the story to continue. The game offers a deconstruction of the military shooter genre that asks us to question our actions after they have taken place, but rarely seeks to discourage the slaughter while it is taking place. Having said that, The Line presents a clear and subversive message: we should question military actions, not just in a game, but in real life as well.
What if games went one step further, moving from a shooter that questions our actions in the aftermath to one that discourages us from pulling the trigger? A game that encourages ‘first person pacifism’: a shooter whose aim is to make the player not want to shoot.
It seems ridiculous on the face of it: people queue for a midnight Call of Duty launch specifically so they can virtually murder their friends online. The latest instalment of the Resident Evil franchise, as well as upcoming titles The Last of Us and Splinter Cell: Blacklist, suggest games are shifting towards greater quantities of even more brutal player violence.
I’ve recently been playing Uncharted: Drake’s Fortune, a game with firefights so tedious and repetitive that I didn’t want to kill any more. Not because of the horrors of war, you understand, but because of the banality of endless combat. The real trick wouldn’t be to create a game which eschews violence, but rather to elucidate the feeling of a reluctance to kill while still encouraging the player to continue to the game’s conclusion.
Despite this trend, there is hope for a broader spectrum of interaction. The underrated Mirror’s Edge is a first-person game with an emphasis on navigation and free running, where guns are an optional element. It issues a supplementary challenge to the player — a ‘Test of Faith’, in reference to its protagonist — to complete the entire game without firing a shot. Enemies can be disarmed through hand-to-hand combat and their weapons discarded. This completely changes the dynamic of the game: I suspect this is how the developers intend the player to act, given the underwhelming nature of the weaponry on offer. Faith is a free runner, not a soldier.
Yet the Test of Faith is an optional bonus, not an imperative. In the Thief series, players who choose the Expert difficulty setting are forbidden from killing anyone, enemy guards and civilians alike. Even if this method of pacifism isn’t rigidly enforced by the game’s ruleset, players of games where stealth is encouraged such as Thief’s spiritual successor Dishonored can choose to play without killing or even being discovered by enemies. It’s worth noting that even in a game like Thief where your character is lacking in combat prowess, the path of pacifism is generally more difficult than quietly assassinating enemies.
Perhaps it will be impossible to replace the thrill of pointing a hot bullet-sprayer into someone’s face. It’s much better this is occurring in a game than real life, after all. Yet games have the potential for a much broader spectrum of attitudes and experiences. Looking at the current selection of chart-topping video games is like going to a cinema where every film is The Expendables or Transformers.
A recurring cliché of games criticism is whether the ‘Citizen Kane of games’ exists. Instead, I think we should be looking for ‘The Hurt Locker of games’, where the developer’s mastery is narrative and emotive rather than technical, and Spec Ops: The Line is a tantalising step in that direction.
 

Searching for Authenticity
Lana Polansky
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This is supposed to be about what makes games feel ‘authentic’. I’m supposed to write an article about this, but authenticity in art is a subtle, elusive thing. Everyone subconsciously seeks it, either as observers or creators, but pinning down exactly what it is in clear terms is something else.
It’s not about how affective something is. The degree of comprehension or emotional reaction incited in the observer is a totally subjective thing. No one can measure it. No one can know for sure which games will have what profound effect on which players on a consistent basis. We can’t talk about the quality of a work of art by what emotions it inspires: this is an intimate matter of interplay between the player and the game. What makes me sad might not be as effective at making you sad, and vice versa.
So instead, what do we talk about? Perhaps it’s more useful to think of ‘authenticity’ in terms of emotional, conceptual or thematic clarity or honesty, and how well the form is used to convey those ideas in a way that allows for suspension of disbelief. What does that mean? I’ll come back to that in a second.
First, we have a workable yet incomplete definition. That’s good enough for now, but I’m hesitant to get prescriptive when it comes to videogames. Some people think a clear and honest portrayal of emotional complexity can only be achieved when games are perfectly photorealistic. Others pin this duty on the systemic rules — or mechanics — themselves. Fewer still look towards purely narrative devices for how games can use them. I’ve heard a few enthusiasts declare how much they value effective sound or music in a game. All of these things can create authentic emotional experiences in games: but perhaps not just one of them is responsible for creating all of it, regardless of the qualities of the others or how well they unify with one another.
This is why, when I talk about authenticity, I’m not just coming up with a universal formula for how games can be emotionally complex. This is not a prescription. If I could brand that onto the page with hot irons I would. In fact, authenticity can manifest in a multitude of ways, depending on what it is the creator or creators in question have tried to accomplish in terms of both their concept and their execution.
We know from the annals of visual art that photorealism (or for that matter, representational art) is not analogous to authenticity. Arguing that a great piece of abstract expressionism is more authentic than a mediocre piece of Baroque portraiture is a hard sell, mainly because no matter how I say this I will be informed by subjective experience. But we do know that totally non-representational, conceptual, abstract works can still be authentic. It’s impossible to look at Guernica without at least acknowledging that Picasso had something earnest in mind. It’s perhaps equally difficult to argue that Picasso didn’t know what he was doing with the colour palette and cubist posing that would effectively communicate the disruption and agony of war.
What if I didn’t know that Guernica was made as a response to the 1937 bombing of the Basque village? Cultural and historical context may actually affect the believability of a given work. In this case, Picasso has used the tools of his form and sensitivity toward facial expression to convey the idea that this is not a painting of a jolly summer picnic.
There’s much that has been said about how humans respond more to recognizable signals than to attempts at perfect duplication. I won’t go into the specifics of the uncanny valley hypothesis—suffice it to say that a character like Wall-E feels far more authentic than an Actroid bot. That’s because even though Wall-E looks like a robot, he is animated to gesticulate and emote in ways humans are accustomed to seeing. Every twitch and movement doesn’t need to be awkwardly rendered—when Wall-E’s eyes look big and sad, that’s like an emotional semaphore for everyone watching.
In a way, Wall-E has this in common with a work like Guernica. No, Picasso did not faithfully and realistically portray a scene from the bombing with every gritty detail. He instead used a particular aesthetic stylization with which he was able to communicate the ideas and themes Guernica is about.
 
Wall-E’s expressions are an example of emotional clarity. Guernica is an example of emotional honesty. Both examples make effective use of their respective forms to convey their emotional concepts. An individual viewer doesn’t have to react, necessarily, in any profound way to either of these works for them to be authentic, but at least we can look at Wall-E and believably perceive a sad robot, or look at Guernica and believably perceive a sad event.
Now let’s talk about a videogame. Like I said, the feeling of authenticity can manifest in any number of ways, and can include any type of storytelling, visual style, gameplay design, or what-have-you—as long as all the parts are put together in a way that feels coherent and believable.
Believe it or not, plenty of games have already accomplished this—even with pared down gameplay, simple, upbeat graphics, chiptune music and peripheral storytelling. The Love Letter by Axcho and Knivel is a great example of all a game’s parts working together.
Here’s the premise: you’re a young boy. You find a love letter in your locker, and immediately you read that you have to finish the letter before the second grade bell sounds. Only one problem: everyone around you is a busybody, so they follow you around curiously whenever you try to read it. Shake them off, find a quiet corner, and see if you can read the letter in peace to find out who your secret admirer is.
There’s one map, a rotation of school sprites, and not many places you can go. The goal is challenging but conceptually uncomplicated. Yet there’s brilliance to this simplicity.
By making you run around the map, hiding your embarrassing note, and revealing its contents to you only little by little, the game builds tension, curiosity and a desire for privacy around this little love letter. After all, it’s something no one should be embarrassed about. Your protagonist could read it aloud and crush his admirer’s heart if he was instead designed to be a callous bully. Instead, he cares, and he’s embarrassed, by something that to him seems daunting. It’s light, superficial and sweet, and the game’s sound and art design reinforce this. The mechanics purposefully put you in this position of vulnerability because the love note is supposed to feel like a bigger deal than it is, because that’s what emotions are like when you’re a kid.
Wall-E’s strengths are in the formal constraints of film and animation. Guernica’s strengths are in the formal constraints of cubist painting. The Love Letter uses a combination of formal, yet simple videogame elements to underscore a culturally recognizable experience of childhood romance: even more universally, one of insecurity and private emotion.
It doesn’t have to be simple or sweet. Some games have given us believable worlds of modern-day warfare (dubious or even propagandist as they are) where we can interpret what the game has to say about honour or sacrifice and in many cases hardly question it. These games don’t have to be honest in order for us to clearly interpret and accept them, because they tap into something relevant to us. The point is, they feel honest. They feel authentic, realism be damned.
It is difficult to easily point to authenticity. There’s no standard of measure. Like pornography, people just know it when they see it, and it could be almost anything that catches one’s fancy. Yet it’s far more subtle than that. Authenticity is an intangible quality that emerges when everything fits together as it should; whether a work is stylized or realistic, heavy or light, moral or problematic. Authentic works can use the utmost simplicity to create something profoundly emotional, and that’s something more and more games are beginning to achieve.
Realism be damned.
 
Further Reading
Authenticity and Avoiding the Glorification of War- Michael Rougeau http://bit.ly/TYPxi4
Authenticity in Art- Denis Dutton http://bit.ly/qXvK8
The Uncanny Valley- Extra Credits http://bit.ly/WF8b51
Dumbness in Games, or, the Animal as a System - Matthew S Burns http://bit.ly/JBuZuO
 

The World Eater
Brendan Keogh[image: bk-world.jpg]
One of my earliest videogame memories never actually happened.
A schoolmate told me a rumour about how to escape the ‘castle’ compound in Doom. He was probably talking about using the secret door on the first stage to exit the Phobos lab and enter the central courtyard, where an armoured vest hovers over the pit of acid. The secret was rather exhilarating in its day: it allowed you to go outside. That was pretty special.
My imagination took my friend’s story a whole lot further. I pictured the first level of Doom’s second episode, on the moon of Deimos. I imagined that you could somehow get out of the window at the start of the stage and jump over the outer fence of the courtyard. I imagined that on the other side, you would find the drawbridge to a castle (yes, the Martian laboratory is now a medieval castle) with torches burning on each side. Walking away from the castle, there is a village on the edge of a dark forest, lit by more torches on tall sticks. The people in this village look just like the game’s fire-spewing imps, except they don’t throw fireballs at you. You can walk through the village and follow a path through the woods all the way to the pixel mountains you can see in the background of regular Doom levels.
Of course, none of this actually exists. But at such a young age, playing the first three-dimensional game I’d ever played, I had no trouble believing there was a whole world out there between me and the horizon. Why wouldn’t there be? When I misinterpreted my friend’s rumour, my imagination leapt out that window and went walking down that path. Even if my body couldn’t follow, I remember imagining it so vividly that this thing that never happened is truly one of my earliest gaming memories.
I am hungry for worlds. I eat them up as quickly as I can move my feet across them. I enter a new videogame and I need to move across it, through it, over it, under it. I need to understand every square pixel of its geography. I feast on the knowledge of how these worlds go together.
Maybe it’s a consequence of the age we live in. Born too late to explore the oceans and too soon to explore the stars, there is nowhere in the world that we can go that someone has not already been. We can experience a similar pleasure of travelling somewhere we ourselves have never been, but we will never be explorers. There are no maps left to draw; everywhere is known.
When I play videogames, I am a digital cartographer. With each new world I venture across, I draw new mental maps of its spaces, terrains and places. I crave that intoxicating sense of disorientation that open-world games evoke; that sense of not knowing where I am in relation to everywhere else. I love the linear, handholding tutorials of an open-world game like Skyrim or Far Cry 2: I know that the entire world is alien to me, but in a few dozen hours will be as familiar as my own neighbourhood. One day I will voluntarily walk down the same path the tutorial once forced me down and won’t even notice it is the same path, so different my perception of the world will be.
---
Fast-forward a decade. I have learned Doom’s laboratories inside out. I have weaved the bodies of a scientist, a marine, and a security guard through the interlocking and overlapping corridors of the Black Mesa facility in Half-Life, Opposing Force, and Blue Shift. I have devoured countless worlds from the navigation of labyrinthine corridors or the rigid restrictions of a top-down camera. Now, I am stepping off a boat onto the island of Vvardenfell in Morrowind. It is my introduction to the Elder Scrolls universe and one of the first truly ‘open’ games I’ve played. 
I spend hundreds of hours in front of my brother’s Xbox between the end of high school and the beginning of university, walking over the entire island of Vvardenfell. I have the foldout map that came with the game and I’ve just realised that every black splodge is another cave to explore; I am working through them methodically.
When I’m not playing I am on the Internet looking at Elder Scrolls fan sites, wanting to understand how this game fits in with the rest of its world. I find maps of the entire continent of Tamriel, of which Morrowind is but one part. Of that Morrowind, Vvardenfell is an even smaller part. I return to the game and read every in-game book I can find, wanting to know more about the rest of the world beyond The Inland Sea south of Vivec. Now I am older and a bit more tech-savvy, and I know that there is really no world out there at all. Just endless ocean. The rest of Tamriel might exist in books or on in Internet lore, but not on this disc. I am banished to Vvardenfell; trapped.
Some days I would stand on the southern dock of Ebonheart where the empire’s boats took the ebony shipments back to distant Cyrodiil. I would look across the ocean at the horizon and yearn for the world I could never see beyond the maps on the Internet fans drew. 
Eventually, I exhausted Morrowind. My maps were full. There was nowhere left to explore. There was no reason for me to be here anymore. Everything was known. So when Oblivion was released I was not just excited about a new Elder Scrolls game, but also to finally leave Vvardenfell and go somewhere I had never been, and the same with Skyrim years after that. I needed to devour more worlds. I needed the unknown.
I explored these worlds with a cartographic obsession. I needed to see everywhere. I needed to know how the natural landscapes and the towns fit together. Sometimes in Oblivion, I would look to the north-east and marvel that over there somewhere was Vvardenfell. Later, in Skyrim, I would look south at the Jerall Mountains and marvel that Cyrodiil was down there. Once, years ago, I had stood on the other side of them and looked north, wishing I could walk in Skyrim.
But where Morrowind gave me an uncrossable ocean, Oblivion and Skyrim gave me invisible walls and “You Can Not Go Here” messages. I could stand on the edge of a country of a massive world, see that world continuing ahead of me and yet never go there. I could stand on the edge of Valenwood gazing at forests and mountains and I would never know what was beyond them. It was a whole new level of torment unlike that I experienced on the shores of Vvardenfell. Here were lands I could see but would never enter. Here were horizons I would never walk to.
 
When I have devoured a world, I am finished with it. I toss aside the empty husk left over once I have drawn my maps, and I move on to the next one. 
Then I discovered Minecraft.
Minecraft’s worlds are procedurally generated, no two ever being the same. They are also endless: no amount of walking will ever bring me to the end of the horizon. There will always be more worlds, and there will always be more within each of these worlds.
Minecraft turned my delicacy for worlds into a gluttony. While others built forts and starships and pixel-perfect Marios, I walked. I walked underground and overground, crossing oceans and mountains. The horizon and its new terrain generating with each step was like a carrot on a stick: I needed to fill in my maps, to know what was Over There, but Over There would never end.
So I gorged myself. In one world, I walked for over 60 in-game days just to see what was Over There. Ultimately, it was Minecraft that helped me first suspect I might have a problem. I’m not just curious about new worlds: I am desperate for them. We live in a known time and a known world. Anywhere we can possibly go, we can download a map and a tourist guide. We can never go anywhere unknown.
I think that is why I am fixated with Over There. Not because I want to know these places, but because I want to relish the intoxicating sensation that comes with being somewhere utterly and completely unknown. Each new videogame gives me this for a time, before I inevitably know its world, too. Then I toss it away and go to the next one. I don’t want to know what’s over the horizon: I want to go over the horizon because I don’t know what is Over There.
---
Brendan’s adventures in Minecraft, ‘Towards Dawn’, can be found at http://towardsdawns.blogspot.co.uk/ 
 

Letting the Sunlight In
Kris Ligman
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The final summit of Papo & Yo is set far above the familiar Brazilian favela in which the rest of the game takes place. Our player-character, Quico, travels above the clouds on a magical skylift which bears him and the monstrous alter-ego of his father toward the floating island of a mystical shaman. Around them, rusted iron siding and discarded tires float alongside the fragments of family homes, suspended weightlessly across the sky just as other improbable mountains of shacks and lean-tos rise up to meet them.
It’s a profoundly destabilizing moment, even in a game premised on a departure from the normal laws of physics. What starts out as an imaginative trek through the muddy, rain-drenched city streets of a boy’s childhood adventuring spaces soon becomes an increasingly desperate escape from violence. The world Quico has spent the entire game cleverly bending to his will is coming apart at the seams of its own volition as reality starts to seep back in.
Papo & Yo is the first title from Minority Media, a Montreal-based studio founded by former EA Montreal Design Director Vander Caballero. Financed through Sony’s development programme Pub Fund, which provides independent developers funding and marketing in exchange for exclusivity, Papo & Yo tells the story of a boy’s attempt to escape his abusive father by retreating into a fantasy version of his own neighborhood, where his favorite toy robot helps him solve puzzles and a mysterious girl tells him of a way to cure his father’s blind drunken rages. The father himself is represented by a large peach-colored horned beast called Monster, and in place of guzzling whiskey bottles Monster becomes intoxicated licking the backs of brightly-colored tree-frogs. The game is dedicated to Caballero’s mother and sisters, “with whom I survived the monster in my father,” and the final act serves as an explicit unveiling of the personal narrative which lies at the heart of Quico’s story.
The game is unusual, even for an independent game. Sony has been responsible for turning out no shortage of indie hits since the Playstation Network launched 2006. In 2012 Sony also published Journey, a game about a religious pilgrimage (and this magazine’s front cover); The Unfinished Swan, which I discuss elsewhere in this issue; and Dyad, a psychedelic shooter/racer with a curiously inverted difficulty curve. All of these games are the products of small studios, admittedly developed with the helping hand of a major publisher, but nonetheless given a great deal of creative free rein of the sort we don’t often see out of big studio releases. They’re all excellent games, but what sets Papo & Yo apart from its contemporaries is the personal story that it tells. It is a game defined by, and told in the voice of, its creative director.
Journey, the third game produced by Jenova Chen and thatgamecompany under an exclusive contract with Sony, places players in the role of a cloaked pilgrim alone amidst a vast desert. As the pilgrim travels toward a light on a distant mountain, the player may encounter another pilgrim, who is being controlled by another player. Neither player is able to speak in the game and both must instead rely on body gestures and tonal cues to communicate with their partner. As the player and their partner progress, they encounter visions featuring tall, white-cloaked figures critics have interpreted variously as gods or ancestors, among others. However, even if a player is accompanied by a partner, the player is alone while witnessing these visions. Though the game is aesthetically pleasing and thematically resonant, the story is universal, not specific. It doesn’t refer to any real-world culture (although it alludes to several visually and thematically), and the player would be hard-pressed to identify what, specifically, about the game represented the thoughts and attitudes of its creator.
Dyad is a staunchly different example. The player controls an abstract figure traveling through a vibrantly colored tunnel. Players must hook, pair, graze or lance a variety of power-ups while avoiding an almost equally vast selection of enemies. While most games introduce a handful of mechanics in the first few levels and stick with them for the rest of the game, Dyad continually introduces elements throughout the entire length of its game. However, its difficulty curve then drops off completely: the final level first strips away any obstacles, then power-ups, and finally even the reticle, leaving the player to simply experience the onslaught of color and music. Players have reported entering into trance states or falling unconscious during the final level, a sharp contrast to the way most games often demand a player’s focus. Its lead designer, Shawn McGrath, professes to hating videogames—or, as he clarified at the 2012 IndieCade, he believes many games routinely fail to live up to their potential. Dyad, then, could be thought of as a rebuttal or corrective, even a personal essay from McGrath. Yet despite the definite authorial presence to Dyad, there again feels nothing specifically personal about it. While Dyad showcases a considerable amount of text compared to either Journey or Papo & Yo, it is all instructive, informing the player of mechanics and objectives. At no point does McGrath address the player as McGrath to lend any sort of personal texture to the game.
Without a doubt, both Journey and Dyad bear the clear stamps of their lead designers’ influence. Chen’s games often evoke a subtle spirituality and Dyad certainly exhibits a sort of antagonism toward the player we could attribute to McGrath’s attitudes on games, if we were so inclined. Yet both these directorial stamps tell us very little about these designers as people: where and how they were raised, their personal aspirations or fears, how they live their lives. This is a sharp contrast from the impression of the individual we get from Papo & Yo. The moment the game opens with Caballero’s dedication to his family, and we then transition to a little boy cowering in the closet, we associate Papo & Yo’s Quico with the game’s designer. The Brazilian favela in which he lives becomes a reflection—literal or abstracted—of Caballero’s own background. The Monster he faces we understand from the very beginning is his own father.
While much can be said in favor of striving toward universality in games, this tendency toward cultural non-specificity that we see in titles like Journey and Dyad is already the modus operandi of major studios. With an eye toward global markets, major developers aim to design their games in such a way to be as universally intelligible as possible. There is nothing inherently wrong with this approach, but it shouldn’t be pursued to the exclusion of other, more localized and personal approaches. This is the new direction I see Papo & Yo going in.
There is a long, if frequently overlooked, history of personal games, but the current generation of game consoles and computer games and has turned a marginalized pursuit into a thriving, tightly interconnected community of entrepreneurs, artists, activists, scholars, hackers and other industry outsiders. The democratization of computer technologies, professional-level software like Unreal Development Kit and code-free design tools like Game Maker have brought in a wealth of personal games on a scale we have never seen before. With a nigh-inexhaustible library of titles it would be impossible to name all the relevant ones, but with the increasing accessibility of open distribution platforms, a lot of these games are easier to find than ever before. These are games which offer up points of view, creative approaches and personal anxieties seldom if ever tackled by mainstream games.
Merritt Kopas’s Lim is a wholly personal game. It was developed by one individual, Kopas herself, using the freely available HTML5 game engine Construct 2. Lim places players into the role of an odd-colored square, which in order to pass unharmed by brown or black squares must change its color to blend in. Kopas, while still making her game quite open to interpretation, uses Lim’s central mechanic to communicate a message on passing anxiety, transphobia and LGBT-bashing: subjects that Kopas, as a transwoman, can bring to the table from a raw and powerful, personal point of view. Hers is but one of the many hundreds if not thousands of games that have been and currently are being developed by minority voices: queer designers, designers of color, disabled designers, and all the many other perspectives othered or elided within normative media.
The subject of the personal game is the core message of fellow queer developer Anna Anthropy and her book Rise of the Videogame Zinesters. In it, Anthropy outlines not just the political and social rationale for more minority designers, but also walks the reader through prototyping their first game and listing several helpful design tools and other resources. “New voices are important in an art form that has been dominated for so long by a single perspective,” Anthropy writes. “Engineering students and venture capitalists have given us valuable pieces of culture, but there’s more to the human experience than orcs, elves, and wish-fulfilment power fantasies. If people don’t take videogames seriously, it’s because, as an art form, they tell us very little about ourselves, so far. But authors outside of the mainstream—those who haven’t spent fortunes to bring their works into the mainstream—have revealed much more.”
“The only way to fight alcoholism and abuse is to scream your lungs out, ‘My father is an alcoholic,’” Caballero relates in an interview with Blistered Thumbs’ Austin Yorski. “We’re living this fantasy where we have created this disconnection between the virtual and the real world. [...] by doing that, we are actually cornering ourselves in creating meaningless, disconnected, escapist realities that do not help us become better humans. [...] I just wanted to place people in a situation where they would be confronted with the reality that Monster is a construction of Quico’s imagination. I wanted them to feel uncomfortable playing the game.”
 
I don’t mean to imply that Papo & Yo is something that it’s not. Although Caballero often stands out as the game’s sole creative voice, it’s the product of a team of developers: many of them industry veterans with professional connections and resources many independent developers could only dream of. It is not a personal game in the same sense that Merritt Kopas’s Lim is a personal game. Nevertheless, we can look at Papo & Yo and see that this is definitely a narrative which springs from the mind of a particular individual. That is a spectacular new direction, and I hope that it is a direction more independent titles both high-profile and otherwise take, going forward. As Anthropy says:
“Digital games—through their ability to keep complex systems of rules, their ability to present audio and visual information, and their reproducibility—have enormous potential for telling stories. So let’s tell some stories! I want to hear about your hopes, your dreams, your fears. I want to hear about what it was like to put down your dog or to fall in love or to realize that something you thought controlled you holds no real sway over your life. I want creative people to take a creative form and do amazing things with it.”
It could not be more appropriate that Papo & Yo ends the way it does, with a fantastical tower overseeing a new day rising. Vander Caballero may be one of a team but he uses his position as lead designer to boldly confront his personal demons in a fashion few high-profile games have attempted. Papo & Yo is a game neither critics nor developers should allow to slip from memory: it does what many would never dare or even consider, and its potential to inspire is as limitless as the sky.
 

Plus Five to Diplomacy
Bill Coberly[image: bc-diplomacy.jpg]
 
Modern videogames often attempt to create a world that is photorealistic — indistinguishable from reality. In the same way, dialogue systems in games are constructed to create the illusion of the player interacting with an actual intelligence in the form of a non-player character, or NPC. The goal is NPC conversations which look and behave exactly like conversations in the real world, with no artificial “game” rules governing such interactions. NPCs in such a game would pass the Turing Test, behaving as though there were an actual person sitting behind the NPCs dialogue, communicating on-the-fly based on the player’s input.
There are already games which use language parsers to allow the player to communicate with NPCs in a freeform way, and while these are frequently impressive technical achievements, they are fairly easy to befuddle. If we can venture into science fiction (or the distant future) for a moment, it is not hard to imagine a world where NPCs are much more robust: in such a game, Turing-passing dialogue would allow the player to forget they are playing a videogame at all, and interact more directly with NPCs and the world around them.
At first glance, this seems like the most obvious direction for videogames centered around conversation to go. How much more interesting would Dragon Age 2 have been if you had more than three or four responses to any given ethical situation? Maybe the reason I couldn’t convince Fenris not to abandon me at the end of the game was just because the game didn’t give me enough freedom to keep talking. Left to my own devices in a game which could abandon such a direct script, I might have been able to convince him to stay.
Such a game would necessarily have to have rules and programming governing how the player would interact with it, but would do its best to hide these rules beneath a veneer of conversational realism. The player would only become aware of the specifics of the simulation if he or she did research outside the game, either by cracking the code or perhaps reading developer diaries on the subject. Such a game endeavors to make the player forget that he or she is playing a game at all.
This is a perfectly valid approach to game design for certain types of games, but I worry that in emphasizing this sort of opaque realism, we might lose sight of one of the coolest things videogames can do: put forth ideas about human experience through the use of transparent systems and modeling. Games which abstract a situation and allow the player to directly confront their rules can actually be more meaningful than reality simulators.
Michael Mateas and Andrew Stern’s Facade aims to be something like our hypothetical Turing game. The player is invited to a cocktail party at the house of married couple Grace and Trip, who are having some troubles in their marriage. Through the use of a remarkably complex natural language processor, the player can talk to Grace and Trip and either help them through their marital problems in a variety of different ways, or make them angry enough to get kicked out of the party. Players type exactly what they want to say, to which the NPCs will respond. The player also has a few more direct actions he or she can take such as hugging or kissing either NPC (kissing usually gets you kicked out) and manipulating a few simple objects in the apartment.
Facade has a long way to go before it could be our Turing game. YouTube abounds with videos of snarky players breaking the game and befuddling the language processor. But if the player chooses to cooperate with its limits and approaches it with a charitable attitude, it is possible to have a fairly believable conversation where Grace and Trip react like actual human beings with differing personalities and existing relationships.
Facade is an impressive achievement in terms of technology and coding, but it’s not a great aesthetic experience. Completion of the game causes it to automatically generate a transcript (called a “screenplay”) of your playthrough, and reading through the transcript causes you to realize that you’ve spent half an hour making small talk with two very boring and very thick robots. Facade’s value is caught up in a demonstration of its engine, rather than an artistic statement about human relationships or an attempt to tell an engaging story. That’s fine — it’s a fascinating tech demo! — but we should remember that games can be more than just technology.
Compare the experience of playing Facade to that of playing Diego E. Garcia’s Flirt-Off! Flirt-Off! is obviously less concerned with appearing realistic. It aims to model the act of casual flirting at a party, but rather than dropping the player into a party and using a natural language processor to talk to the “cutie” with whom the player will flirt, it opts instead for a highly stylized and abstracted set of mechanics. The player has to maintain conversation for long enough to keep the cutie’s interest until eventually he or she can kiss the cutie: if they react happily, the game is won, and if the cutie storms off angrily, it is lost.
A series of words pop up on the screen and the player has a finite amount of time to choose from them. About half will be nonsense words like “shlormph”, while the other will be real words which will advance to the next set of choices. Eventually, the player will either hit on gibberish and fail to impress the cutie or end a relatively mundane sentence such as “What is your major?” and advance the conversation. As the conversation progresses, the player will have to keep saying different things, as repeating the same questions or answers will cause the cutie to become disinterested.
If the player needs a few extra seconds to think, he or she can click a button to take a drink of beer. But this also causes the player to become increasingly intoxicated, rendering all of the words — gibberish and otherwise — misspelled and slurry, so it’s harder to tell the real words from the nonsense. Carelessly clicking on the first English word the player sees will frequently start a sentence the player has already said or which is actually insulting. Much like real life, the player can’t “undo” missteps and just has to head down the linguistic path of no return.
This is not much like flirting in the real world. Real people do not have large pink arrows next to their heads which denote whether or not they are interested in you. In the strictest sense, Facade is more like a real conversation than Flirt-Off! Yet the experience of playing Flirt-Off! is nevertheless very familiar to anyone who has ever tried to flirt at a party. It communicates ideas about the vapidness of small talk, the usefulness and risks of alcohol as a social lubricant, and the terrifying experience of trying to impress someone you’ve never met and who doesn’t know anything about you. In short, Flirt-Off! manages to communicate ideas about human relationships and communication in a way that Facade does not, and this is through abstraction rather than a more ‘realistic’ conversation engine.
It’s a bit like the difference between literal and idiomatic translations between languages. A literal translation from one language to another may be “more like” the original sentence, but a translation which cares more for meaning is better-suited to communicate the same idea. The German ‘Dummkopf’ might be literally translated as “stupidhead,” but that implies a certain kindergarten mentality that isn’t present in the original word. A more idiomatic translation would be ‘fool’ or perhaps ‘dumbass’: these translations are less directly analogous, but communicate more of the connotations of the original word.
Games like Flirt-Off!, which don’t disguise the rules governing player actions, actually gain meaning through abstraction. Facade is relatively devoid of meaning, except as a demonstration of an interesting engine, and any game based on similar principles would rest all hope for meaning on the content of its story and characters, not on the rules governing player-computer interaction.
The ability of mechanics and processes to communicate ideas, what the academic Ian Bogost calls “procedural rhetoric,” is a uniquely-interesting aspect of video games. Many, though not all, of the most aesthetically and intellectually interesting games are those which choose to make their rules available to the player for the communication of ideas; rather than hiding them beneath a veneer of realism.
Of course, this problem is broader than just NPC dialogue. Many shooters attempt to sublimate all of the rules governing the act of shooting another person in the game, in an attempt at verisimilitude. As a result, this can gloss over the very real questions and ideas that could be presented about what the act of shooting a person actually entails.
I bring up conversation options in particular because while there are games which engage with questions of violence through the use of procedural rhetoric, games which discuss conversation in such a manner are somewhat more rare. Perhaps the most popular games which feature a great deal of player-controlled dialogue are BioWare’s Dragon Age and Mass Effect games. While these games do not literally attempt a Facade-style natural language processor, the player communicates with NPCs using a method that aims to loosely replicate actual conversation.
These games are quite happy to abstract the rules for combat situations: both allow the player to pause the game to get their bearings, and allow the player access to the mathematics which govern the resolution of combat. But the rules for conversation are mostly hidden or reduced entirely to scripted events. Say the right thing to Jacob and the romance progresses; say the wrong thing, and it stops forever, never to be rekindled. Dragon Age’s overly simplistic “friendship bar” is a nod at acknowledging that the dialogue section of the game is also governed by rules, but ends up being rather shallow.
What if games like Dragon Age and Mass Effect changed the way they handled dialogue by making conversations with NPCs feel more like a game than an actual conversation? There might be more to say about conversation, or even about specific characters and world views presented in the games, if they attempted a set of rules rather than a shallow approximation of actual human interaction.
 

Epilogue
 
“Don’t just sit there and waste your precious time. When you want to do something, do it right away. Do it when you can. It’s the only way to live a life without regrets.”
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Welcome
The first issue of Five out of Ten was successful beyond our expectations. Your support and feedback has been incredible. To everyone who bought our first issue, or just spread the word about the magazine, we say: thank you! Now the honeymoon period is over and we’ve been hard at work lining up a year of exceptional writing from seasoned journalists and talented newcomers. 
You’ll notice a few changes in our second issue: most pieces have a ‘further reading’ section for those who want to delve deeper. We’ve also changed the main font, for any font lovers out there. Our mission statement remains the same: videogame criticism is important and good writing is worth paying for. With the continued news of media outlets closing, paid writing is ever more vital - whether independent or traditional.
This issue, we focus on expanding the conversation about videogames to a wider audience. We’ll travel to an abandoned virtual town, embrace the potential for videogame tragedies, examine the instinct that drives us to play, explore the portrayal of gender in games and look at a game where the player makes the rules. Our journey is still getting started, but now we can really enjoy the ride.

Contributors
Denis Farr is a media critic living in Chicago. With a penchant for games, theater, queer issues, and how they all intersect, he has written for GayGamer, The Border House, Gamers With Jobs, and Unwinnable. His drag persona is Leeloo Dallas Multidrag.
Rick Lane is a freelance games journalist living in Edinburgh and Games Editor for Custom PC magazine as well as writing for publications such as PC Gamer, IGN, The Escapist, and many more. His work covers gaming topics from sword fighting to the Sublime.
Marc Price is Games Editor at VGRevolution and lives in Palm Harbor, Florida. He has a four-year-old daughter who cheats when he plays board games with her and acts as his stand-in for magazine profile pictures. 
Katie Williams is a games journalist, critic, and graduate living in Melbourne, Australia. She is the current director of the Freeplay Independent Games Festival and writes for Hyper, PC PowerPlay, IGN and formerly Gamespy.
Alan Williamson is Editor-in-Chief of Five out of Ten, co-founder of Split Screen and writes for the New Statesman and Critical Distance. Originally from Northern Ireland, he now lives in Oxford. He ate most of the Five out of Ten launch cake and he’s not sorry.
 

Return to Oinktown
Alan Williamson
The Sims is one of videogames’ greatest success stories: with over 150 million units sold across the franchise, it’s bigger than pretty much everything except Nintendo’s überbrands Mario and Pokémon. It’s not hard to see the reason for success: what could be more captivating than playing God to little computer people? We can create our own soap opera dramas, where exaggerated caricatures of our friends romance or fight each other.
Then you get bored of your Sims and move onto another game. You buy a new computer or the little people are lost in a data archive somewhere, their lives frozen in time.
What if they weren’t frozen in time? What if the game world kept turning in your absence until you returned? In Nintendo’s village life simulator Animal Crossing, that’s exactly what happens. While I was wooed away from my DS to the joys of smartphone gaming and shinier hardware, the villagers of Oinktown went about their fake lives unaware.
Three years later, I returned to Oinktown.
[image: agw-oinktown.jpg]It is a frosty winter’s morning. (It is actually a snuggly winter’s morning under my duvet). I feel guilty that I’ve been away for so long, compounded by the extremely long ‘Preparing Oinktown’ message as the game calculates three years of village life in my absence. Stepping out of my front door, the mailbox is bursting with junk: an update from something I vaguely remember called the ‘Happy Room Academy’, a farewell note from a forgotten friend. My assets in the bank have accumulated a mere thirty days’ interest, clearly a prescient joke from Nintendo on the unethical practises of modern banking.
Lyle the insurance salesman is waiting for me. I forgot he visits on Saturdays to peddle his policies. I also forgot the amount of button mashing it takes to get through his sales pitch. I run back into the house to escape him to find it’s full of cockroaches: the only way to get rid of them is to shift your furniture around and stomp on them as they escape. Little cockroach ghosts float into the air. These things have souls. I am a monster.
Animal Crossing is fundamentally a game about materialism. Starting from an empty house, you gradually build a collection of furniture: bedrooms, kitchens, a dancing cacophony of ‘Gyroids’ that you exhume with your shovel. Your house is mortgaged with Tom Nook, Oinktown’s very own Gordon Gekko, who offers to build extensions to your property once you’ve paid off the loan- and then saddles you with an even larger debt in its place.
There’s no real obligation to pay off your loan from Nook. Once your house reaches its maximum size, you can enjoy life and shop at Nook’s Corner (which he eventually upgrades to Nookington’s with the proceeds of your shopping sprees) without the bailiffs ever knocking at the door. It’s a materialist’s paradise where the rich get richer and the poor get richer, too. 
I think The Sims should have a ‘Real Life’ expansion pack. Your newly-created Sim checks the local paper for jobs and a message flashes on screen: “There are no jobs.” Unemployment in Simsville is at an all-time high. Then you just watch their Hunger and Mood bars drop until the next day when you can check for more jobs again. The game ends when your Sim dies, and in a post-credits scene they awaken to find themselves in heaven, which is Animal Crossing.
After cleaning my house, I explored the village. It’s funny how these old paths were still buried within my mind: I still remembered where the landmarks where, although I couldn’t tie a house to an occupant. Many of the former residents have moved away: towns’ populations fluctuate based on the player’s sociability, and after years of neglect my town resembled an rural Irish hamlet. I wasn’t entirely anti-social, mind: the trees were unseasonably bursting with various species of fruit, collected from the neighbouring towns of girlfriends past.
I bumped into one of the few remaining denizens, a surly rabbit named Gaston. “Nice to meet you! ... oh wait, we’ve met before! You’re Alan, aren’t you?”, he said. After that barrage of sarcasm, I walked away in disgust. I didn’t need these people: I could make my own fun. 
I found a snowball under a tree and began to push it around with my comically stubby child-arms. I found a second snowball, rolled it around and then pushed it on top of the first ball. A snowman came to life! Hooray!
Animal Crossing is full of random moments like this. It simulates a day/night cycle, weather and seasons. There’s always something new to do, whether it’s fishing for a rare coelacanth in the rain or entering a bug-catching competition in the summer. Dedicated ‘gamers’ typically play for hours at a time, experiencing a character’s lifetime within a single weekend. Animal Crossing can’t be played like that: it requires patience to enjoy a slow trickle of events. It’s something you play for ten minutes every day, which is both a strength and weakness since you can miss out on a unique event in your town simply by having an actual social life. Normally with videogames, it’s the other way around.
One event players may stumble upon by accident occurs if you turn off the game without saving your progress. It’s not even obvious that you’ve done anything wrong until Resetti the mole breaks through the earth and the fourth wall in a stroke of genius. The first time, you get a stern lecture about the necessity of properly saving your game, not without merit. Repeat offenders are subjected to a tirade no less severe than if your parents caught you examining a plug socket with a fork. 
Oinktown is a fading picture of a life I once lived. A Sonic the Hedgehog flag flies above the town gate that I probably copied from a website. Nowadays I’d just stamp a star on it. The Oinktown Museum is a commemoration of my completionism, filled with dinosaur skeletons and the ghosts of wasted summers. At least the barista in the museum coffee shop remembers me and offers me a brew made with his special pigeon milk. That’s a bit weird, because he’s a pigeon and I don’t like the idea of him milking himself into my beverage, but I suck up my pride for old time’s sake. In the corner of the coffee shop, there’s a stage where KK Slider would play guitar on Saturday evenings. The tape deck in my house is loaded with my favourite songs of his. But I won’t be staying for his performance this evening. There’s nothing left for me here.
We often use the word “immersive” to describe things we find compelling, but that’s always struck me as an odd term. We are not immersed: we are acutely aware that we are mere outside observers of these worlds. Imagine a world so inviting that even an observer feels welcome: a holiday home you can visit at the touch of a button. There is solace here: a second home to decorate, friends to meet, a little corner of the world to explore. But like a holiday home, this fixed location becomes constricting, because there are so many places you don’t see when you choose to stay in this one.
As a child I spent many weekends and summers at a caravan park on the east coast of Northern Ireland: I’d explore the islands and rocks, drawing cycle routes through its roads and timing my fastest laps. But there are only so many times you can travel along the same roads before you start longing for new ones. I think that’s why I’ve never really enjoyed online multiplayer games: the endless repetition gets to me. My pile of unplayed games continues to grow while I have another match of Halo, incredible uncharted worlds beg to be explored.
Oinktown has no secrets left to discover. Every inch of my house is filled with trinkets, every square of grass seeded with trees or flowers. Yet there’s a comforting familiarity to it, a mix of nostalgia and a hope that there might yet be something undiscovered here. Perhaps the ultimate goal of Animal Crossing is to defeat your inner completionist: it’s not possible to do everything, so instead you go until you can’t do any more. Exhausted, you stand and watch the sunset on your utopia, pixel waves lapping at polygonal feet. A fish floats nearby. You ignore it. It’s probably another bloody sea bass.
Now that there’s nothing left to do, you can finally have a real holiday.
 

How the Dead Reach Out
Rick Lane
“Our topic is poetry in itself and its kinds, and what potential each has.” - Aristotle
[image: rl-plasmasword.jpg]Tragedy does not come naturally to games. The arcades understood it to a certain degree, from an economic perspective at least, encouraging mobs of children to cast their pocket money into the slots of games too difficult to ever be completed by mere mortals. Though victory always seemed possible, the outcome was inevitable: demise, game over.
The moment dedicated games consoles arrived on the scene this financial imperative vanished, and over time the gamer’s lexicon has filled with words semantically aligned with positive action: winner, high score, mission complete, flawless victory, achievement unlocked. Such language is the antithesis of tragedy. The nature of games as entertainment, designed to engender a sense of accomplishment, appears incompatible with the tragic genre.
Over the past few years, a small number of games have emerged to challenge this assertion: games which not only contest the idea that they must end with victory, or at least have the option of a happy ending, but demonstrate a clear understanding of theories of tragedy that have developed over two and a half thousand years. How has the world’s youngest art began to master one of the oldest?
The story of tragedy begins with a dismissal. Plato, the Greeks’ own Roger Ebert, disregarded tragedy, and indeed all poetry, on the grounds of being “two steps away from reality,” because in Plato’s book – specifically Republic – the material world was itself an impression of a higher reality known as the Forms. Thus poetry led people astray from the path toward truth, and consequently should not be trusted. Sound familiar?
It remained for Aristotle, himself mentored by Plato, to rescue tragedy from a tragic end of its own. Aristotle’s Poetics is the foundational text for all Western aesthetic theory and criticism. While poetry, drama, epic and comedy all play a part, tragedy assumes the lead role. The Poetics concerns itself largely with the formal characteristics of tragedy, and much of it is either specific to the Greek stage or would today be considered extremely rudimentary (such as the stunning observation that plots must have a beginning, middle, and end). Regardless, much of it remains crucial to our understanding of tragedy.

The story of videogame tragedy begins, predictably, with a game about guns and killing. Halo Reach, Bungie’s last entry in the series, makes an admirable attempt at incorporating tragedy into a gaming model. Reach tells the story of Noble Team, a group of six genetically enhanced soldiers who act as the vanguard in the defence of the planet Reach from a massive invasion of an alien force known as the Covenant. Gradually the defence fails, and one by one Noble Team perish until the player, as Noble Six, is left alone on the planet’s surface, and must fight off the Covenant as long as possible until he is inevitably overwhelmed by the enemy forces.
Reach makes for an interesting comparison to Aristotelian aesthetics in both how it adheres to and diverges from Aristotle’s tragic model. According to Aristotle, the difference between tragedy and comedy is that “Comedy prefers to represent people who are worse than those who exist, Tragedy people who are better.” In this instance, Reach appears to adhere quite closely, as Noble Team are post-human warriors, better not just in a moral and physical sense, but right down to their genes. Paradoxically however, this creates a problem for Reach, as Aristotle later proclaims that the ideal tragic hero is “Such a person who neither is superior in virtue and justice, not undergoes a change to misfortune because of vice or wickedness, but because of some error.” Noble Team have no flaws, indeed, they have little personality at all. Therefore as characters they are less compelling, and because the reason for their fall comes from external forces rather than within, Reach’s effectiveness as a tragedy is significantly reduced. 
Yet there is more to Reach as a tragedy in a broader sense. Skipping ahead to the nineteenth century, maverick philosopher and critic Friedrich Nietzsche wrote his own philosophical diatribe on the subject, titled The Birth of Tragedy. Commenting on Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex – cited by Aristotle as the ideal tragedy – Nietzsche writes that Oedipus “was understood by Sophocles as the noble human being who is destined for error and misery despite his wisdom, but who in the end, through his enormous suffering, exerts on the world around him a magical, beneficial force.”
Noble Team’s sacrifices throughout Reach eventually enable the escape of the UNSC flagship The Pillar of Autumn, along with the AI Cortana, believed to be the key to turning the tide in the war again the Covenant. Thus the suffering of Noble Team proves to be a beneficial force in the long run. Indeed, there is a sense of inevitability in Noble Team’s end. The opening scene shows us a blackened vista of Reach, all fire and ash and cracked soil, and the shattered, smouldering helmet of a SPARTAN soldier. At the very start of the game, the player already knows how it will end. Both we players and the characters know this – the game is not subtle in that regard – and yet they fight against their fate anyway. 
Tragedy always emerges from a fight against the inevitable; from humanity’s struggle to individualise itself from whatever is ordained for them by a higher power. Nietzsche writes of Prometheus: “Humanity achieves the best and highest of which it is capable by committing an offence and must in turn accept the consequences of this, namely the whole flood of suffering and tribulations which the offended heavenly powers must in turn visit upon the human race.” In Reach, those heavenly powers are literalised as the Covenant, who in themselves are zealously religious, and Noble Team’s offence is to confront them head-on, to dare to battle against the forces of God. The player partakes directly in this battle against the inevitable too, fighting almost against the design of the game, pushing Noble Team forward, and searching for a victory that is never going to come.
Halo Reach makes a good initial attempt at tragedy in game form. But why has it taken so long for such an attempt to be made, and why is it happening now? Again, the factors could be economic. Marxist critics Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer theorised that tragedy has little place in a consumerist society of mass-produced art, where it is frequently proclaimed that everyone can be happy and everyone can be a winner. In this environment, “Tragedy is reduced to the threat to destroy anyone who does not cooperate, whereas its paradoxical significance once lay in a hopeless resistance to mythic destiny. Tragic fate becomes just punishment.” In other words, only the bad guys suffer a tragic fate, only those who the majority deems deserve it. Nazis, terrorists, zombies.
Of course, what else would we expect from Marxist criticism? Nevertheless, it is intriguing that the birth of videogame tragedy coincided almost exactly with the worst economic crisis this side of the Wall Street Crash, when for so many the pursuit of happiness and winning in the game of life seem to be increasingly distant and futile prospects. In just a few years of recession, gaming’s approach to tragedy has evolved enormously from the admirable yet rather staid and classical drama of Halo: Reach.
Telltale’s The Walking Dead puts a whole new spin on how games can explore and depict the tragic. Again, the source seems unlikely – a spin-off series from a TV show. To begin with, it ditches the Aristotelian concept that tragedy must only represent characters that are better than average, and instead casts as its lead a man who is a murderer from the very beginning, before the first zombie has appeared on the screen. 
It also corrects Reach’s mistake and provides a multitude of flawed, empathetic characters, from the aggressive and distrustful Larry to the friendly yet cowardly Kenny. The central character relationship is between the main protagonist Lee Everett and eight-year-old Clementine, who Lee discovers surviving alone. He gradually becomes her surrogate father, and the tragedy hinges on this crucial bond.
The Walking Dead’s story alters depending on choices made by the player, which may seem odd given that inevitability is a core tenet of tragedy. But these choices are deceitful things. Ostensibly they are there to enable player agency and involve them in the game, but really their modi operandi are to question the player’s every move, to confront their own morality in the face of impossible decisions. 
In his essay “Tragedy and the Common Man”, the American playwright Arthur Miller proclaims “No tragedy can therefore come about when its author fears to question absolutely everything, when he regards any institution, habit or custom as being either everlasting, immutable or inevitable. In the tragic view the need of man to wholly realize himself is the only fixed star, and whatever it is that hedges his nature and lowers it is ripe for attack and examination.” The Walking Dead asks these questions throughout. Will you kill one friend to save two other friends? Will you leave a woman for dead by the side of the road? Will you kill a man in front of a child? Will you kill a child? Unlike other tragedies, The Walking Dead gives the player an opportunity to give an answer, and live with the consequences.
But the choices deceive further still, for their overall effect on the story is superficial at best, tweaking the way events play out rather than making substantial changes to the plot. The Walking Dead has the same inevitability as Halo Reach; it merely conceals what Reach boasts. You cannot save your friends, you cannot save yourself, you cannot be sure if you can save Clementine. The only comfort given to you is that you have done everything you can, exhausted every fibre of your being and evaluated every facet of your soul.
Initially I thought this to be a flaw in the game, indicative of laziness on the developer’s part. Now I understand that it is absolutely necessary, as the objective of the game is not to let the player choose their fate; but to reflect upon themselves in the face of fate, of an inevitable, all consuming power through believing in the existence of choice. For that to work, the end must be inevitable. Ironically, the moral choice matters more when it has no pragmatic effect, because then all it’s meaning is directed inward at you. Why did you make that choice? What aspects of your personality and character combined to result in that decision? When the choice no longer matters, how do you choose, and what does that choice mean?
This, according to Aristotle, is the ultimate goal of tragedy: catharsis, an artistic lens through which to reflect upon your strength, or weakness, of character. Not to moralise or to judge, but to confront and understand in a situation where all outward sources of self-determination are ripped away. The Walking Dead takes this to the extreme, tearing down all of civilisation, all moralising institutions and social theories, purging humanity in the most brutal way possible of its artificial constructs, and leaving the player to pick up the pieces and attempt to arrange them however they will.
Tragedy does not come naturally to games, but breaking the conventional cycle is vital to any art form’s survival. They must grow and evolve, or stagnate and die. Examining games in the light of these older theories enables us to establish gaming within the critical canon, where its roots merge with those of other art forms and where it branches off in brave new directions.
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Player’s Instinct
Marc Price
I sit across the table from my opponent, deep in concentration. I’m watching her every move, looking for signs of weakness. She narrows her eyes and curls her lip, deep in thought. We’re both trying to figure out what we need to reach the goal in this game.
 
She spins a five. She grabs the piece and moves it, tapping each space as she passes it. 
thwock - thwock - thwock - thwock - thwock 
She finishes the move, and I see her lip begin to quiver.

“Daddy, I don’t like this game anymore,” she says between her unsuccessful attempts to stifle her rapidly approaching sobs.
[image: mp-board.jpg]We’re playing Chutes and Ladders, and my four-year-old daughter just learned the power of random events in gaming. Chutes and Ladders is one of the first games that my daughter and I played together. Players navigate a board with 100 numbered spaces, trying to be the first player to land exactly on the 100th space. It’s an old game with origins tracing back to Ancient India, where it is referred to as Snakes and Ladders. 
Many spaces on the board represent different moral choices that children may face throughout their early lives. In the version we were playing my daughter landed on space 98, on which she was punished for spilling a cookie jar and forced to go back roughly 30 spaces. Other spaces on the board reward children for good choices (like cleaning their rooms) and allow them to advance 20 or 30 spaces at a time. It’s an interesting and fun game, if a little shallow. However, for my daughter it was a terrible experience. It wasn’t until a few weeks later, while playing New Super Mario Bros. U with her, that I realised why.
There’s a common experience we all share as players. For some reason, everyone who has ever played a Mario game has instinctively lifted their leg or shifted their body in a sort of physical willing to have Mario jump further, or make it through a tight passage. My daughter doesn’t usually watch me play games and so I don’t think I passed the impulse on to her (I don’t really do it any more, anyway), yet there she was lifting her leg, cocking her head to the side and sticking out her tongue as she tried to guide Mario through the level.
It occurred to me that perhaps we have a sort of “Player’s Instinct” that drives us when playing games. My daughter’s experience with randomness was a part of this instinct. We want our gaming experiences to feel fair: we want to feel in control of the action happening in front of us, and when something happens that is out of our control, it causes frustration and makes us want to stop playing- it might even make us cry.
The reason why games like the challenging Dark Souls has resonated with dedicated players is that they feel fair, even when they’re being cheap. When travelling through Sen’s Fortress in Dark Souls, a dark area laden with traps, the challenge becomes one of memory. Can the player remember which steps trigger which traps? Can they remember in which corner an enemy is lurking? The game is nothing if not consistent, with an emphasis on pattern recognition and memorization. It’s actually quite like an old Mario game: the bosses might be larger and infinitely more terrifying, but they are designed to be defeated by players with patience and a keen eye for patterns.
My daughter’s first experience with New Super Mario Bros U was akin to my first run through Dark Souls. She didn’t realize that the way to defeat a Goomba was to jump on its head, so she ran into it a couple of times before I showed her how to defeat them. It was in playing with her that I saw, for the first time, the precision that went into playing - and, by extension, making - a Mario game. The genius of the game is that everything is consistent. The same inputs cause the same actions every time and enemies provide the same challenge. Through the course of playing the game, we learned tricks like standing next to a pipe  to prevent a Piranha Plant from emerging and learning that red-shelled Koopas wouldn’t walk off platforms like the green-shelled ones.
Our “Player’s Instinct” still thrives on randomness. We played through the first level of NSMBU a few times to give my daughter a chance to learn the controls in a safe environment, but she started to get bored because the action became predictable. Jump here, dodge there, duck here; it became stale. Even though the levels in a Mario game aren’t procedurally generated (ie, created on the fly and random), each new level has a host of possibilities that are unfathomable to new players. If the first level had mushrooms that make you grow and plants that shoot fire, who knows what the next one has in store?
This randomness manifests in different ways depending on the game. There’s a controlled chaos to a Call of Duty multiplayer match, where the variables are other players. The tools used to fight each other may be consistent, but the other players’ behaviour is not. This makes for great moments of “emergent gameplay,” a phrase becoming more common as games grow more complex and sprawling.
My daughter developed a physical reaction to playing Mario that feels like it came from within her. She ducks, jumps, strains, and moves the controller along with Mario, even after testing and confirming that her movement and his movement are independent of each other. The Nintendo Wii capitalized on this aspect of our instinct, and peripherals like Playstation Move and Xbox Kinect have attempted to do the same, with varying levels of success. The genius of the Nintendo Wii is that it renders my daughter’s test true. Her physical movement would be reflected by the game. 
Although this idea never came to fruition in Mario games on the Wii, it did create a worldwide sensation with Wii Sports -  perhaps the most accessible title in the history of videogames, and one that clearly had its finger on the pulse of our instincts. By removing the level of abstraction inherent in using a game controller, Wii Sports zeroes in on natural physical movements and makes them part of play. Not only does it feel natural (even if it looks ridiculous), but it allows people who don’t typically play games and can’t quite wrap their brains around movement in a 3D space using a controller to demonstrate their “Player’s Instinct” and have fun.
 
There’s one other undeniable aspect to my daughter’s instinct when playing: resiliency. Being so young, she’s almost pure Freudian id, with her feelings on any given situation clearly displayed for all the world to see. Additionally, she will simply refuse to do anything that isn’t fun or interesting to her without a second thought. Although Mario was difficult, and she failed repeatedly, she never gave up. She continued plowing forward with every fiber of her being until I forced her to stop because I felt she was getting too frustrated.
This is not unique to her. We will play insanely difficult sections of games (hello, Dark Souls!) repeatedly for the momentary thrill of overcoming an obstacle. If gaming has taught me anything in life, it’s how to be a problem solver. If I could travel through eight worlds of Super Mario Bros 3 and defeat Bowser at the end to rescue Princess Peach, surely I could finish college? If I could defeat the Tyrant at the end of Resident Evil, I could become a writer, right? Gaming teaches us resiliency, and I can see it in my daughter. She has a little faux-iPad called an InnoTab loaded with games: one of them is a table maze that players manipulate using the tablet’s shoddy accelerometer. On harder levels, the poor control and made-for-older-children design conspire together to create a hair-pulling experience for even experienced players. I know when she is trying to navigate the table maze because I hear her groaning in despair. Yet no matter how many times she fails, she persists until she finally succeeds with an excited “I did it!”
Games are a lot of things to a lot of people. For my daughter, they are simultaneously maddening and invigorating, and I think the reasons why they are such are universal. Games tap into something deep within the human psyche, goading us to continue even while punishing us with difficult and sometimes unfair means. In the end, we may or may not be ultimately satisfied, but we continue to play.
She wound up winning that game of Chutes and Ladders, after I landed on the same space and was forced back, too. Eventually she landed on the right spaces with the right spins, and won. Even though we haven’t played since, she was genuinely excited  in that moment. As she gets older, I am blessed with the ability to relive my youth through her eyes. As an adult, I can analyze the things I used to do as a child, personified by her, and it is illuminating. She helped me figure out why I love games, and why they are universal: games bring together people of different genders, races, and politics in the way that few things can. People might coalesce around the Super Bowl here in the United States, but there’s nothing that gets a group to have a sense of community like a game. We are a community, and I hope one day we all act like it.
 

Ken’s Invisible Crotch
Denis Farr
[image: df-ken.jpg]
In Susan Bordo’s The Male Body, she recounts a story of the executives at Mattel determining what to do with Ken’s crotch. The men in the room apparently shifted uncomfortably as they discussed bulges and jockey shorts for the little piece of man-shaped plastic. Considering Barbie’s own roots as a German sex toy turned into a model for young American women, the turn of the tables would be delicious, if it weren’t so incredibly sad that we try to put ourselves on pedestals rather than admitting that we are humans and variety is the norm.
Men and women in videogames tend to have idealized bodies: men are hulking brutes with frames that would nary fit through a typical door, while women are waifish and buxom to the point of wondering if all of their internal organs are housed in their breasts. So when I started playing XCOM: Enemy Unknown, I decided I would have a bit of fun.
The game allows for giving characters both a first and last name, but additionally they unlock a nickname when they gain enough experience. I decided to fight off an alien invasion with the power of a drag family: all the male avatars in the game would in truth be drag kings, named after women I knew in the games community, and vice versa for the female avatars.
I was rather glad that I knew many women in the games industry, as the male avatars far outnumbered the women I ever came across. Sporting their mustaches and colored hair, the likes of Christine Love, Mattie Brice, and Patricia Hernandez gunned down alien after alien, while donning armor that made them look more and more like a human-shaped brick. My friend Kate would gruff out to troops she healed that they need to ‘man’ up. It was spectacularly silly.
The women in my barracks were much smaller by comparison. They still managed just as well as their male counterparts, and their nicknames seemed very appropriate for drag queens (I came out as “Kitty”). Their quips tended not to be gender-focused: no shouts of “that took some ovaries” here.
I’m not one to believe that genitals make up gender. It seemed rather wonderful that although the game had socially and systemically coded these people as men and women, I had the power to say: “No. They are what I decide them to be, and my friends like to be fabulous, so they’ll all be in drag.” I wasn’t really subverting the system of the game itself, but I was subverting its meaning or whatever it was unconsciously trying to symbolize with its beefy men and smaller women. It gave me a sense of power. Whenever I found myself in tense situations, I was able to pretend my queens and kings were just sashaying from cover to cover, delivering campy quips to these aliens about going back to Uranus or some other appropriately high-brow insult.
I started thinking about the gender of all of these aliens. There was no sexual dimorphism shown in any of the species presented. From Sectoid to Ethereal, they were all depicted as one sex. One could make the argument that since they were alien species, I wouldn’t know the signs by which the sexes were distinguished. This could be a valid argument, especially considering most of these species are engineered in one way or another so that sexual dimorphism could have been seen as irrelevant.
Last year for Gamers With Jobs, I recruited an army of Pokémon drag performers. I was playing Pokémon FireRed for the first time and the game was kind enough to indicate which sex a given critter was. Not being an expert in Pokémon physiology, I was glad of the help. Starting with the fire-type Charmander, I named him Daenerys after the queen of dragons in Game of Thrones, and we went through various cities and wild grasses collecting drag queens and kings (though it often felt we were enslaving them for my amusement and sport).
By the time I reached the end of both XCOM and Pokémon, I had found nothing to dispel the illusion I had wrought: these were gay men in dresses, performing; or lesbians with mustaches and ridiculous physiques, posturing and playing out their ‘manly’ duties. Gender didn’t really matter in these games beyond some graphical subtleties. In Pokémon, except a few species, the male and female of their respective species looked and functioned the same with only their respective symbols pointing out the difference. With XCOM, I could not determine why these characters I had created needed sexes that so drastically differentiated their body types. It all seemed a bit silly.
Part of what makes drag fascinating to me is that it has the potential to go over-the-top. Women with legs that go on for days, men whose stubble is perfect and whose genital package outline is easily spotted. While drag can be camp, there seem to be just as many performers who want to actually pass as the people they are depicting, and be seen to achieve something ‘real.’ In the documentary Paris is Burning, the New York ball scene is on display. Mostly impoverished black and hispanic youth, these queer men and women would go out of their way to imitate executives, models, thugs, etc. in contests to see who could offer up the most convincing ‘realness,’ as if to insist that they too could be part of that world, given the right circumstances.
My attempts at subverting the coded gender messages of games by playing as if these were drag performers has become such a ball scene: seeing how real these performances really are, or if they are merely for show. Does a game make any note of the different lived experiences between men and women or try to be as egalitarian as possible? Does it do this with physical appearance? The answer to the former is that these days, it is almost always seen as gauche to not have equal stats and viability for play. Physical appearance is still mandated in fairly strict terms, so that all players everywhere compete in the great big ball scene of the games industry. 
After all, there is no reason these soldiers and Pokémon, being bits of code and pixels on my screen, cannot be in drag; the game never tells me they aren’t just entering into the ball’s ‘space marine’ or ‘cute, cuddly cockfighting monster realness’ category. Perhaps this is why I find these systems so fascinating: what they tell us about how they want us to perceive gender, particularly when something is coded in the system, quite frequently with clothing.
I have an obsession with The Sims. Ever since I started playing it in 2001, I have played it at least once a year, with each major new iteration seeing me dutifully picking it up, critiquing it, and coming back for more. Part of what continues to annoy and fascinate me, as a male player, is how the options for women tend to be so much better in terms of hairstyles, clothing, makeup, and all manner of small details. Even in the modding community, it always seemed I could find breathtaking clothing for my female Sims, while my male Sims were stuck with whatever I could find.
Worse still was that once a sum was coded as either male or female, dressing in the other sex’s clothing? Verboten! Absolutely not happening (without the help of some mods for Frank-N-Furter here and there). Later installments improved upon the first game, where each skin tone had to have its own outfits, and if a modder didn’t create it for the darker skin tones those Sims just wouldn’t have it as an option.
In The Sims, there is also the question of sex and sexy bits and babies. Two men can go and “WooHoo” just as easily as a man and woman, or two women. It’s just something that happens. In these games, everyone is pansexual. All it takes is enough patience and flirting and one Sim can woo (and WooHoo) any other, regardless of their perceived gender.
This causes me to wonder whether we are to assume certain genital configurations. A penis does not make a man any more than a vagina makes a woman. I know men without penises, women without vaginas, and their genital configuration is only of real importance to them and those with whom they may decide to have sex. Their bodies are not public property. Where society at large does seem to draw a distinction is when the public starts judging them against what is deemed as sexy and desirable by supposed everyday men and women. In the medical and psychiatric community, there is a gating mechanism for transitioning by which many trans women, for instance, must be perceived as showing interest in the proper forms and styles of femininity in order to be ‘allowed’ to transition.
This gender and beauty construct is something we draw from when both creating and consuming idealized images of women and men. Games seem rather obsessed with following suit, judging by those that grace their covers. To make a woman sexy her clothing is as tight or non-existent as possible, her breasts bursting through material, metal armor or otherwise. Men are given a bit more leeway, though typically they must be in shape- if not bulging with muscles- and have a self-assured attitude about them. Which is not to say that everyone finds these quivering polygonal hunks of pixelated groins and breast physics attractive, but we are told that these are what we are supposed to fantasize as the ideal.
More and more games come with the option to create our avatars. What is interesting is seeing what is not on offer: can a woman be as tall as a man? Are there options to be anything but thin or average? Must my male wizard be muscled? If I am creating an avatar who is not white, will I be able to incorporate facial features that are not European in origin? Must I be young?
These options are being offered more and more frequently, but as with those Mattel executives uncomfortably discussing what exactly Ken should have in his shorts, we seem rather coy about our struggles with the beauty standard. Though we are all harmed by having one rigid set of rules, those in power feel they must create and be confined by a norm. This norm distances not only people of both sexes but people who are not white, not gender-conforming, not fit, and a whole host of other identifying parts of their lives.  One might argue that is exactly what it is created for, but humanity means variety, and it would be nice if games could start displaying that more often.
 

Sleep is Death
Katie Williams
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I first played Sleep is Death at Melbourne’s Freeplay Independent Games Festival in 2010. In a large, colourful room separate from the rest of the conference, tucked away in a corner of the State Library, were locally-developed games exhibited as part of the festival’s Experimedia program: at regular intervals, speakers would take to a stage at the back of the room to deliver talks on the culture, development, and significance of independent games. One such talk, given by PhD candidate Mike Skolnik on his work with Sleep is Death, would come to change the way I saw gaming, revealing new possibilities for emotional responses and unique uses of narrative in the medium.
Sleep is Death was developed by Jason Rohrer, the same guy who stunned the gaming community with his five-minute exploration of life and death Passage back in 2007. It’s a collaborative ‘two player only’ game: one player is the ‘controller’, working behind the scenes to steer the plot and furnish the game world. The other is the ‘player’, who can interact with the environment laid before them however they please. The two players take turns to advance the story every thirty seconds, bouncing off one another’s actions to create a dynamic and unpredictable storytelling experience.
Skolnik drew special attention to the significance of the game’s name. Despite each story having the potential to branch in limitless directions – and therefore span a limitless range of emotions – Rohrer chose the unsettling title “Sleep is Death,” a conscious decision to plant preconceived ideas into players’ heads. Rohrer hoped that this would steer players into creating particularly profound stories. However, Skolnik noted that players, when confronted with the improvisational nature of Sleep is Death’s storytelling, tended to veer towards comedy. This was something I began to understand after the talk, when he was able to give me a personal demonstration of Sleep is Death.
There is No Escape
Skolnik and I each took a seat at one of two computers, set up back-to-back by the stage. He took the part of the ‘controller’, and though I couldn’t see what he was doing I heard him clicking furiously, building something for me on his screen. After a moment, a surprisingly detailed scene appeared before me.
I was Eve, dressed in traditional garb and standing in the Garden of Eden. An apple hung tantalisingly on a tree branch before me. A snake was coiled in the tree’s shade.
I was instantly set off my guard. I was a 25-year-old modern female, agnostic more through laziness than by educated choice; I wasn’t sure how to react to the biblical scene before me. Haltingly, I typed Eve’s thoughts into a speech bubble. 
“I suppose you want me to eat this apple,” she said out loud, to nobody in particular.
Thirty seconds was up; it was Skolnik’s turn. I could hear him typing quickly, and when he was done my screen had changed again. This time, the snake spoke. “I was supposed to convince you to eat the apple, but if you want to make my job easy, by all means, go ahead.”
I giggled at the snake’s cleverness, but I wasn’t about to let him win. I also had that thirty-second timer ticking down, limiting the time I had to formulate a witty response. “I’m bored,” I had Eve declare petulantly, wandering off-screen. I was foiled; the next screen was simply filled with more trees, forming a boundary through which there seemed to be no escape. 
“How do I get out of here?” Eve demanded, wandering through the trees.
“If I recall right,” said the omniscient narrator’s speech bubble, “Eve was cast out of the Garden after eating the forbidden fruit.” I took the bait. In desperation and growing tiredness of the trees that surrounded me, I had Eve go back to the first screen, where I commanded her to MUNCH on the apple.
I waited for doom to blanket the world. Instead, the screen changed completely. I was now in a room with cold stone walls and two windows. I wasn’t Eve anymore; I was now a middle-aged man, and had just been aroused from my slumber by a nun who stood at the foot of my bed. 
“Wake up!” the nun cried. “You’ve been hallucinating again!”  I could sense Skolnik grinning on the other side of my screen; I certainly wasn’t expecting this plot twist, and I wondered where else he was going to take me.
In the reflection of my screen, I could see that a curious crowd had gathered behind me. Feeling a strange urge to please them, I had my new, male avatar step right beside the nun. He looked like a sleazebag in his wifebeater, so I filled the role accordingly. “Hey, good lookin’.”
The audience chuckled, continuing as Skolnik had the nun cower in a corner of the room. “Aah!” she shrieked. “Crazy person!” The crazy man ignored her cries as he poked about the room. He turned on the television. He seated himself in a chair by the bed. He tried to leave by the room’s only exit, a door that was strangely locked from the other side. Finally, I had him ask the question again: “How do I get out of here?”
“THERE IS NO ESCAPE!” screamed the nun, launching herself out the window. A bit melodramatic of her, I thought, but she had just revealed a plausible exit… Without thinking twice, I directed the man to jump out of the window, too.
He landed in what appeared to be a dim courtyard. “I’m surprised I’m still intact,” he said, semi-cheerfully. My growing audience chuckled some more, but I began to wonder if the dimming scene was representative of something – my slow, painful death, perhaps. I began to feel slightly panicked. I tried to walk the man off the edge of the screen…
I suddenly found myself as Eve again, back in the Garden of Eden. The forest had darkened and the ground was charred. Eve’s clothes were aflame, and significantly, the apple had now vanished from the tree. The snake had uncoiled itself, and was looking at me intently. “You’ve doomed us all!” he said, perhaps a little gleefully.
This was a very frightening twist for me. Who was I really – Eve, or the man who had just thrown himself out a window? Was Skolnik playing me as if I was simply another sprite in the game? And why did that fire appear to be spreading through the Garden?
“Oh, please,” I said to the snake, determined not to let my horror show. “This plot is setting feminism back a couple of thousand years.” As if to show him what I thought of him, I instructed Eve to DANCE.
“You appear to be on fire,” he said pointedly. Tiring of his attitude, I directed Eve to perform an action on him: BODY SLAM. He did not die.
“There is no escape,” he said simply, oblivious to the amusement of my audience. “Sleep is death.”
The scene dimmed to black.
 
Urgency and Unplanned Humour
I had trouble relating to Skolnik how his tailored story had resonated with me, in spite of my flippant actions in the game. The interlude with the nun and man in the wifebeater had upended my experience, and returning to a flaming Garden of Eden had completely shattered it. I actually felt a little broken.
For what felt like such a cleverly composed story, it was surprising to hear how much he had been forced to improvise. “I hadn’t planned the scene with the nun at all,” he told me, “but you had done some things that I wasn’t expecting and felt that the change of pace was necessary.” What was he expecting, then?
“Eve, the apple, the snake – it’s a very familiar scene, everyone knows how the story goes. I’ve played this particular scene with a few people, wondering if maybe someone would sit down with the snake, get into some philosophical discussion about what eating the apple could mean… but nobody has, yet.”
I thought of the crowd that had gathered during my playthrough, peering over my shoulder. I’d had a weird desire to play for them, as if I was using humour to evade my fear of playing the game the “wrong” way in front of an audience. This seemed to be a recurring theme, something I noted as Skolnik sat down to host a game for the next player.
This next game also followed a comedic route, even moreso than mine. I was watching this game from Skolnik’s “behind the scenes” point of view and could see that the urgency of creating the next move within thirty seconds was amplified here.
When playing as Eve, I had thought my experience to be tightly orchestrated, with Skolnik quickly setting me back on track whenever I tried to veer off the expected route. Watching over his shoulder now, I realised that this probably wasn’t the case. When confronted with an unanticipated plot twist, there was little he could do about it but adapt – and fast. Perhaps when we played our version of Eve’s story together, he had merely chosen the premise, and through my actions I was really having as much say in the outcome of the plot as he did. In any case thirty seconds is a very short amount of time for one to decide their next move, and I realised that Skolnik couldn’t possibly be thinking up profound turns of plot every second. There was barely time to think, let alone react. I reacted so deeply to parts of the story, but it was probably not specifically engineered for such a response.
Skolnik had a huge library of resources at his disposal to create the scene – tiles, objects, people – and at one point, in his rush to meet the timer, accidentally placed a severed human head into the hands of other player’s character, forcing some quick improvisation on his own planned story.
“Aah!” the character cried, “It’s a human head!”
He used his next turn to correct the error, replacing the head with a handgun. “No, not a head at all,” said the narrator’s speech bubble casually. “Just a gun. Say, where’d that come from?”
Sleep is Death is Intimacy
I had now witnessed another story that incorporated wisecracks and purposeful deviation from the story’s intended destination. I remembered what Skolnik had said about hoping someone would initiate a philosophical discussion within the game, and felt bad for being yet another player steering a deep story towards zany comedy.
“With all the people around me, um, I don’t know,” I mumbled. “I needed to be funny, I guess.”
“You felt that you needed to be funny, yes,” said Skolnik, correctly. He conceded that it seemed to be a common theme with those he had played the game with at this public event. “But it’s supposed to be a two-player-only game – having a dozen extra people watching might affect the way you choose to play it.”
This was something I continued to think about, hours after the festival had concluded and I’d returned home. Would I have attempted a more serious plot had that crowd not been watching? There had to be more to it than that. There was the fact that I just didn’t know Skolnik that well. I wouldn’t typically get involved in a heavy topic of discussion with an acquaintance, and a game probably wouldn’t change that. If I had been playing with a close friend, would our story have unfolded in a more serious manner? A lot of my interjections acted as a sort of cover-up for my typos, or fear that my lack of biblical knowledge would be exposed. 
On the other hand, I wondered if anonymity might’ve affected the game’s outcome, much like our interactions on the internet. If I’d played with someone I’d never seen or met before, would my inhibitions have dissolved, allowing for a deeper story?
I still felt a sort of desolation from how our story had ended. Skolnik felt that the game we played together was comedic, and he was correct. But at the same time, I had been incredibly moved by it, a slowly settling realisation. There was a profundity there, perhaps not in the philosophical discussion with the snake that Skolnik had intended, but instead in the players themselves: the way I had subverted his goal, and his comeback with the hallucination scene. My experience of the game was defined not by its outcome, but how we played off each other to get there.
At its essence, Sleep is Death is not so much a game about storytelling as it is about the people who play it, and everybody has the potential to surprise you. I felt an odd connection with Skolnik through our rendition of Eve and the apple; now I wonder what I can learn from others I play the game with.
This article was originally published at www.alivetinyworld.com. Sleep is Death can be bought at www.sleepisdeath.net for whatever you think the experience is worth.
 
 

Players Guide
Some of the feedback we received on New Horizons was from readers who didn’t play games themselves, but knew relatives and friends who did. As gaming becomes a more inclusive and popular pastime, it’s important to remember that while many of us have grown up with videogames our whole lives, some players are just getting started. How do you learn about videogames in a world of specialist media that preaches to the choir; a world of roguelikes, in-jokes and assumed knowledge?
This issue, we have focused on five current issues in videogame culture: violence, misogyny and sexism, online multiplayer games, the rise of downloadable titles, and how games are already enriching the world around us. We hope that whether you’re a videogame fan, or merely game-curious, that this guide will serve you well.
 

A History of Violence
Rick Lane
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Videogame violence is a tired subject, to the point where even making that observation seems hackneyed and unoriginal. Yet somehow, despite the obvious exhaustion, you can guarantee that when the issue is raised the same parade of media hyperbole, political opportunism and gamer denial will march predictably across the Internet. It’s a Sisyphean labour that we condemn as cliché and partake in regardless.
While the debate on games and violence has been raging since the 1976 game Death Race was pulled from shelves because it depicted tiny pixelated stick-men being run over by a box, it was another ten years before science got around to exploring the issue. Since then researchers have handled it rather like a hot bar of soap, flinging it from side to side, occasionally approaching something of a firm grasp on it, and frequently dropping it, slipping on it and generally making a complete arse of themselves. But as another US school shooting prompts another call from politicians for science to investigate the relationship between games and violence, it’s vital that we understand what research has gone before, the current theoretical and practical understandings, and the mistakes that have been made along the way.
The earliest studies that directly investigated a link between violent games and violent behaviour were conducted in 1986 – one study by Joel Cooper and Diane Mackie, simply titled “Video Games and Aggression in Children” and another by Craig Anderson and Catherine Ford, somewhat less simply titled “Affect of the Game Player: Short-Term Effects of Highly and Mildly Aggressive Video Games.” In brief, the former concluded that fifth-grade girls demonstrated more aggressive behaviour after playing a violent game, while the results of the latter “indicate[d] that playing aggressive video games can have short-term negative effects on the game-player’s emotional state.” Only a year later, however, another study by Daniel Graybill which looked at sixth grade children found no difference between those playing violent games and those who played non-violent games.
So began a back-and-forth argument that has lasted over a quarter of a century, and led some researchers to become hardened advocates of one side or the other. The aforementioned Craig Anderson has since built his career on pursuing the theory that games cause violent behaviour. In 2010 Anderson’s testimony was used to defend a 2005 law which enacted the restriction of violent videogame sales in California. The US Supreme Court ruled that the law was unconstitutional, remarking that the studies California used in its defence, in which Anderson’s played a significant part, “have been rejected by every court to consider them, and with good reason: They do not prove that violent video games cause minors to act aggressively (which would at least be a beginning). Instead, [n]early all of the research is based on correlation, not evidence of causation, and most of the studies suffer from significant, admitted flaws in methodology.”
Other critics have pointed out Anderson’s affiliation with the US National Institute of Media and the Family, which has been criticised by the games ratings agency ESRB for making misleading statements and supporting flawed research. Such an association does not constitute evidence of poor science on Anderson’s part, but it nevertheless raises questions about his agenda. 
Furthermore, it isn’t the only example of pro-aggression research having links to such funding bodies. In 2011, a study co-authored by Vincent P. Matthews claimed that playing violent games caused stimulus in areas of the brain responsible for violent and aggressive behaviour. But the study was funded by The Center For Successful Parenting, who exclaim in their mission statement “Our vision is to move parents, leaders in health, government, business, education, public safety and other vocations to action by changing our culture to protect children from unhealthy media in all formats.” In addition John Walker from Rock, Paper, Shotgun unearthed that Dr Matthews had published two other studies, both of which made claims about the harmful effects of games on the brain, and both of which were funded by the Center For Successful Parenting.
This does not prove the research is slanted toward a particular conclusion, but the potential for bias cannot be ignored. Moreover, some of the claims made by these individuals are very worrying indeed. In a 2003 article for the journal Psychological Study in the Public Interest, Craig Anderson claims “There is a growing body of well-supported theory explaining why and when exposure to media violence causes increases in aggression and violence,” which is a rather more urgent and definitive statement than the one he made in his 1986 paper. The only problem is that Anderson’s growing body of theory is not well supported at all.The ultimate goal of all such research is to prove definitively whether or not exposure to violent games directly causes individuals to act more violently than those who do not play violent games, which is what Dr Anderson clearly believes. Yet at the very least, it is extremely difficult to create the appropriate test environment that would demonstrate this- not to mention unethical.
In his book Media Violence and Its Effects on Aggression, Psychologist Jonathan Freedman conducted a meta-review of every single study written in English to have investigated the potential link between violent media and violent tendencies, and found them either to be inconsistent or even contradict the claim that violent media causes violent behaviour. The book itself focused on TV and film rather than games. However, in 2001 Freedman also published an article online that evaluated the research methods of games/violence studies. 
Reviewing the body of research (which at the time amounted to a miniscule 35 research reports) Freedman found severe flaws in the studies conducted up to that point, and divided them into three broad categories: choice of games, demand factor, and measures of aggression. 
For a study to investigate a specific variable, such as whether games cause violent behaviour or not in individuals, the experimental conditions need to be as similar as possible. This includes choice of games. They must be of a similar genre, and cause similar sorts of excitement in the participant when playing. Thus, it is no good having a participant play the frantic Left 4 Dead as an example of a violent game and Flower as a non-violent game, because Left 4 Dead will cause the player to become more agitated than Flower regardless of its violent content. “Because of this problem,” Freedman writes. “One must be extremely cautious in interpreting the results of this research and especially cautious in deciding that the effects are due to the amount of violence in the games.”
With regard to demand factor, the researcher must give the participants as great an impression of impartiality as possible, and not in any way indicate that a particular result is desired. But according to Freedman, to do this with a study into games and violence is rather difficult, because the player knows exactly what sort of games they are playing and it is very easy for them to make inferences. Freedman suggests getting around the problem by having the participant play a large number of games, but laments that no studies have really done this. “Unfortunately, those studying the impact of video games have not generally been concerned enough with this problem to deal with it effectively. This leaves almost all of the results open to the alternative and uninteresting interpretation that they are caused by demand factors rather than the variable of interest.”
Lastly, Freedman addresses the problem of measuring aggression, specifically the conflation of brain-related studies showing the brain responding to violent stimulus, and this being used as an indicator of an increase in violent behaviour. “After playing a tense game that involves shooting and being shot at, people may be physiologically aroused. But there is no reason to think that this alone makes them more likely to be aggressive.”
These inherent difficulties mean that no single study has been able to categorically demonstrate that playing violent games causes violent behaviour. As stated earlier, this is the ultimate goal of much of this research, and a whole world away from concluding that violent games affect the brain, or that, as in the 2011 study, playing violent games causes short-term stimulation in regions of the brain associated with violence and aggression. 
It is even different to proving a definitive link between violent games and violent behaviour. A study in 2010 by Patrick and Charlotte Markey examined how individuals with different personalities respond to playing violent games. The study used a personality model known as the five-factor model – which breaks personality down into five categories of neuroticism, extraversion, openness to experience, agreeableness and conscientiousness. 
The study concluded “It appears that VVGs (Violent Video Games) only adversely affect some individual[s] and those who are affected have a pre-existing disposition (i.e. high neuroticism, low agreeableness, and low conscientiousness) which makes them more susceptible to violent media.” In other words, those people who are negatively influenced by violent games already have personality types that make them easily angered, antisocial or unfriendly, and bear little concern for the well-being of others. So even if there is a demonstrable link between games and violent behaviour, it seems that people with violent tendencies are attracted to and affected by violent games, rather than games turning normal individuals into violent ones.
I think the aforementioned piece of research is very important, not because it appears to get games off the hook in terms of any social responsibility, but because it does not attempt to boil down the question of gaming’s relationship with real-world violence, and indeed the human brain as a whole, to “do violent games cause violent behaviour?” Instead, it makes an attempt to address the complexity of the issue, that different people are affected differently by different stimuli.
It also seems that oversimplification is a problem more generally in the broader social spectrum of the games and violence debate. This was revealed by the American Sociological Association in a 2007 report titled “Do Video Games Kill?” which asserts that there is no evidence that violent games cause violent behaviour. But what is particularly intriguing is the revelation that a 2000 report by the FBI concluded violent games were used by the public as a “catchall explanation for what seemed unexplainable—the white, middle-class school shooter.” By comparison, the ASA pointed out that when violent acts were committed by black individuals of a poorer background, violent games never even entered into the discussion. “White, middle-class killers retain their status as children easily influenced by a game, victims of an allegedly dangerous product. African-American boys, apparently, are simply dangerous.” 
The political and general media attitude toward violent games is still far too simplistic, grounded in fear rather than fact. We have no way of knowing what effect this has had on the science over the last quarter century, but it is clear that the research itself is riddled with difficulties and the results to date have been riddled with flaws.
Thankfully, a few researchers are finally attempting to answer the smaller questions within a broader topic, taking into account the diverse nature of the human mind, and also effects of gaming beyond violence. Alongside that weary debate, games are also being looked into as educational tools for both children and adults, and a way of combating mental decline in the elderly. 
For too long the research has been searching for a particular answer, asking the same question over and over, carrying on despite receiving the same result. It’s time to start asking different questions, and attempt to understand gaming’s effect on the brain as a whole.
Further Reading:
Anderson, Craig, and Catherine Ford. “Affect of the Game Player: Short Term Effects of Highly and Mildly Aggressive Video Games.” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 12.4 (1986): 390-402.
Anderson, Craig et al “The Influence of Media Violence in Youth.” Psychological Science In the Public Interest 4.3 (2003): 81-109.
Freedman, Jonathan. “Evaluating the Research on Violent Video Games”. Web, 2001.
Freedman, Jonathan. Media Violence and its Effect on Aggression. Toronto: UP, 2001. 
Mackey, Patrick, and Charlotte Mackay. “Vulnerability to Violent Video Games: A Review and Integration of Personality Research.” Review of General Psychology  14.2 (2010): 82-91.
Do Video Games Kill? Published by the American Sociological Association.
Walker, John. “Gaming Brain Studies and Who’s Behind Them”. Rock, Paper, Shotgun.
Opinion of the Court, Brown vs Entertainment’s Media Association. July 2010.
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Dolls and Monsters
Katie Williams
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Screamers, they’re called. With a name like that, this breed of monster practically writes itself. You can imagine scrawny and haggard women; women whose screams elicit more annoyance than fear. Occasionally, a Screamer will launch itself at the male protagonist Murphy, flinging her arms around his neck like a noose. She must be “shaken” off as if brushing aside a large, irritating insect.
As the weakest enemies in Silent Hill: Downpour, the Screamers are never more harmful than a mosquito. Their presence in this psychologically-informed survival horror is puzzling, actually: they are such insignificant adversaries that you’ll wonder throughout whether they at least have their own backstory. Until then, though, their unexplained existence merely invites the players to unleash their hate upon them from the outset.
Murphy encounters the first Screamer in a waterlogged, seemingly empty house, and it’s a scene that would initially make any player flinch.
“Fucking like that, bitch?” a male voice grunts from the basement, as Murphy approaches tentatively. “Come on, bitch, let’s see what you’ve fucking got… fucking get up, bitch.”
The hardened convict Murphy wears a look of horror, one that likely mirrors the player’s upon glimpsing the silhouette of a disturbing scene. It’s his former fellow inmate, Sanchez, and judging by his shadow, he’s definitely beating a woman. She seems near helpless; the camera focuses on her unmistakeably feminine high-heeled shoes as her body shudders beneath each blow, and her moans are distinctly human, almost sexual. Yet like the stereotypical woman the Screamer takes its cues from, this one is not at all ladylike. In a lull created by Murphy’s intervention, she knocks Sanchez unconscious – and, turning to Murphy, you realise that she is actually a monster. Huh, you might think, that apparent misogynist Sanchez might have had a point!
The player is then validated in resuming control of Murphy to – pardon the crudeness – beat the bitch down. She deceived you, after all, just as she had deceived the man before her. It’s a trope that feels just a little too familiar here. Depressingly, for the rest of the game Murphy fills the shoes of the attacker he saved from the original Screamer, beating down their numerous forms with steel pipes, axes, and battered pieces of furniture. He doesn’t flinch any more: as I kill each Screamer, in the back of my mind, I imagine Murphy tonelessly muttering “And stay down, bitch.”
The Screamers never increase in difficulty; they merely remain a nuisance, like a hag of a mother nagging a child to clean his teeth. A little further into Downpour, the Screamer’s sister in stereotypes is introduced: the Doll first appears in a library, posed in a shattered glass case like a museum display. She’s a masterpiece of symbolism with long, white limbs and the haircut of a fashion model, a pretty plaything that quickly reveals herself to be the shadow of a monster.
They may be at opposite ends of the sexiness spectrum, but it’s for that reason that the presence of Screamers and Dolls in Downpour is potentially problematic. Both characters rely on disturbing and damaging stereotypes of women, and are significant for their sexuality (or lack thereof). Yet misogyny as portrayed in a game’s universe does not necessarily translate to misogyny in the real world. We have to analyse these creations and ask: ‘What were the developers trying to say with these women monsters?”
Earlier games in the Silent Hill series also flirted with provocative, feminine monsters. The first monsters encountered in Silent Hill 2 resemble two bisected mannequins, joined hip-to-hip in a flailing flurry of long legs. That game’s famously sexy, tightly-dressed Nurses are, too, highly symbolic. Both monsters form a frighteningly clever representation of protagonist James’ sexual repression in the wake of his wife’s illness. While Mary’s life wanes, for instance, the hospital workers attending to her bedside seem tantalisingly full with health. A decaying, dying Nurse will fall with her legs spread wide. Everywhere James turns he is assaulted by the pinwheeling limbs and drawn-out moans of the sexual activity that his dying wife is not able to fulfill.
The innocent-seeming James turns out to be a jerk, who can think only of sex as his wife’s heartbeat fades. By sexualising and distorting his memory of Mary enough to will the sexy, miniskirted Maria into being, James becomes a misogynist; forcing players to confront some disturbing truths about just how low humanity can sink in even the most distressing of times.
Silent Hill is a town where the worst traits of our psyches become living nightmares. Do Downpour’s stereotypical female monsters represent anything similar? 
I threw aside Screamer after Screamer. I cursed the treachery of numerous Dolls as I fought towards the end something that would explain the monsters’ design. I expected Murphy to have been screwed over by a woman in his past, instilling enough hatred in him to begin see these disturbed representations of women throughout his unravelling subconscious in the ‘Otherworld’. Such an explanation is never offered.
The only woman close enough to affect Murphy in such a way is his ex-wife Carol, whom he divorced following the death of their child together. Her name is uttered exactly once throughout the game. She’s not a lurking, constant presence in Murphy’s mind or his Otherworld; the player doesn’t even know of her highly intangible involvement until the final chapter of the game. Therefore, it’s incredibly unlikely that Murphy’s subconscious built up monsters in her image.
The only other significant female character is Anne, who initially might appear to be a seed for Murphy’s apparent disdain for women. She’s a no-nonsense cop who challenges an inmate’s sexist remarks early on, and as she stalks Murphy throughout the game, there are undeniable similarities between her and the omnipresent Screamers. However, Downpour’s conclusion reveals solid justification for her obsessive behaviour: Murphy is also shown to have no idea of who she is, only uncovering her interest in him as he unravels his own story. If Anne is the reason he needs to kill monstrous women across Silent Hill, it’s something that’s never validated with an explanation, which makes players squirm even more when faced with having to kill them.
The Silent Hill series has explored tricky areas through its sharp visual symbolism, exemplified by James’ gruesome, sexually-tinted visions in Silent Hill 2. That there is no such reason for Silent Hill: Downpour’s representation of antagonistic female figures illustrates a fundamental misunderstanding of the series’ nuanced use of symbolism, a subtlety likely lost in the handover between development studios after the first four Silent Hill games.
Where James saw a mocking taunt at his unfulfilled sexual urges, others saw only the cleavage of the rotting Nurse. That attitude has filtered through to the new developers, and in turn the newer games in the Silent Hill series. The Dolls and the Screamers’ cries are hollow, their attacks meaningless. This is not misogyny built through Murphy’s experience, misogyny that cannot be justified but at least understood while playing the role of a character. This is misogyny viewed through the developers’ eyes, however unintentional, and a telling insight into the perpetually narrow-minded view of women characters in videogames.
 
I flinch every time I beat a Screamer. I flinch as I think about how I’m complicit in this game of objectifying women as worthy of beating down: nagging, clingy. I flinch when I think about how close Downpour came to making its players question why women are so often portrayed as such, but instead took the same route that as every other major game release. Downpour’s representation of women suggesting they are at their best when mannequin-like; seen, not heard, never meddling, limbs arranged invitingly.

The Realm of Possibility
Denis Farr
[image: realm-banner.png]
When I was a teenager, my parents got me my own computer with a modem and connected me to a BBS in the Clarksville, TN area. I’m still not sure of the impetus: maybe because I saw them playing all manner of games from Legend of the Red Dragon to Trade Wars, and I wanted to join in on the fun. I made some friends my own age in these virtual hangouts, but mostly I interacted with people a decade or two older than my young self. It accelerated my learning of how to debate, converse, and generally get along with people who were not my age.
In those early days of gaming in an online space, I don’t recall meeting many people my own age. At school and in my neighborhood, friends my own age and I typically discussed games, but didn’t play them together. Two houses up from us lived neighbors who were on one of the same BBSs, so they helped created a LAN between our houses so that my family and theirs could play together. There was a sense of responsibility: I could not go into these games with a foul mouth, aware that not only my parents, my parents of another household would be aware.
This continued as we all gradually had Internet connections, and thereby started exploring MUDs that had players from all over the world, rather than just our smallish city in middle Tennessee. Yet, still, I found I rarely made friends my own age, or if I did, we never discussed it. The few I have stick in my mind quite vividly because we guarded our ages except for all but the most trusted.
Sierra’s The Realm was the first massively multiplayer online game (MMO) I ever played. I watched my parents play both The Shadow of Yserbius and The Fates of Twinion on The Sierra Network, but between my age and its pricing scheme, I was never allowed to actually play them myself. So The Realm acted as my first foray into playing games with an actual avatar with people who were not on my LAN or even in the same general city. It gave a sense of the mysterious: I could, and should because of the fact that I was a teenager, be anybody I wanted.
I didn’t use that opportunity much, instead playing with other people who had colorful personalities while I, for the most part, watched. There was the sex worker from Louisiana, the mother who talked to me about her son’s girlfriends, and lots of slaying of demons. There was a sense of camaraderie, and it opened my eyes to just how liberal and accepting my mother, in particular, was, as she and I shared some of the same, more ‘strange’ friends. For instance, that sex worker would end up giving me my first novel that focused purely on gay relationships, perhaps recognizing something I was still figuring out about myself at that particular time.
Somehow I ended up actually roleplaying, entering the relevant chat channel and joining a guild called the Schattenjägers after the Gabriel Knight series. There was overwrought language, references to Buffy that I didn’t get at the time, and all manner of wish fulfillment. I wrote elaborate backstories for my characters, and while the characters live with me to this day, I’ve managed to edit a lot of my teenage desire for melodrama into something with which I am more happy.
The Realm was also my first chance to talk to people about my concerns and secrets: people who didn’t know my parents and couldn’t inform them of anything I told them. My family had a rather grand tradition of my watching either my mother or father play games, and I had seen a lot of Curtis Craig in Phantasmagoria: A Puzzle of the Flesh. When a guildmate started talking to me about his recent playthrough, I was more than happy to discuss it. Curtis Craig, after all, was bisexual. 
We discussed all manner of seedy aspects of the game. The dominatrix electrocuted in her own blood? The nipple piercing in the middle of a club? We talking about piercings we wanted ourselves. However, he avoided the topic of Curtis’ kiss with another man, the part that had most intrigued me. When I finally managed to get him to that topic, he stated quite simply that it had weirded him out, and that he couldn’t wrap his head around being gay (despite evidence clearly showing Curtis was bisexual, but I was too young and frightened to argue that point).
I didn’t know much about this guildmate. He was supposedly in college, and we slayed many balrogs together, but that was all I knew. What he knew of me was merely my age and nothing else. Therefore, when I then came out to this complete stranger, using Curtis’s kiss with another man as the jumping board to say that I identified with that moment, I had that moment of utter panic that comes from having crossed a major life threshold. At the same time I knew that if things went pear-shaped, I could quickly shut that door and ignore it.
Instead, that interaction ended well. The guildmate asked some questions, but it didn’t alter our friendship in any way. With the time that remained in our playing The Realm together, he would occasionally ask me if I had come out to other people or if I was dating someone. It gave me a confidence that translated into my real life, as I slowly started accepting that I was attracted to other boys, and would not be dating girls. Paired with seeing my mother interact with others, and the copy of Poppy Z. Brite’s Lost Souls - about queer vampires, naturally - my coming out was less a big event and more something that gradually happened.
Years later, I had finished college. I had only briefly played World of Warcraft while at Wabash College, largely because I was too busy to devote any time to it outside of school breaks, and had no desire to waste both my scholarship money and chance at completing my degree. However after I graduated, I picked up the Burning Crusade expansion despite my misgivings.
I had kept up with news on this expansion and how the blood elves were to be included. As I was more interested in the Horde, I was rather excited about this possibility, and even more so because as a slender chap I found myself delighted at playing a non-skeletal male character. Some had complained that these male elves looked to effeminate, so they were buffed up. It rang a bit of homophobia and misogyny, which always seem to go hand-in-hand.
Having created a blood elf paladin, I took an airship to the undead city creatively named Undercity. The heavy plate greaves my avatar was wearing seemed to translate to what I would call booty shorts. I still didn’t see the popular excuse of playing someone to whom you are attracted so as to appreciate their backside, but to each their own, I suppose. On the airship, a random stranger started typing furiously at me: “FAGGOT. GTFO QUEER. WHY YOU HAVE TO GAY UP THE PLACE?” I just stared at them as it continued. I guess I should have expected it? I’d learned to turn off many chat channels because the level of vitriol was such that I had no interest in seeing people use slurs or act like assholes. As I reported this person for abuse I could feel my heart pounding furiously, my cheeks flushed with the rising anger and embarrassment. For a number of years I wrote for GayGamer; taking part in the site’s comments and forums, chatting with people and meeting people of all ages. The goal of the particular site was not only to cover news about LGBT issues in the games sphere but to acknowledge that the games community had become toxic to us, and we needed a safe space. 
I am not entirely certain what made me feel I could come out in an MMO to a complete stranger, but it is my defining coming out moment. Any coming out event after that seems secondary, serving only as a reminder that at one point in my life I was considered straight by default. Of course, griefing and general boorish behavior still existed in the early days of MMOs: between The Realm and Ultima Online, I was incredibly wary of people trying to cheat in some way or would guard your corpse to prevent you from reclaiming your items after they’d killed you. What if I had decided to come out in World of Warcraft? I’ve thought about it many times: I am sure I would have found a community where I would have been accepted, stumbling upon the unofficial ‘gay server’ Proudmoore or finding one of a handful of feminist or LGBT-friendly guilds. At the same time, the sheer atmosphere of that particular encounter on the airship has soured any other memories I have of the game.
My recent foray into Guild Wars 2 was marked by belonging to a feminist guild, where I knew many of the people through Twitter or my games writing in some form or another. I had instinctively turned off chat beyond my immediate vicinity. Even in The Realm, it seemed people were far too willing to go at each other, albeit generally without gendered or racist slurs that I can recall. It’s part of a larger problem where we all joke about how we should not read the comments. This removes us from culpability: these are communities, and they require an actual sense of a community able to deal with its own through the systems in place and how they are used. While playing with my neighbors and family, I knew what would happen if I crossed certain lines, but there was also the fact that merely playing with people and having fun together was an incentive I wanted to keep.
The realm of the online game, and in particular MMOs, gives us the chance to explore ourselves. What do we desire? What are our fantasies? What makes us happy? I may not have come out in World of Warcraft, but I like to believe we can provide a safe space for someone else who wants to do so.
 

Auteurs on Demand
Rise of the Downloadable Game
Marc Price
[image: fexcube-banner.png]
In the days before persistent high speed internet connections, console videogames were created and sold the same way: large studios would create large games for large publishers, in the hope of selling large amounts through large retail stores at large prices. Something changed with the launch of the Xbox 360. Its most popular launch title wasn’t the newest edition of Madden NFL or even Call of Duty; it was a small title released on the platform’s fledgling Xbox Live Arcade service called Geometry Wars Retro Evolved. 
Developed by British developer Bizarre Creations, known for their Project Gotham Racing series, it captured the imagination of gamers everywhere thanks to its gorgeous visuals, pumping music and addictive gameplay. Early stories about the Xbox 360 focused on Geometry Wars, and there are still those who swear by it as one of the best titles released on the system.
Geometry Wars resembled a high definition fireworks show: the spectacle and speed blew players’ minds in 2005. Coming from the previous generation of the Playstation 2 and Xbox, Geometry Wars was a true argument for the power of next-gen consoles. It is a focused and simple game: one of the Xbox 360’s analog sticks is responsible for controlling the movement of the player’s ship, and the other stick controlling the direction of the weapons. Similar to classic arcade games like Robotron 2084 and Smash TV, it was familiar to gamers and easy to understand for newcomers. Combine these factors with integrated leaderboards for the revamped Xbox Live, and the game was a sensation.
At that point, the videogame landmass split into two distribution channels: retail and downloadable. The mainstream, non-specialist press outlets generally cover huge retail titles such as Call of Duty, Gears of War and Halo. However there’s a host of games now available on various downloadable services like Xbox Live, Playstation Network, Apple App Store and Android Market, as well as the long-running Steam and countless other PC download services. These allow smaller teams to create games for cheaper prices and find millions of customers, often without a traditional publisher.
This change in the market has fostered an environment where risk is mitigated and gaming has found the return of the auteur. In film, an auteur is a person who controls every aspect of a film project. Quentin Tarantino’s Inglorious Basterds was written and directed by Tarantino, who also oversaw the editing and sound design and even played a small role on-screen. The film is largely the creation of Tarantino, who executed a singular vision of his film. It’s an extension of his personality: hyperkinetic and full of energy, with a feel for showmanship. It’s also a showcase for his knowledge of film, as it heavily references war propaganda films from the World War II era and Tarantino’s professed love for films in the exploitation and revenge fantasy genre. To watch Inglorious Basterds is to metaphorically crack open Tarantino’s skull and take a peek inside.
For the most part, mainstream gaming has never been about an individual. Even Shigeru Miyamoto, creator of Nintendo’s big franchises such as Super Mario Bros and The Legend of Zelda, doesn’t put himself into his games the same way that Tarantino put himself into Inglorious Basterds. It’s the result of a group of programmers, writers and artists coming together to make an artistic compromise. Games from large studios are impersonal and tell us almost nothing about the people making them. What does the lead writer of Call of Duty think about war? We’ll never know, as the writing is typically subservient to whatever the level designers and artists come up with. If a designer blows up the Eiffel Tower, the writer must script the player to see it.
The rise of downloadable games has seen auteurship make its way to console gaming. Indie Game: The Movie is a 2012 documentary chronicling the development of the independent downloadable games Fez and Super Meat Boy. Fez is the brainchild of creator Phil Fish, who worked on the game in near-solitude for four years before releasing it. Fez doesn’t have a plot the way a film does, but its premise and the experience it creates tell us about its creator. On the surface it’s about a broken world that the player has to put back together, playing with perspective in a unique way by having the world rotate on its central axis - imagine a Rubik’s Cube rotating on a pole through its middle - and has a bright, whimsical feeling reminiscent of old Mario games. However there is much below the surface of Fez: cryptic puzzles that are hard to see, let alone solve. Understanding Fez means appreciating Fish’s love for puzzles.
Fish handcrafted every pixel of the game and his artistic voice guides you through the game. Fish’s inspirations for Fez are not nearly as cryptic as its puzzles: playing it is to experience the childhood of a person born in the 80s, with its Saturday-morning-cartoon-meets-Nintendo vibe that permeates the entire game. The music straddles the line between homage to the past and present day experimentation and although Fish didn’t write the score, he oversaw its creation and augmented it using the game’s systems.
In the landscape of current game development, personal stories aren’t the focus. The jump to high definition has all but removed gaming’s middle class. The perceived need for games to be on the cutting edge of technology has doomed smaller teams to closure: personal games, without the universality of action titles, segment their population upon their inception. In the film industry, there is a place for mid-sized films (think of Ben Affleck’s Argo) to flourish under the guidance of talented creators making the kind of work they want with little compromise of their artistic vision.
Without the ability to release small games created by small teams, most of these personal games wouldn’t exist. Thankfully a democratization of the creative process has started to make inroads into the games industry, following the pioneering distribution methods of indie music. With the rise of portable digital music players such as the iPod, as well as distribution channels such as Bandcamp and the now-ubiquitous iTunes, consumers don’t have to rely on traditional means of acquiring music. Now artists like Frank Ocean can release an entire album on the internet at no cost to the consumer, thanks to the relative cheapness and accessibility of music creation tools. By having this outlet to nurture his creative voice, Ocean came to his mainstream success organically, as opposed to being “discovered” and packaged by a record executive for mainstream appeal. Audiences were treated to an authentic work by an artist eager to demonstrate the full range of his capabilities. Thanks to the downloadable services available to millions of consumers, this is now possible with videogames.
The economic climate has essentially necessitated the rise of smaller, cheaper titles. While the cost of a game hasn’t risen in line with inflation the way other goods have, new games are still quite an investment for a person with little disposable income, and that’s not even taking into account the cost of the console itself. For many players, AAA games that last only six or seven hours aren’t a winning proposition, but studios can’t afford to make games longer or more robust. In some ways, the rise of downloadable titles is a course correction for gaming, a way for the marketplace to explore different experiences on a smaller budget.
Double Fine Productions has taken a unique approach to game development after almost being bankrupted by commercial flop Brütal Legend. With the studio creatively burnt out, studio head Tim Schafer segmented his group of talented creators into smaller teams, each team placed in charge of creating one small game based around a core mechanic or idea. Out of this fragmentation came unique titles such as Stacking and Costume Quest, which didn’t need to sell tens of millions of units to become profitable.
The blueprint for success is in breaking down teams into smaller groups and allowing them to explore what drives them creatively. Yet, by and large, big publishers have yet to figure it out. The most interesting stories being told today are personal stories, not action stories filled with spectacle. Audiences want to get to know the creators of the media they consume, and game players are no different. There’s a reason why game creators aren’t the rock stars that filmmakers and record producers are: they aren’t allowed to be actual people. They are relegated to the background of the faceless mass of mainstream gaming.
Looking in as an outsider, gaming appears like a macho testosterone-fest. While undoubtedly that’s what a lot of mainstream gaming is, there are thousands of games just beneath the surface that can provide gamers with moments that stimulate the mind and heart in ways that other forms of media simply cannot match. The rise of the auteur in gaming via these downloadable storefronts is the most important development in this generation of games, and one that more creators will take advantage of with new, user-friendly tools such as TWINE and Game Maker. A person like me with no programming knowledge whatsoever can sit down at the computer and tell an interesting interactive story that reflects me as a person, not what some publisher wants or what I think will sell the most copies. The most compelling media comes from within, and finally games are reflecting that thanks to the risk creators can make when an entire corporation isn’t depending on them.
Gaming’s Tarantinos are starting to emerge: Phil Fish, Edmund McMillen with Super Meat Boy and The Binding of Isaac, Vander Caballero  with Papo Y Yo, Jenova Chen with Flower and Journey, Christine Love with Analogue: A Hate Story. These auteurs are waiting to be discovered, and they’re only a click away.
 
Further Reading:
Kris Ligman: Letting the Sunlight In, Five out of Ten #1
Anna Anthropy: Rise of the Videogame Zinesters, Seven Stories Press
Swirsky and Pajot: Indie Game: The Movie
 
 

Building Better Worlds
Alan Williamson
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There are two things in Minecraft you’ll never forget: your first night and first morning. You spend the first day exploring a strange new land, chasing chickens and climbing through the hills, enjoying the sights so much that you won’t even notice the dwindling light. Then night falls and the chickens are replaced by monsters: zombies, skeleton archers, spiders, skeleton archers riding spiders, hissing sentient cacti called ‘creepers’ that explode in your face. In fear of your life, you punch a hole in the ground with your bare fists, sealing yourself in an earthen tomb. When daybreak comes, you burst forth from the blocky soils and watch the reanimated corpses burning in the morning light. Come next evening, you’ll have built a bigger tomb with a window. Welcome to Minecraft.
Videogames are defined by their limits. Some aim for realism by simulating the laws of physics, while others bend the laws to serve the almighty Fun God. Players love to push these limits in search of high scores and fastest laps. To master a videogame is to know and even break the limits through glitches or exploits: nearly twenty years after the release of Super Metroid for the Super Nintendo, dedicated players are still finding new techniques to skip the unskippable.
Minecraft is a game that eschews traditional limits. It’s a ‘sandbox’ game where players are free to roam through a randomly generated world that expands to nigh-infinity. A rough explanation is that it is 21st Century Digital Lego: a landscape of blocks that can be mined, explored and exploited. Digging can reveal abandoned mine shafts and cave networks filled with riches, while wandering through the world uncovers mountains, villages and dungeons. Although there’s a survival element to the game, the main emphasis is on creativity. A key aspect is ‘crafting’, where blocks can be combined to make new objects, but it goes beyond the obvious doors and glass panels: inventive players have used circuits to create calculators, 16-bit computers with displays and memory chips, and even a crude emulation of Minecraft within itself. I never reviewed Minecraft, but I had a great line to finish a review with: “no matter how deep you dig, you’ve barely scratched the surface”.
Despite its phenomenal commercial success - the PC version has sold over 9 million copies, while the Xbox Live Arcade version sold over 5 million in 2012 alone - Minecraft is not a wholly original game. It draws obvious inspiration from Zachary Barth’s Infiniminer and shares the player-centric creation spirit of 2007’s LittleBigPlanet. The real difference is in the method of distribution: while most games are birthed into the world fully formed through either traditional retail or digital channels (see ‘Auteurs on Demand’ in this issue), Minecraft has been available from the foetal stage as an ‘alpha’ release i.e. as a work in progress. 
Consumers could pay for the alpha, the more polished beta release, and eventually the finished release. Cleverly, publishers Mojang increased the price as the game progressed from one stage to the next, which encouraged buyers to snap it up earlier as a bargain. Typically alpha and beta code is subjected to extensive quality assurance testing before release - sadly not always, but that’s another article for another day - and so early Minecraft players were also beta testers, submitting feedback on bugs and feature implementation. As the game’s development progressed, an older version was available for free as Minecraft Classic, providing a playable demo to entice new players. 
The constant, iterative releases and protracted development allowed a community to emerge naturally. Videos of Rube Goldberg contraptions and fantastic constructions spread on specialist media and social networking as players showed off their creations; the inherent and ever-increasing complexity necessitated walkthroughs and wikis. In time, Minecraft has become so popular that Mojang now host a Minecon fan convention - in 2012 it was held in Disneyland Paris - and a Minecraft magazine is due to be regularly published starting later in 2013. To put this into perspective, typically only the biggest and most entrenched game makers hold large-scale conventions, like World of Warcraft developers Blizzard and Doom/ Quake maestros iD Software. Minecraft’s rise has been meteoric, partly because it was in the right place before game funding models like Kickstarter rose to prominence, but mainly because it’s a fantastic game. It’s a place where your Lego bucket never runs out of bricks and the only real limit is your free time. 
It’s not just traditional gaming audiences of people in their twenties and thirties who can appreciate Minecraft - kids love it too. I realised this when I spoke to a parent who had set up a Minecraft server for their son and his friends; they told me it was the biggest craze since Pokémon. Although still a young man in my mid-twenties, the world of childhood crazes is now completely lost to me: I didn’t realise the kids in Sonic t-shirts weren’t the cool ones. 
Beyond tales of adventure in the playground and doodles of creepers in exercise books, Minecraft is also finding its way into the classroom: MinecraftEdu appeals to kids’ creative sides and teaches fundamentals of mechanics. Of course, the main appeal here is playing a videogame instead of doing work - that’s something even a twenty six year-old can appreciate - but if you’ve got your pupils attention, then you’ve already won. 
As you might expect the game has made its creator, Markus Persson aka ‘Notch’, rather wealthy. Mojang was founded in 2010 off the success of Minecraft and is now publishing a variety of games, from card-collecting homage Scrolls to Notch’s own space simulation 0x10c. Notch became an Internet celebrity overnight, with even his tweets somehow becoming news-bait for starving journalists. The wealth and fame hasn’t all gone to his head: you’ll often find Notch supporting various indie game projects and donating to good causes like the Humble Indie Bundle and Electronic Frontier Foundation. The story of Minecraft isn’t one of a game becoming popular, making a ton of money, then waning into obscurity as the developer struggles to make a difficult ‘second album’. It is a game that has blazed a trail for indie developers to follow and, through financial success and creative inspiration, genuinely made a difference to people’s lives. 
There’s a scene in the seminal science-fiction film The Matrix where the character Cypher explains that he has chosen to live in the eponymous computer world rather than deal with the horrors of a reality where the world has been ravaged by war. It’s not hard to see why videogame players choose to escape into virtual fiction, even if it can itself be horrifying. Games provide agency; they give the player control. Yet Minecraft shows that while virtual worlds can often be idyllic, they can allow us to build better worlds in real life as well.
Further Reading:
Hans Lemurson: Making computers in Minecraft (YouTube channel) 
https://www.youtube.com/user/HansLemurson
Rob Spillman: Inside the geeky, revolutionary world of “Minecraft”, Salon
 http://www.salon.com/2011/12/06/inside_the_geeky_revolutionary_world_of_minecraft/
Olivia Waxman: MinecraftEdu Teaches Students Through Virtual World-Building, Time 
http://techland.time.com/2012/09/21/minecraftedu-teaches-students-through-virtual-world-building/
 

Epilogue
 
“Videogames are bad for you? That’s what they said about rock and roll.”
Shigeru Miyamoto
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Welcome
Digital publishing is not a zero-sum game. As we lament the passing of longstanding institutions like Game Developer, 1UP.com, Gamespy and beloved publisher Lucasarts, we can take heart that new developers and media are arriving to take their place: some like the magazine you’re reading right now, some funded independently through Kickstarter and other ventures. There is enough room for all of us to grow.
Yet journalism as a profession is less secure than before. Websites are reliant on diminishing advertising revenue and breaking news quickly at the expense of in- depth reporting. Journalists lack permanent contracts and are under increasing pressure to write for less, or even free. That’s why your support for Five out of Ten is so important: our readers allow our contributors to keep writing not just for us, but other outlets as well. We’re proud to be part of this community.
We value your comments and criticism! If you’d like to email the team or write a piece in response to one of our features, let us know through the website and we’ll publish it in the next issue.
Thank you for supporting Five out of Ten.
.
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Cameron Kunzelman is a nonhuman. He tweets @ckunzelman, blogs at This Cage is Worms and makes games at heylookatmygames.com.
Robbie Pickles is a History and Politics graduate working at the University of Oxford whose pop culture references dry up around 1997. A self-styled ‘journalist’, his previous works include a comment on the Guardian website and a terse quote in his high school magazine.
Jordan Erica Webber is a freelancer who writes for Gameranx and Play, and once even got a story in the Guardian. She lives with her partner near the University of Warwick, where she studied Philosophy and Psychology. She also blogs about disability and gender at Godiva Gamers.
Craig Wilson is an assistant project manager with delusions of grandeur, as well as the co-founder of Split Screen (unrelated). He is a design consultant on Five out of Ten, produces lovely infographs and doesn’t play many games.
Alan Williamson is Editor-in-Chief of Five out of Ten, co-founder of Split Screen and writes for the New Statesman and Critical Distance. Originally from Northern Ireland, he now lives in Oxford. His taste in music is impressively varied and impressively terrible.
 
 

Personal Computing
Robbie Pickles
Hoping to avoid an unseasonal snowstorm, I went into the Oxford branch of Game today. Game is Britain’s leading videogame store and, in the British retail tradition, fails to make any profit despite its near monopoly on the high street. When I was younger, every shopping trip would involve a visit to Game. I would gaze in wonder at the latest titles, none of which I could afford. The years have taken their toll on this experience and in 2013, entering Game has become depressing to say the least.
Given my aversion to this ghastly retail experience, it took some pretty inclement weather to force me through the doors. Nowadays, there’s a constantly diminishing selection of PC games, which also seem to be moving deeper and deeper into the bowels of the store. Merely browsing these titles seems to lend one an air of guilt or desperation; how I would imagine it feels to casually peruse the top-shelf material in a newsagent’s while a child is browsing the comics. People around the store dart a pitying glance in my direction. Meanwhile, mainstream supermarkets have ceased to stock any PC games at all. Next to the main PC section in Game, there’s a separate PC Games shelf that remains popular. It’s the upmarket retail store equivalent of a bargain bin, hawking two retro games for £10: Command and Conquer: Red Alert; Rome: Total War; Sim City 2000.
If anyone were to call me a gamer at all, they’d probably call me a PC gamer. Videogames fulfil a same role in my life as reading books or watching films: they’re fun, but I’m not so invested that I would be worthy of the moniker ‘hardcore gamer’. The PC has always been my choice of gaming platform because I’ve always had one in my house: games consoles are a luxury purchase compared to an all-purpose family computer.
Anyway, back to the bargain bin. I spotted two games from the now-defunct Bullfrog Productions, seemingly evergreen: Theme Hospital and Dungeon Keeper 2. Stumbling upon these two childhood gaming staples, the snow still falling thick and fast, I had time to reflect on my changing experience of games and how few titles since these classics have seemed as fun or as engaging.
The first game I remember buying was Lemmings II: The Tribes. Published in 1993, it came on four floppy disks and ran on my trusty Acorn Archimedes. Acorn’s computers have now faded into obscurity but there was a time when you’d find one in every school classroom, hooked up to a dot-matrix printer, operated by an overwhelmed and undertrained teacher.  Lemmings held appeal not just because it was simple good fun, but because there was no learning curve in either installing or playing it. Hell, I was four at the time. Later on the Amiga came Zool, the Amiga’s answer to the success of Sonic with an “alien ninja from the Nth dimension”. It’s probably still my favourite game of all time, despite its unnecessary difficulty, mainly due to the excellent soundtrack. My one and only console remains the original Nintendo Game Boy. If you don’t remember them, they were grey boxes the size of a VHS tape (and if you don’t remember those, they were black boxes about the size of five stacked Kindles).
The sign of things to come was when I spent my savings on a double pack of Age of Empires and its sequel Age of Kings - plus the soundtrack, which I’m listening to while I write. The sequel in particular encouraged online play between friends or strangers. For me, this was completely alien. I used to live in the middle of rural England: mentioning the ‘World Wide Web’ would cause townsfolk to pause, frown and mumble something about London or the EU before moving on to a safer topic like different flavours of jam or the increasing number of potholes on the high street. Even beyond my own rustic upbringing, high speed Internet rollout was not as fast as the games industry demanded, with most areas suffering from poor connectivity for a decade after games first tried to take advantage of them. In any case, I wasn’t the only person who suffered from serious issues of lag. This was a genuinely new experience.
Not all games worked straight out of the box: there were graphics driver errors, sound card issues, DirectX updates, IRQ conflicts and dodgy ‘patches’ from unofficial websites. This was in an age when the way to fix a music cassette was to wind it in using the lid of a Bic pen. We were patient with these problems, because it felt like the natural limitations of a new and fast-moving industry.
This all changed with the rise of a new foe that has become a fairly accepted part of our lives: Digital Rights Management, or DRM. Publishers aimed to either limit the number of times a game could be installed or tied to a single owner in perpetuity. I can’t now remember whether my first encounter was with a Command and Conquer game or Unreal Tournament III, but I had to create an account to play online and couldn’t proceed with the install until I did. This was my first experience of an internet connection being a minimum system requirement for a game. Whatever the game, the fact I can’t remember is telling: I won’t remember my log-in details if asked now!
Now Steam administers DRM in a tolerable way, but I’ll bet many casual or younger gamers still haven’t got to grips with this. Do five year olds have their own Steam accounts and memorise their log-in details for years to come? If you’re a parent, would you risk your children logging in and buying games when you’re not looking? We hear horror stories of bills reaching into the thousands when children get their hands on an iPad and run amok with in-app purchases. 
Growing up, I loved that games offered a zone not for parents, but a personal experience I didn’t have to share. I’m not sure how comfortable I’d be with my own children trying to repeat this in the future. If games like the new Sim City offer a look at the future of DRM, it’s no wonder that earlier Sim City games are still on sale in Game.
This unwelcome development correlated with increased numbers of big-budget PC titles being mere ports of games made with the console experience in mind and few fresh desktop titles being produced at all. Often these ports were done on the cheap, failing to take advantage of PCs’ superior hardware and unique methods of control. Try playing the Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King port with a keyboard and mouse and see how you get on (hint: it’s basically impossible). Computers are increasingly shipping with no CD drive, demanding a high-speed internet connection or a USB add-on to play games. A decline of in-store browsing will have obvious repercussions on the market. The efforts of the music industry to preserve Britain’s sole remaining dedicated music retailer, HMV, demonstrate that companies still see the value of hands-on marketing.
My least favourite development has been the steady rise of massively multiplayer online games, which favour a powerful internet connection and alienate traditional players since they depend on other players being present in the world to maintain the game, meaning they often have a finite life span. I despaired when Star Wars MMORPG The Old Republic chose this direction, taking one of my favourite games and changing everything I loved about it. Since its launch The Old Republic has abandoned its mandatory subscription fees for a hybrid free-to-play approach: casual online gaming has exploded recently, particularly with the rise of social media.
I’m sure you’re all fascinated to know how my awkward framing device finished and whether I safely avoided the snow (spoiler: I did). I left Game without buying anything and called my mum on the way home; she posted my original copies of Theme Hospital and Dungeon Keeper II. After some tinkering to get them to run on Windows 7, it was clear they have stood the test of time, although in some ways more than others (when these games were made, my 27” monitor would have been a yard deep). I will not be the first to observe that retro games bear an increasing similarity to the highest quality gaming apps on your phone (indeed, many apps are ports of retro games, my favourite being Wolfenstein 3D). Many of the people who download these apps would never associate themselves with gaming culture and little separates them from the four-year-old who, twenty years ago, watched the opening credits of Lemmings flicker onto his Acorn Archimedes.
Like the baby-boomer generation, who long for a game of conkers and a black-and-white episode of Doctor Who, I see my childhood experiences through rose-tinted glasses. My opinions are largely based in nostalgia- but what’s wrong with that? I’m not a hardcore PC fan, but neither am I satisfied with the apps on my iPhone 5. While I don’t expect the gaming industry to reconfigure itself to my whims, I still miss the simpler PC gaming of yesterday. 
 

Second Hand Memory
Cameron Kunzelman
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The following is a series of anecdotes that, I hope, will come together to create a portrait of my early life and its relationship to video games. It is more likely it will fall apart and you’ll be left with something like the glitter of history fading in your hands. I’ll look like a fool and you’ll close the magazine in disgust and confusion.
So here’s hoping that doesn’t happen.
I
The PlayStation 2 was released in the latter half of the year 2000 to crowds of screaming teenagers who fainted at the very sight of its sleek and boxy black plastic shell. If you are familiar with these stories of the nostalgia-ridden childhoods of games writers, this is the point where I would usually explain that I spent a summer’s worth of lawn mower money to get one on launch day from a now-dead electronics retailer. 
Or instead, in a parallel universe, I would wait a couple of months and the PS2 would be waiting under the tree with a game that I would subsequently write a thousand words about. The game illuminates me: I build a machine from memories and you fall in love with what it produces as much as I have.
But my story about games and how they shaped me takes place in the shadow of that well-worn and loved narrative. It isn’t about getting and having and participating in the revolution of videogames as it occurred at the time. Instead, my childhood was shaped by knowing that amazing, brilliant things were happening in the design and scope of videogames and being acutely aware that those things were not happening to me.
I came into possession of a PlayStation because someone else didn’t want it anymore. One day I went to my aunt’s house and her shitty boyfriend had moved or was moving or didn’t want it anymore or something of that sort; at the end of it, I went home with a small box that contained a console, a controller, the requisite cords, and a single game. 
That game was some NASCAR shovelware that, I am sure, is someone’s favorite piece of American heartland racing memorabilia. I was a kid raised on fantasy and science fiction and mysteries and horror stories and The X-Files and Lego Magazine and my dad’s Dungeons and Dragons modules from when he was in high school. I didn’t have time for car racing. I wanted to dodge around with swords and shields while shooting lasers out of my eyes in order to burn spacedemons into a crisp. I wanted a power fantasy, and champagne popping and outsized trophies weren’t really a part of that.
So I wanted out.
 
II
I should explain why things were the way they were. My parents graduated high school and immediately made me. There aren’t a lot of opportunities in the rural South, but the extreme outsourcing of manufacturing labor and its infrastructure was still waiting in the future, so they both had decently stable jobs dyeing and carding and weaving in a factory the size of a small town. As my body grew larger, and my concerns with the world extended further and further, that factory got smaller and smaller. I bled from scraped elbows and legs caught in bicycle chains and it bled jobs until factory-til-death wasn’t a viable option anymore.
One effect of this was that my dad began doing high-risk work with trees and electricity which ended in his hand being melted into a shape that roughly resembles a Nintendo Power Glove. Another was that the security of two people working at in a factory was downgraded into the precarity of working at whatever jobs were available to a couple with two kids and no higher education to speak of. I’m not going to say that we suffered for it, but it was leagues away from safe and easy. 
I had to work through that long, roundabout story about slipping and the changing economy of the Clinton years in order to give a sense of where my family was financially. We didn’t have anything new for a very long time, and video game systems were definitely priced out of reach.
This is supposed to be about video games. I’m sorry.
 
III
It all changed because of a kid I didn’t even like very much. We were friends, of course, but middle school is a weird time where enemies and friends mix together and realign often enough that I can say a good friend was someone I didn’t care to be around whatsoever. We were sitting there on mass-produced, vaguely-decorative concrete benches and I was probably being way too dramatic about only having a racing game to play on my PlayStation. This friend’s dad was a technophile, or at least he was a guy who could connect two computers together so that a group of teenage boys could play Quake and scream at one another across a living room, and my friend had a CD burner and a modded PlayStation. Thinking back, I think that just made him really unappreciative of the games he owned, but it turned into a godsend for me. 
The next day he showed up to the bench with a videogame box in his hand. It wasn’t a standard sized CD case; it was one of the double-decker cases, the first I had ever seen, and it contained Metal Gear Solid. But it was more than that —there were some PlayStation Magazine demo discs and maybe something else that ended up being too scratched to play. My memory is fuzzy about the whole thing.
There’s a jump cut in my memory to playing Metal Gear Solid, seeing the cinematic opening and listening to Solid Snake talk about the cold of Alaska and his life hunting there. I watched Snake ride the elevator upward taking off his wetsuit and revealing his blocky, barely-there face with the grey stripe that I now know is a bandana but then thought was just a funky cool spy hat or something. I fought genome soldiers on the helipad and tried to get the chaff grenades and played through an hour of the game. Then I realized that there was no way for me to save my progress. The PlayStation console requires an external peripheral, a memory card, in order to save games. I didn’t have one. I wasn’t going to get one, either. Money was tight, and $25 of spare cash in the household wasn’t going to be spent on memory cards.
Playing games in marathon sessions became the norm. In high school and college I would learn the joys of playing games all night long with friends, drinking and shouting and generally just doing that kind of thing. When I was a kid, it was different—the only way I would find out how the story ended, where the game was taking me, was to sit in front of it for twelve hours at a time and take as much of it in as possible at one time. I was a captive audience. I was trapped there with the game.
IV
This second hand relationship with games repeated itself over and over again. Occasionally I would get current magazines like Expert Gamer and Tips and Tricks at the grocery store, but just as often I would pick up stacks of those and others, like PC Gamer, at thrift shops. My halcyon days of gaming didn’t come from spending hours in arcades or picking up prize treasures on accident wherever video games were sold. I just had words and the occasional donated game that would rock my world. I played Warcraft and Diablo five years after everyone else did. I once got extremely lucky during a family trip to the dark heart of Alabama and found a copy of Baldur’s Gate 2: Shadows of Amn that so profoundly altered my understanding of games that I’m still comparing everything to its gold standard. 
Here’s something to make all of these anecdotes coherent: there is a concept in philosophy called, in a super silly way, “first philosophy.” At risk of offending anyone who cares about the language game here, the simple version is that first philosophy is what you have to “get right” in order to properly think all other philosophical position. Traditionally, this has been ontology or the study of being itself. First philosophy holds that you’ve got to understand the way that things are before you can proceed to second philosophy, which are all the things that exist based on first philosophy.
Videogame culture is almost exclusively concerned with something like first philosophy. You’ve got to get your relationship with the current generation releases this quarter figured out right now, and once you do, you are free to go back in time and enjoy other things that might have been missed along the way. Our fidelity is always to the now, to the moment when new products are being shoved into our hands three titles a month. Maybe that isn’t great, or even good. I was unlucky as a kid, but I’m also grateful for the fact that I was forced into a very small pool of games that carved me into a profoundly weird person. 
Maybe we need gestures toward second philosophy, to the rejected, to the abject. Maybe we should be less concerned with being a public relations arm for an industry and more concerned with trying to figure out what kind of culture we want to have.
 

Patricia Tannis, Asperger, and Me
Jordan Erica Webber
299.80 Asperger’s Disorder
A. Qualitative impairment in social interaction, as manifested by at least two of the following:
(1) marked impairment in the use of multiple nonverbal behaviors such as eye-to-eye gaze, facial expression, body postures, and gestures to regulate social interaction
(2) failure to develop peer relationships appropriate to developmental level
(3) a lack of spontaneous seeking to share enjoyment, interests, or achievements with other people (e.g., by a lack of showing, bringing, or pointing out objects of interest to other people)
(4) lack of social or emotional reciprocity
B. Restricted repetitive and stereotyped patterns of behavior, interests, and activities, as manifested by at least one of the following:
(1) encompassing preoccupation with one or more stereotyped and restricted patterns of interest that is abnormal either in intensity or focus
(2) apparently inflexible adherence to specific, nonfunctional routines or rituals
(3) stereotyped and repetitive motor mannerisms (e.g., hand or finger flapping or twisting, or complex whole-body movements)
(4) persistent preoccupation with parts of objects
C. The disturbance causes clinically significant impairment in social, occupational, or other important areas of functioning.
D. There is no clinically significant impairment in social, occupational, or other important areas of functioning.
E. There is no clinically significant delay in cognitive development or in the development of age-appropriate self-help skills, adaptive behavior (other than in social interaction), and curiosity about the environment in childhood.
Criteria are not met for another specific Pervasive Developmental Disorder or Schizophrenia.
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition. 
Copyright 1994 American Psychiatric Association
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“Psycho bitch.”
A friend and I are playing Borderlands 2, and because this is cooperative and not competitive play we’re using our headsets to abuse the characters rather than each other. In this case, we’re undertaking missions for Patricia Tannis, whom we hate because her mental instability caused her to betray us in the previous game. She deals out our next task with a typically psychotic comment, and the mission description itself – which doesn’t come from her – reads:
How did an insane introvert with Asperger’s manage to survive in Sanctuary?
My body reacts like I’ve seen a horrible accident too far away to intervene.
“Did you see that?” I demand, but unlike me my friend does not feel compelled to read every word of every description for every mission, and probably doesn’t even remember the time when we were still teenagers and I came out of the mental closet. Besides, I have to get my head back in the game; forget the anxious sickness pooling in my belly, there are bandits to be killed.
Like walking in on a scene you didn’t want to witness, or suddenly remembering something you wish you could forget, this sickness creeps up on me from time to time. I felt it when one of my lecturers said that my pencil sketch looked like the handiwork of an idiot savant, and when I told him the truth he said:
“Explains a lot.”
I felt it when my partner suggested we watch Rain Man, a film about a man who actually is a savant and also happens to be autistic. My partner knows more about me than anyone does, but I worried that he thought this would help him to learn more.
We aren’t taught about these things in school. Our concepts of mental illnesses are often just amalgams of the generally two-dimensional and sometimes downright false things we’ve seen and heard about them in the media. You find that out the day one of those loosely defined terms becomes personal to you.
I’m ten years old and perched on a rocking horse in the corner of a waiting room. My mother has told me that for once I can – and should – act normally, which here means like myself instead of like others. I’ll show the psychiatrist my puzzle-solving skills, the notebook in which I write down numberplates, and a graph I’ve made to plot my mood. She’ll diagnose me with Asperger’s syndrome, an autistic spectrum disorder characterised by social impairment and restricted, repetitive behaviour.
Because Borderlands is far from the fidelity of L.A. Noire’s facial animations, it’s not possible to analyse how Tannis deals with eye contact, which is often limited in those with Asperger’s and thus a useful visible sign. The animators have given her other nonverbal behaviours – like postures and gestures – that some with the disorder lack, but then, like with many psychiatric disorders, a diagnosis of Asperger’s syndrome is generous; you only need to tick a few points on each of the checklists to win. Tannis might be as skilled at nonverbal communication as Marcel Marceau is, but she’s not off the hook if she is otherwise socially impaired:
“A young woman said ‘Hello’ to me today. I stared back at her, my mind screeching as I looked for a way to escape this unwanted interaction.”
“I require nothing from you other than that you stay a safe distance from me.”
“My emotions are deadened, and I grieved for none of them.”
Tannis’ speech throughout the game is peppered with antisocial sentiment. It’s why we learn to hate her. Yet despite all of that, she yearns for social reciprocity. She repeatedly toys with the notion of friendship – with convicts, with the player, and most promisingly with Roland – but never gets to see it through. If this mixture of feelings seems conflicted, that’s because it is. But this is not a case of writers careless enough to contradict themselves. Those with their own experiences of such things will see this as an astute representation of a person who wants the one thing they struggle with the most.
Aged fifteen, I’m sat in the school dining hall with the girl I consider to be my best friend. I stare at the tabletop and confess my diagnosis. Because my friend has read The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time – she’s a bookish type – she says:
“But you’ve never hit me.”
Stumped, I lock the secret away for another few years. If I cannot be understood, I would rather be liked.
Social impairment is only half of the puzzle. With only that to worry about, you can just be an introvert, or shy. Differences in personality are allowed, after all; they’re not too strange.
“Day 578. I haven’t slept in three days. I just ate six bugs in alphabetical order starting with carabus auronitens and ending with a dessert of tetrix undulata.”
Aged thirteen, I start every walk on my left foot. Whenever I climb the big oak staircase in my school, for each time I touch the left bannister I also have to touch the right. To the present day, I feel continually uncomfortable in my own clothes; any minor twist is an irritation. I alphabetise my books, my games, and the stack of loyalty cards in my purse. For six years I worked on and off in games retail, and the best part was the opportunity to frequently reorganise the shelves, a calming process that I much preferred to the expectation that we would approach and force a conversation with every customer who walked through the door.
A recent article in the Guardian discussed the advantages that autistic employees can bring to the workplace. Tannis has used her ability (or compulsion) to obsess about a single topic to become a “galaxy class scientist”. She echoes the stereotype often applied to such real-world scientists as Albert Einstein, of someone so intelligent it borders on insanity. But a side effect of intelligence is self-awareness. Tannis realises when her symptoms overpower her; she calls it “cumbersome”.
In my case, my awareness that I struggle to speak clearly in the face of anxiety has led me irresistibly into a career in the written word. Like Tannis, whose collections of scattered audio recordings are more justifiable than most of those found in other games, I want to be heard on my own terms.
Aged twelve, I have an English teacher whom we secretly call the Dragon. I’m a library monitor so that I don’t have to spend my break times outside, and the library doubles as the Dragon’s office, so I get to know her as more than just the woman who insists we use black ink and underline our essay titles with a ruler. One day, I take it upon myself to convey to her my limited understanding of Asperger’s syndrome, though at the time I don’t remember the part about appropriate peer relationships. The Dragon listens intently, and then decides that she has Asperger’s too. For years I wonder why she seemed so excited, why anyone would want to give themselves a label.
Soon enough, Asperger’s syndrome will no longer exist. The fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM–V), due for publication in May this year, will subsume the current symptoms into the umbrella diagnosis of autistic spectrum disorder. Diagnosis will be a matter of degree, which has the potential both to free the high-functioning types from the restrictions of a standalone label and to cause those who are ignorant to think of everyone on that spectrum in the same terms.
No one has worked out exactly what causes autistic spectrum disorders, and theories range from genetic explanations to vaccination conspiracies. In the case of Patricia Tannis at least the source is clear, but why did the writers at Gearbox decide to give her such a burden, to punctuate the ridiculous narrative of Borderlands with such a matter-of-fact reminder of reality? Later in this issue, I discuss why players enjoy when a game reflects certain aspects of reality like trees that grow and flushable toilets. But I meant for the mirror to show me a reflection of the world, not of myself.
It seems almost fashionable, lately, to shine a light on these related disorders. Turn on the news and you’ll hear autism mentioned far more frequently than it ever was when I first learned the word. Back then, it was funny to misunderstand schizophrenia, but now, you can make autism or Asperger’s the butt of your joke; five points for your topical reference. But in spite of the ridiculous nature of the Borderlands games, it may actually be unfair to the writers to suggest that this was nothing more than a spoof.
“Our touchstone narratively was always, ’If we’re going to be wacky, if we’re going to be funny and over the top, make sure that that wackiness is tempered by something that’s dark, maybe, or a little bit harsh, or a little bit more serious and down to earth.’” 
– Anthony Burch, lead writer for Borderlands 2, in an interview with VG247 at gamescom 2012
Why Tannis and none of the other characters, most of whom surely suffer from some kind of psychosis too? Having Asperger’s does make Tannis a useful quest giver, since it provides some excuse for the way she uses people with little regard for their feelings, but then she’s not the only character who bosses the player around.
Almost every character in the Borderlands games is unlikable and at least partially insane, but it’s okay because we’re not supposed to relate to them. Except here’s Tannis, a character who is unlikable and insane and yet – according to the writers – a lot like me. Like the rampantly sexist portrayals of women in games, I did not want this reflection of this part of me. I didn’t ask for this.
Indignation motivated my need for an explanation at first. Perhaps the writers picked up on that when I sent them my questions, which were forwarded to PR and remain unanswered. Perhaps I’ll never know. But the silence led me to return to the game, to seek out Tannis. I have begun to look at her in a new light, to peek at the mirror from the side. I have begun to feel sorry for her, like I have often felt sorry for myself. I have become protective of her.
Long reflection has led me, slowly, from anger to gratitude. Whatever originally motivated the writers to give Patricia Tannis a diagnosis of Asperger’s syndrome, in doing so they have helped a person who is supposed to struggle to form a connection to do just that with a fictional character who suffers from the same. Because of their decision, I have come to accept a woman who is partly unlikable, partly insane, and partly a bit like me, and thus to also accept – just a little – a part of myself.
Further Reading
American Psychiatric Association. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (4th ed., text rev.) 2000.
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Audio, Video, Disco
Alan Williamson
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Music is the most wonderful medium of human culture. If I had to choose between music and games, music would win every time: nothing else can elicit the same emotions, whether I’m at a rock festival with fifty thousand people or terrified by pop recluse Scott Walker’s latest explorations of the macabre. Nothing else can capture the entirety of experience, the richness of life.
When it comes to videogames, there’s a clue in the very name as to where technology has focused. But by emphasising graphics at the expense of audio, game developers have lost sight - or should that be lost hearing? - of the power of sound to affect and excite us. If you read the latest technology news, it’s easy to assume that progress is measured squarely by the pixel: the recent PlayStation 4 announcement focused on its horsepower, while Apple’s latest iPad promises twice the visual fidelity of the last model as if that was actually quantifiable by the human eye. The new Xbox will probably forego your television altogether, using a modified Kinect camera to burn images directly onto your retinas.
Yet for all the talk of the iPad’s ‘Retina Display’, ten-point touch screen and gyroscope, it still has a single tinny speaker. The Nintendo 3DS has two weedy stereo speakers that barely perforate the surface plastic. Meanwhile, the thinner modern TVs get, the worse they sound! Information is beamed straight at the front of your face, ignoring other senses. If you tilt the 3DS at an angle, its illusion of magic is immediately and startlingly broken. 
Graphics are ever-improving; sound is merely ‘good enough’.
Even someone completely ignorant of videogames is probably familiar with the jingles of Pac Man or the main theme of Super Mario Bros. Early game composers had to be economic with their use of instrumentation, since resources were highly constrained. The Nintendo Entertainment System had five sound channels: two pulse waves typically used for melodies, a triangle wave often used for basslines, a noise channel for percussive effects, and a all-purpose sample channel. As with many creative endeavours, an apparent lack of versatility allowed a paradoxically massive variety of NES tunes whose melodies have stood the test of time: Castlevania, Mega Man, Final Fantasy to name just a few. Beyond game soundtracks, artists such as Beck, The Postal Service and Crystal Castles continue to use old hardware like the Nintendo Game Boy and Commodore 64’s SID sound chip. While bands like Anamanaguchi have fused ‘chiptune’ music with indie rock, new styles of electronic music such as dubstep have been influenced by Yuzo Koshiro’s Streets of Rage 3 soundtrack.
Sound technology developed rapidly through the 90s: pseudo-orchestral game soundtracks became possible with the Super Nintendo and MIDI sequencing sound cards for home computers. The Sony Playstation and Sega Saturn introduced CD-quality sound, although this came with the unfortunate prevalence of synthesised instruments. They sounded alright at the time, but now they’re like something you’d hear on a pound shop relaxation CD. Around the turn of the millennium, sound processing reached a ‘good enough’ state with few real limits on the quality of sound. Larger game budgets led to full orchestral recordings and licensed soundtracks. Modern consoles and PCs support digital audio, multi-channel surround sound and all kinds of technical stuff I don’t want to write about and you don’t want to read.
The critic Peter Hassleström focuses on the soundscapes of videogames. He cites Metro 2033 as one of a growing number of games where sound isn’t just a backing track, but an integral part of the atmosphere. It uses ‘wave tracing’ to simulate sounds echoing off structures in the environment, transforming obviously fake effects into something much more convincing to our ears. Ultimately, wave tracing provides the same window dressing as fancier lighting effects as game developers chase an unreachable goal of rendering reality. But what if music can be more than aesthetic - what if music is the game?
Playing With Sound
At a basic level, most videogames allow sound generation on the part of the player. We’ve unconsciously fired a spaceship’s guns to the tune of the soundtrack, a phenomenon echoed in New Super Mario Bros where enemies dance to the music and their movements become more predictable.
Sound is feedback: it’s a performance gauge. The Sega Saturn classic NiGHTS Into Dreams changed the tone of its soundtrack relative to performance: players who rescued the angelic denizens of Nightopia were rewarded with happier music, while major mistakes led to minor tones. In the masterful Bayonetta, you’ll hear a rush of air as a demon prepares to swipe tells you when to dodge their attack, paired with a flash of light.
Yet that light is extraneous and we can rely on sound alone, a concept explored by the work of the late Kenji Eno and his studio WARP. In his game Enemy Zero, the protagonist Laura is hunted by invisible enemies and must track them by sound alone. Survival is a matter of avoidance, and later using a weedy laser gun to defend yourself by relating varying pitches to distance. In case you think this is a tacit recommendation to play Enemy Zero, please don’t - it’s rubbish - but at least it’s an interesting concept. Eno later developed Real Sound: Kaze no Regret, a game without any graphics, designed to be played by blind and sighted players equally.
Subsequent approaches to integrating sound into games haven’t been quite so radical. Most notable is the work of Q Entertainment, developers of Rez, Lumines and Child of Eden. The former aims to simulate the psychological phenomenon of synaesthesia, where stimuli to one sensory pathway evoke a response in another; for example, seeing sounds. Although Rez is often classed as a shooter, your avatar fires sound pulses instead of bullets. The music crescendos from simple beats into electronic landscapes that oscillate to your actions and vibrate in time with your rumbling controller (or an infamous vibrating brick that was bundled with the Playstation 2 release). Playing Rez is the closest many of us will get to synaesthesia, but it also serves to draw us deeper into the game. I’m not a fan of using ‘immersion’ as a catch-all term for engrossing games, but in this case it seems appropriate. After an hour or two, your brain feels like it’s been stewing in a delicious audiovisual broth.
Videogames don’t need to be hallucinogenic to get us making music. Many will remember the recent music game craze of Guitar Hero and Rock Band, discussed at length in Bill Coberly’s ‘While My Guitar Gently Weeps’ in the first issue of Five out of Ten. My memories of Rock Band are fond: it wasn’t just a great game, but a great way of bringing friends closer together through play. Guitar Hero and its derivatives weren’t the first games to let us play along to our favourite music: the Playstation title Vib Ribbon encouraged players to swap the game’s disc for their albums, a feature that later re-emerged in the indie PC game Audiosurf.
Playing through our favourite music gives us a new appreciation for its technicality and subtlety, but we’re only following in the fretwork of existing artists. Games that allow genuine music creation are few and far between, partly because we’ve been waiting for distribution technology to catch up with the creative tools. 1992’s Mario Paint encouraged players to save their music compositions to a VHS tape, but in the era of YouTube sharing has been made much simpler. The Playstation 3 game Sound Shapes invites players to create worlds bursting with sound and share them with friends, with newer instruments available to download. The PS4 even has a sharing button grafted onto its controller, further democratising the distribution of created content. This does raise the prospect of a flood of auditory nightmares from tone-deaf creators, but I guess every Beethoven needs a Limp Bizkit.
Dubstep and Me
Speaking of bad taste in music, mine was largely shaped by Crazy Taxi and Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater 2. I still love bouncing down San Francisco’s Pacific Heights with The Offspring and Bad Religion playing through a taxi radio and a terrified passenger clinging on for dear life. It’s unsurprising that many videogames have married anarchic action with metal, punk rock and hip-hop; they’re all still seen as countercultural products, albeit ones with millions of fans and huge marketing budgets. Guitar Hero was positioned to capture a huge audience because of an intuitive plastic guitar peripheral and savvy song choices, breaking down the barrier to play that was later expertly exploited by the Nintendo Wii.
Games have enhanced my enjoyment of music. Rock Band taught me about the art of performance: it’s how I learned to appreciate a decent drummer. Of course, we don’t have to perform the music to appreciate the genre: in a recent Classic FM Hall of Fame poll, the work of Jeremy Soule (The Elder Scrolls) and Nobuo Uematsu (Final Fantasy) broke into the top five most popular pieces. Whether these high placings were the result of an orchestrated (pun intended) campaign by video game fans is irrelevant: the existence of any such campaign shows the passion of fans and their desire to have game scores taken as seriously as ‘traditional’ classical music, which is a vague term itself.
How powerful an effect can games have in our taste in music? Can you come to appreciate a genre that you hate through games? I learned this while playing Skrillex Quest, essentially an extended advertisement for the bespectacled prince of dubstep. Skrillex Quest takes us back to the time of the aforementioned NES: a speck of dust on the contacts of a game cartridge causes the world to glitch and warp and we’re sent into an homage to The Legend of Zelda to save the world from corruption. Most of the music and sound effects are taken from Skrillex’s ‘Summit’ from the EP Bangarang. After the adventure, I had grown to like the music. Actually, that’s not really true - I liked it from the outset and had previously avoided dubstep for prejudicial reasons. Honestly, I’m still not entirely convinced that it isn’t crap and I just liked the music in the context of the game. It’s complicated.
It’s no coincidence that Skrillex Quest is a pastiche of an old Nintendo game: like myself, the artist has grown up with video games all his life, and the music itself is influenced by and produced on the same hardware. The world is corrupted because dubstep itself is a ‘corruption’ of electronic music conventions: for a marketing exercise, there is remarkable internal consistency. It doesn’t make much sense to drop dubstep into a modern game: this is highlighted in the recent Far Cry 3 which has an awkward juxtaposition of Skrillex’s and Damien Marley’s dubstep-reggae hybrid ‘Make It Bun Dem’ while setting marijuana fields ablaze in one mission. Video game trailers continue to incorporate “wub wub” and the effect is jarring.
Skrillex Quest provides the perfect modern example of the role sound should play in games. It is an amplifier of emotions, raising the excitement of the action. At best, game music is not just a backing track to the game: it’s an integral part of a holistic experience. The game’s mechanics can also work to enhance our enjoyment of the music, broadening our cultural palate. This is far removed from the traditional view of videogames as leaving the player culturally impoverished.
For many of us, music is one of life’s greatest pleasures. For an increasing number of us, videogames complement that role in culture. The marriage of the two has been fruitful so far, but we should be wary of a videogaming future that focuses on graphics and neglects our richest source of aesthetics. To subvert Shakespeare for the sake of ending an essay with a joke, “if music be the food of love, play on”.
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Craig Wilson
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Reflecting Reality
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The videogame industry has focused on increasing levels of realism through new generations of technology. The ultimate goal seems to be a reflection of reality, with photorealistic mountains and uncanny valleys. Yet reality is more complex than that. As Morpheus said in the science-fiction classic The Matrix:
“What is real? How do you define real? If you’re talking about what you can feel, what you can smell, what you can taste and see, then real is simply electrical signals interpreted by your brain.”
We hear of games becoming ever more realistic, but maybe they’re just becoming more intricate fantasies. There’s a place in gaming for both documentary and drama, fact and fiction. In this issue, we look at how games interpret our environments and influence our culture.
Welcome to the real world.
 
 

Blood, Births and Backsides
Jordan Erica Webber
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In one of my favourite games you have to clean toilets, recycle old newspapers, and pay the bills on time. As the actions I’ve queued up for my obedient Sim disappear one by one across the top of the monitor, my own to-do list increases with the unstoppable tide of time and emails. The impractical truth is that I’d rather wash a hundred virtual dishes than the few stacked next to my real-world sink.
With their penchant for handing over power, generally in the form of a sword or a gun, videogames have a reputation as a mode of escapist fantasy. So the notion that players want realism looks like a contradiction; surely the further from reality you are able to go, the easier you’ll forget your real-world troubles? Surely I’d rather play a game that bore no resemblance to my real life, dirty dishes and all?
“At that time I had nothing resembling a life, yet in Harvest Moon I eked out a little plot of land and then grew it. I had nothing resembling consistency, but in this game I rose with the sun, I cared for my animals. No career, but I sold virtual crops with discipline, I invested thoughtfully. I had no social life, but in this game I could make gifts, make friends. In the game I built a kitchen where I could cook and eat all the things I could not, would not cook and eat in real life, and that was significant to me.”
- Leigh Alexander, ‘Imitations of Life’
Harvest Moon is a long-running series of games that each simulate the labour involved in running a farm. FarmVille, which is cut from much the same cloth, is one of the most popular and profitable Facebook games around. The Sims is the bestselling PC franchise of all time.
By its very name, The Sims has one core attribute: it simulates. Its mimicry of reality cannot possibly be a downside, or the game would not be so popular with so many. Players of The Sims are not people who love housework and homework and good old-fashioned jobs so much that they’re irresistibly drawn to it even in their leisure time. Look closer, and you’ll find that they actually concoct fantasies as absorbing and elaborate as any. In fact, that mimicry of reality makes it easier for them to do so.
In the original The Sims (2000), your Sims never aged beyond the transformation from baby to child. You would nurture their needs, send them off to work or school, create elaborate backstories for them, but eventually you’d be left to wonder what came next. As your Sim failed to get old, you’d start to feel a disconnect from the fantasy you’d created. While sometimes that Sim was a virtual you, most of the time it was someone you’d completely invented. A fantasy, in other words, but one that shattered when things began to feel less real.
The Sims is incredibly clever in the way it approximates our reality, vampires and werewolves aside (and who can really blame the developers for the decision to add those particular mythical creatures when they’ve never been so popular?); it simulates not only physical and biological laws, but the even more intricate laws that govern our social lives. Given that The Sims is dedicated to simulation, we can reasonably assume that its latest iteration is the best example of “realism” in a holistic sense that is viable in the current market.
So when you consider Milo & Kate, a game that was supposed to allow the player to converse with a virtual boy as if he were flesh and blood, it’s tempting to suggest that Peter Molyneux and his colleagues at Lionhead were foolish to expect that it would actually make it to retail. The Sims get by with a whole lot of shortcuts, such representing conversation by linking bubbles with simple laughs, floating hearts and exchanges of gibberish. While Simlish is deliberately non-translatable, Milo was supposed to speak English well enough to carry out what would have been the closest approximation of a natural conversation that gaming had ever seen. Evidence suggests that even at the later stages this process involved a lot of trickery and a willingness on the part of the player to suspend her disbelief. Perhaps those excited by the game just didn’t care, having already let their imaginations carry them away. Milo, an apparently groundbreaking experiment in realism, represented a future that these players wanted strongly to believe in.
Depending on who you ask, Molyneux provides either dazzling vision or broken promises. He is infamous for his ability to imagine new methods of immersion and to inspire those dreams in others. Consider the myth of the acorn, in which Molyneux suggested that Fable could include plant life that would grow of its own accord as part of an intrinsic in-game ecosystem. Again, fans were enthralled by the notion of a game world that acted like their own, so much so that many of them were angry when it never materialised.
It can be difficult to pinpoint game features for which the mimicry of reality is their sole purpose. The weather system in Gran Turismo 5, for example, certainly simulates the experiences of sun and rain and snow that we get in the real world (and for those of us who live in England, sometimes all in the same day), but it also provides variety and additional challenge by altering the ways in which vehicles can effectively move through the world.
One example of a feature that does seem to serve no purpose other than to make the game world more like the real one is the videogame toilet. Toilets can be found in many games of various genres from the past few decades, and yet in most cases they add nothing to the actual play (though notable exceptions include those in Fallout 3, from which you could drink irradiated water). They are generally not there to provide variety and challenge, but simply help to make the world – whether realistic or fantastical – a more convincing place. They are often artfully stained, and in the seesaw of ‘Dos and Don’ts’ on Rock, Paper, Shotgun called “The Complete Rules for Games”, John Walker even insists they be flushable.
What is so exciting about games in which trees grow and you can flush the toilets? It’s not an opportunity to bring out our inner botanists and plumbers, at least for most of us. We’re interested in these banal aspects of reality because their presence makes our fantasies more believable. Real kids can talk back – and often elect to do so whenever the opportunity arises – so a Milo who could actually do that too would have been much more relatable than a standard child character. Real acorns grow into trees, so imagine how enchanting Albion would have been had the same applied there. Real people use toilets, and wash dishes, and have bills to pay, so it just makes sense that fictional characters would too.
This applies across the board, from games with no real elements of fantasy to those set in magical worlds of myth like Fable. Aside from the obvious, the world of Fable still bears significant similarities to our own, and the same is actually true for most fictional worlds. Much like making up a completely new language, it would be incredibly difficult to create a fiction in which none of the usual rules applies. So a game in which humans have discovered space travel and the existence of alien life will still feature day and night cycles, verbal communication, and social relationships. Even fictional creatures, such as those created by players in Spore, still obey the laws of physics and biology.
Because fictional worlds are necessarily incomplete – we can never hope to discover all the facts like we could with the real world – many of these reflections of reality are no more than presumptions. Some philosophers explain these presumptions by reference to what they call the Reality Principle.
“The basic strategy which the Reality Principle attempts to codify is that of making fictional worlds as much like the real one as the core of primary fictional truths permits. It is because people in the real world have blood in their veins, births, and backsides that fictional characters are presumed to possess these attributes.” 
– Kendall L. Walton, ‘Mimesis as Make-Believe’
In videogames, of course, the blood in characters’ veins is often made explicit. Sometimes, as in the case of Ezio (Assassin’s Creed 2) and of The Lone Wanderer (Fallout 3), we even get to experience a character’s birth, and players are certainly exposed to a lot of fictional backsides. But the point still stands that in cases where these things are not evidential they are implied. Unless the “core of primary fictional truths” dictates that biological characters do not have blood (for example if the game is set on a strange alien world whose inhabitants somehow survive without) then we can assume that they do, whether we get to see the evidence or not.
Walton says that “fictional truths breed like rabbits”, which explains how our interest in videogame toilets was born. Because it is fictionally true that videogame characters have backsides (because of the Reality Principle), it had better be fictionally true that the world in which they live includes some place for those backsides to do their business. These assumptions come to us unbidden; it’s the kind of thing we human beings are very good at.
While it’s generally nice to have our assumptions confirmed – because it assures us that we are intelligent beings capable of making sense of the world – there’s more to our love of reality-mimicking mechanics than that. According to Walton, if a fictional world is more similar to the real world in some way then our engagement with that fiction will be “richer and more natural”. When we are engrossed in a fantasy isn’t this what we want: not realism to the extent that you play out an exact simulation of your real life, but a realistic fantasy?
“Maybe the reason I couldn’t convince Fenris not to abandon me at the end of the game was just because the game didn’t give me enough freedom to keep talking. Left to my own devices in a game which could abandon such a direct script, I might have been able to convince him to stay.” 
– Bill Coberly, ‘Plus Five to Diplomacy’
In Five out of Ten #1, Bill Coberly wrote about the concept of Turing-passing dialogue: the notion that in the future, we could have conversations with videogame characters that were so convincing we might as well be speaking to a real person. Such an achievement would be impressive in its own right, and would certainly draw the attention of philosophers, psychologists, and programmers, but as with Milo the players would have more than just an academic interest.
Imagine a game in which your companions acted just as real people do, had moods, were responsive to pleas or bribes or emotional blackmail. Imagine a Dragon Age in which you could choose to do exactly what your character would do in a particular situation with no restrictions, nothing to break the fantasy you’d created of a hero with a certain set of values and traits and abilities. Despite the mythical setting, the addition of features that attempt to mimic reality would have directly improved your ability to experience a coherent fantasy.
These kinds of features provide an explanation for why the jump from The Sims to The Sims 2 was more impressive than that to the latest game in the series. The Sims 3 polished the various parts of the franchise until the whole was a shinier reflection of reality than before, but its main selling point was the ability to take your Sim downtown without a loading screen. It just didn’t capture the imagination in the same way as The Sims 2, which introduced aspirations, ageing, genetics, and more. Imagine a game in which your character had desires the fulfilment of which improved her mood and made her more productive. Imagine a game in which that character aged and eventually died, but could leave behind children that had her eyes. For players who want to believe in their fictional worlds, that’s far more enticing than the removal of some loading screens.
The Reality Principle provides a way for developers to decide which reality-mimicking features they should include in their games, since it’s obviously not possible to have them all. Photorealism, for example, which is eye-wateringly expensive and will probably never be as immersive as it’s supposed to be, may not be as important as it seems. Like every child who ever watched a cartoon, videogame players are actually very good at accepting and identifying with animated characters that look nothing like real people (or animals, or household objects). Following the Reality Principle, you can call the non-realistic appearance of such characters part of the “core of primary fictional truths” of the worlds they inhabit and move on. It’s a far easier fiction to swallow than one in which every character has a backside but there isn’t a toilet in sight.
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Yokosuka, 1986
Alan Williamson
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It snowed on November 29th 1986 in Yokosuka. More a light frosting than a blizzard, just enough to form in patches around the cherry trees. Meanwhile, Cary Grant died. British police searched for two newly identified Moors Murders victims, twenty years after the killers’ original conviction. I don’t remember any of these events of course, as I was two months old. I can only piece things together through Wikipedia and, in the case of Yokosuka, Sega’s masterpiece Shenmue.
Shenmue is a game that pushes the limits of pedantic realism. It has the correct weather forecast for that region of Japan in 1986, simulated day to night transitions, a town full of people who have their own lives and behavioural patterns. The gratuitous attention to detail - even individual drawers in a chest can be opened and the pixellated contents perused - and protracted development cycle, which initially targeted the Sega Saturn before migrating to the Dreamcast, took an obvious financial toll on the company. With an estimated cost of $70 million, it was the most expensive videogame ever made when released for the Dreamcast in 1999, and still makes the top five today.
All that money didn’t go to waste: although a decade is a lifetime in technology, Shenmue remains an impressively authentic portrayal of the Eighties. I’ve often felt that the Dreamcast marks the point when audiovisual technology became suitably nuanced and characters stopped looking like painted cardboard boxes with limbs attached on hinges. Developers could unleash their full creative potential: the Dreamcast in particular was host to some of gaming’s most abstract titles including Jet Set Radio and Rez, a design trend that is now in resurgence as new generations of hardware lead to ever-diminishing aesthetic returns.
On that wintry Yokosuka day in 1986, protagonist Ryo Hazuki comes home from school to witness his father Iwao murdered at the hands of Lan Di, a high-ranking member of the Chinese crime syndicate Chi You Men. Lan Di takes the ancient Dragon Mirror and makes his escape, and Ryo swears to avenge his father’s death. At the time, Shenmue was revolutionary for its cinematic emphasis on story at the expense of traditional game mechanics: much of Ryo’s time is spent investigating leads and questioning the locals to unravel the mystery of Lan Di and the mirrors, interspersed with fisticuffs based on Sega’s fighting staple Virtua Fighter, which you would expect since both games were directed by Yu Suzuki.
One notorious feature was the ‘Quick Time Event’, where button sequences were flashed on-screen and had to be mimicked to proceed. These ‘press X to not die’ sequences have been aped in countless games since, most notably games like Quantic Dream’s Heavy Rain and Fahrenheit and Sony’s God of War series. While QTEs are certainly abused by developers now, they’re an important part of Shenmue’s presentation. Besides, how else are you going to convincingly assault an enemy with a soccer ball?
Game genre classifications rarely live up to an outsider’s expectations: even the word ‘game’ only persists because we haven’t thought of anything better, despite the persistent and noble attempts of bloggers. Shenmue is often defined as a role-playing game or RPG: this usually means a videogame interpretation of Dungeons and Dragons (American variant) or a band of kids and anthropomorphised animals with oversized heads fighting an ancient evil (Japanese variant). Shenmue is a real ‘role playing’ game. Everything except Ryo’s calorie intake and bowel movements are up to you: if you cause Ryo to stay out late, he’ll end up oversleeping the next day and wasting time on his quest. Most objects in Ryo’s house can be examined and every shop in nearby Dobuita has goods for sale, even if they’re of no apparent use to the task at hand.
This rigid adherence on realism grounds our actions within the time period and helps us understand Ryo’s limitations and motivations. Rather than say “I wouldn’t do that!” when he makes a foolish decision, we realise that this game is more about guiding Ryo rather than usurping his agency as a character. The counterpoint to the realism is that the cracks in the simulation show through more easily: we become frustrated with what the game doesn’t let us do, rather than fully appreciating our available freedom. The aforementioned Quick Time Events offer a different kind of punishment to the traditional ‘Game Over’ screen: instead, they wind us back in time, breaking the illusion of the game as a window into the past.
Unlike many popular games, especially those from a first-person perspective, we never feel that we are Ryo: we’re an active observer, a puppeteer, a digital actor playing the role of a schoolboy. When controlling Ryo, it’s a similar experience to the recent L.A. Noire. The latter is also a hyper-realistic videogame, a detective simulation which succeeds because the player takes on the role of the character Cole Phelps in an unfolding police drama. Detective Phelps can’t shoot his way through solving a case as you might expect from the publisher behind Grand Theft Auto: success comes from gathering clues and carefully interrogating witnesses.
Shenmue is a detective game, too: it is Yamanose Noire. Yet unlike Phelps, Ryo’s motives are revenge rather than redemption. The desire for revenge is a rudimentary emotion. Over the course of Shenmue and its sequel, Ryo comes to understand that even an antagonist as powerful as Lan Di is still a piece in a larger puzzle. His father’s death is insignificant in the light of massive criminal operations. By forcing us to pursue revenge through Ryo’s eyes rather than the player, we better understand its futility. This wouldn’t be as effective if presented as a first-person game. While the current trend in game development is for more choice and player agency, this narrow narrative funnel still allows for a conversation between player and game.
The original Shenmue is often mocked for its banal realism and poor pacing. It’s the very definition of a ‘slow burner’ as you enquire with elderly shopkeepers and unhelpful locals within the constraints of simulated time. Ryo can choose to whittle away his time at the local arcade with its replica Hang On and Space Harrier machines, play darts in a bar, listen to cassettes on his tape deck at home and look after a kitten whose mother was accidentally killed by the same men that murdered his father. Almost like The Sims, we can enjoy this life even though we’re imitating things we could easily do in the real world, although admittedly a decent version of Hang On is hard to find.
Ryo later takes a job as a forklift driver at Yokosuka Harbour to infiltrate a gang associated with the Chi You Men, which is as thrilling as you’d expect (despite attempts to spice things up with forklift races). His desire to hunt Lan Di is tempered by the lackadaisical nature of Dobuita’s residents, plus the fact that he’s not a detective or a superhero. He’s just a teenager caught in a bad situation who was fortunate enough to have a martial artist for a father. Ryo’s friend and love interest Nozomi comments late in the game that she’s concerned he has missed so much school, which is the first time I realised he was even meant to be attending school. These classes aren’t actually something Ryo can take in the game, probably a small mercy given the aforementioned forklift races.
Shenmue II moves from Yokosuka to Hong Kong, while improving on the original by increasing the pace of the action. It allows multiple paths to advance the story and is less restricted by the time of day. It maintains the realistic conceit of its predecessor: early in the game, Ryo takes up a voluntary job at the Man Mo temple and spends half his day airing books for what seems like an excessively long time. Ironically, it emerges this is the lesson that Master Lishao Tao is trying to teach Ryo: he can’t afford to make rash decisions in his pursuit of Lan Di. He needs both the physical and internal strength that comes with maturity.
Or maybe it’s actually Yu Suzuki who is trying to teach the player a lesson: that good things come to those who wait. There’s a sudden shift at the end of the second game: Ryo travels to Guilin in China to learn the origins of the mirrors, where he meets a girl called Shenhua who has appeared to him in dreams. Ryo and Shenhua find a huge carving of the mirrors embedded in a cave. Ryo’s mirror reacts to the presence of the carving and floats into the air with an ancient sword. As the rest of the games are grounded firmly in realism, you feel like Harry Potter finding out that magic is real. It’s the most exciting thing and not the magical leap over a shark that one might expect.
The game ends on a cliffhanger. I’ve been waiting twelve years for a sequel that will probably never arrive. Suzuki has now left Sega and although he is reportedly enthusiastic towards finishing the story, it would require a huge investment on a game that was doomed to never be profitable from the beginning. I think that’s the only fitting way the game can really end because, like the Dreamcast, it is about excitement and unfulfilled promises. A theoretical Shenmue III could never live up to our expectations, in the same way that the first two seasons of Lost set up an incredible premise that subsequent episodes couldn’t fulfil.
Shenmue and its sequel give as much insight into the reality of 1999 as they do 1986. Gaming has never been so popular or well-funded, yet despite the larger audience this is a game that would never be financed today, and that’s a great shame. Suzuki’s greatest quest, much like Ryo’s, shows that beautiful things can happen when we step out of our boring comfort zones and take a risk. Then again, maybe that’s just the folly of youth.
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Documents of War
Craig Wilson
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I see a warship from my office window. I think about the warship often. How it’s built, about the plan, what the current issue is and what we need to do in order to finish the job. That’s my job.
I don’t think about war. I don’t think about this platform - this giant, floating, deadly piece of metal - operating in and swiftly ending conflict. I’m just a gear building another gear of war. I build the platform, the military use the platform. To my mind war and conflict, defence and peace, only truly exist in the hands of governments and their military. 
Yet put a controller in my hand, and a videogame on the screen, and I’ll tell you that I do think about war. 
The Imperial War Museum in London chronicles the history and experience of war across its multiple floors. For all the varied artefacts - weapons, maps, film, posters, music, letters, bric-a-brac - there are no videogames on display. What can games contribute as documents of war? 
The lower floors house permanent galleries on the First and Second World Wars. Displayed around the replica trenches, the plastic wet mud lit by lamplight, are the khaki-costumed mannequins of Tom, Dick and Harry fighting for King, country and the ladies back home. 
The romanticism of the Great Wars has never sat well with me. There is a certainty to the old wars that we’ve applied retrospectively. We now have the political and social narrative to the past wars to make sense of it. We’ve derived this narrative from the dissemination of the vast wealth of information captured in that era: military records, soldier accounts, newspapers and stories from the public. Maybe I’ve just heard the stories too many times but I struggle to hear past what, at its worst, is jingoistic lip service.
In that spirit, the strategy war game belongs in the museum somewhere between the small green soldiers and marked-up maps of Europe. War board games were just part of the mass-production of military toys deployed by both sides: HG Wells’ Little Wars (1913), Conflict (1940), Bomben auf England (1939) and Blockade: A Game for Armchair Admirals (1942) with a further estimated 32 billion other strategy games released after the wars. The beauty of strategy games played out upon the world map is that it’s both an abstraction and a reality. Armchair generals at home around a table stare down at counters representing troops on a map similar to the real generals plotting in war rooms. As famed Napoleonic analyst Antoine-Henri Jomini noted, “Strategy is the art of making war upon a map”. This act of translating historical events - the causes and effects - to a playable rule set is a fresh telling of the World Wars and one which appeals to a mind raised/mangled by videogames. Not only do I learn what happened way back when but in order to play and “win” the encounter I must also learn how and thus why it happened. 
Where strategy videogames excel over their cardboard counterparts is in the ability to hold a far larger rule set, playing out many different moves and calculations simultaneously and yet concealing and protecting the player from becoming overwhelmed. On the other hand, there’s Gary Grigsby’s War in the East (2010). With a map stretching from Berlin to Siberia at ten miles per hex (that’s over 25,000 hexes) played out in weekly turns with historical weather patterns and ice levels, it’s encapsulates a frightening level of detail on the Eastern Front. An accessible game diary by Bruce Geryck highlights this: for example, we know from soldiers’ diaries and weather reports that the winter of 1941/1942 was the worst for over a century and that most of the roads and tracks disappeared under mud and snow. German soldiers advanced onward to Moscow regardless, abandoning vehicles and losing formation becoming spread wide and thin as a result. In War in the East this equates to a +5 movement tax for motorised troops and +3 for infantry on foot. 
Fascinating. And scary. Yet somehow more real.
Ascending the stairs of the Imperial War museum in London, we leave behind the green-brown heritage in the basements and move toward the present day. The scale model replicas and displayed antiques give way to a more sterile and sombre experience. The white and sparse upper floors of the Museum are home to, among art galleries and private collections, the permanent ‘Crimes against Humanity’ section and the Holocaust Exhibition.
The separation and physical elevation of the Holocaust Exhibition from its basement dwelling context is characteristic of the fractured discussion of World War II- as if all atrocities were caged behind the wrought iron gates of Auschwitz and Dachau. 
Similarly in videogames, the spectre of Auschwitz is invoked but rarely engaged. One of the few was Sonderkommando Revolt. The now abandoned Wolfenstein 3D mod, loosely based on a real revolt inside the Auschwitz concentration camp, was a revenge fantasy arguably no more offensive than Quentin Tarantino’s Inglourious Basterds. While the trailer for the mod ended with the tagline “The Revolt starts at 1.1.2011”, the press and many others revolted immediately. Facing against the judgment of a nation Sonderkommando Revolt cancelled their development. 
It’s also worth recalling the cartoonish and divisive, yet undeniably bold documentary videogame Super Columbine Massacre RPG (2005). In a mixed-media frenzy SCM: RPG invokes for me a particularly powerful sadness about the Columbine High School tragedy. It highlights the reactions and perceived influences of the time (violent videogames were the new satanic heavy metal) in a way no newspaper article, ten year anniversary or documentary can do.
But these are videogames after all, so let’s not do national tragedies. Next thing you know they’ll be making films about it. 
Contrary to form, Hollywood isn’t making films about the current wars. World War II and the Vietnam War have been immortalised in film, both during and after the fact, but there has been a noticeable decline in war films about current engagements in the Middle East (Jarhead, The Hurt Locker, Dark Zero Thirty). Instead, videogames have used the backdrop of Afghanistan and Iraq to stage their action blockbusters, such as Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare, Battlefield 3 and the 2010 reboot of Medal of Honor. 
I once saw these games as nothing more than feel good popcorn shooters- both in the sense of entertainment and as over-the-counter therapy. It’s arguably just how effective a cathartic release they provide but given the monstrous sales figures – Call of Duty: Black Ops 2 made $500 million in 24 hours - a lot of eyeballs have seen America and the West’s military win battles, albeit in fictional wars. It’s worth noting that during a military era defined by uncertain enemies and prolonged engagement, these games offer moral certainty and definitive resolution in a world where war provides neither.
I now view the Modern Warfare series as an important time capsule. Many of the game’s environments are, in essence, virtual museums: highly detailed yet artificially condensed replicas populated with historical artefacts and khaki-costumed mannequins of Tom, Dick and Harrys fighting for their country and the little ladies back home. Walk around Fire Base Phoenix in Modern Warfare 2 and you see the staples of a US Army base in the desert. American troops train the local Afghan National Army by a firing range. Behind them, repairs are made to an armoured Humvee. AC-130 gunships and Abrams tanks stand imposing. Troops sit out the long wait, some playing basketball, until the next call to battle.
It’s admittedly hackneyed, but as an explorable gallery packed with accurate vehicle and weapon models and sense of time and place, these environments are perhaps one of the most unique contributions possible from a videogame. It’s well known that game environments tell a story, but in this way videogames can create histories.
Outside the realm of fantasy, there are videogames seeking not to simply replicate but to reconstruct war. “Real war news. Real war games” is the tagline to Kuma\War (2004) and along with its sequel Kuma\War 2 (2006) has well over a hundred missions based on real-world events including Gaddafi’s Last Stand, The Death of Osama Bin Laden, The Death of al-Zarqawi and many takes on Fallujah Operation al-Fajr (Dawn). 
It’s a spirited project ultimately more interesting in intention than execution. Multiplayer missions amount to no more than reskinned games of Counterstrike - the Bin Laden mission has players on two teams attacking and defending the NPC Osama, lacking the gravitas that the opening seven-minute music montage of 9/11, presidential decrees and news reel footage rather clumsily attempts to establish. 
There’s the suggestion of research and factual accuracy in the surrounding texts and imagery, but nothing that can’t be gleaned from Wikipedia. As al-Zarqawi stumbles out of the wreckage of his safe house - destroyed by my airstrike in what I presumed was an introductory cut scene - he clutches his chest like a cowboy shot through the heart, his ragdoll unconvincingly flops and bounces along the ground. After taking down the most wanted man in Iraq in under 12 seconds and two mouse clicks, I struggle to appreciate how this is “real”. 
Then again: I wasn’t there man, I wasn’t there.
“This game actually makes me flash back and think about the war and the aftermath... but that’s not necessarily bad. Being that I will be going back to Iraq for a third tour, I’ll say that it’s much better fighting from my PC behind a desk then actually slinging lead at each other,” boasts Kuma’s homepage testimonial from a sergeant from HHC 1/64 Armour, 3rd Infantry Division (M).
The benefits of using videogames to treat soldiers post-war is a proven reality. Virtual Iraq (2005) forms part of a virtual reality treatment for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder for war veterans returning from Iraq and Afghanistan. The soldier’s trauma is recreated in what is a mod to Full Spectrum Warrior (2004). Through full-vision helmets, ground shaking platforms and the introduction of smells the patient is exposed once more to their traumatic memories but now with the guidance of therapists. 
These traumatic memories rather disconcertingly marry up to the entertaining bombastic sections of a Battlefield 3 with motorised patrols being ambushed, the guy in the seat next to you is shot, you’re thrown out the car and scramble into a nearby building. 
Where the military use Virtual Iraq for soldiers leaving the battlefield, America’s Army (2001) is designed to recruit into the battlefield. And it’s very effective. Targeting the right demographic in the right way, recruitment increased and at a cheaper cost than traditional means. Such propaganda is deployed by both sides: Hezbollah’s Special Force (2003) and AFKARMedia’s Palestinian Under Ash (2001) and Under Siege (2005) carry their respective groups’ doctrine and ultimate goal to enlist.
Videogames as war. War as a videogame. Looking at the detail of the maps across the wars, World War II maps charted the path of the foot soldiers and motorized land regiments across contoured mountains and green terrain. The world map as played out in the thermo-nuclear war game DEFCON (2006) with its sparse neon blue on black borders and bomb trajectories represent modern combat exactly as displayed upon, say, a warship today. 
Looking at the ship now I wonder what operations she will go on. There’s always a chance, a slim chance I suppose, she’ll be involved in a high profile naval dispute, the next Falklands. Once we’ve finished building her though, and like all tools of warfare, I hope I never lay eyes on her again. Especially not in a videogame. 
Further Reading
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Kill the Pig
Cameron Kunzelman
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I killed a pig in Minecraft. That doesn’t seem like a big deal. Maybe it isn’t a big deal. I don’t know. I have to tell a story to get us all on the same page. Here is that story.
I started playing Minecraft during winter break from college in 2010. My schedule during that month went something like this: wake up, go into my spare room, turn on my computer, start World of Warcraft then play for several hours until my partner was imminently returning home from work. Then I would rush to take a shower and present myself as if I had been doing something that wasn’t a massive waste of time for hours on end.
Like most people who play World of Warcraft, I had a small group of friends who I would play with. We knew one another in real life. We all lived on the same coast of the United States. None of us had much going on in our lives other than simply going through the motions of school-play-sleep, work-play-sleep, sleep-play-sleep, or other variations on that theme. We were predictable. We were filling time.
One day I woke up and no one else was online. This wasn’t totally uncommon—people have lives after all—but hours went by and I didn’t hear from anyone. The sun moved through the sky, timelapse-style. I didn’t get a message, text or email from anyone all day long. There’s a weird anxiety when something like that happens, an existential crisis in miniature in which you wonder if you’ve been transported into a Twilight Zone knock off where there’s time enough at last but you don’t any use for it.
I wrote it off. I quit playing for the day. I took a shower and walked to the post office and did the things that humans who live in a very particular kind of world have to do.
Sometime during the night I received an email. It was quick and to the point: it had a link, a long game key, and a quick message to the effect of “this is what we are playing now.” I followed the link. I input my code. I downloaded the client. Someone sent me the server information. I connected into our private Mumble. I started playing.
I arrived in an already-built world. I didn’t spawn in a blank bit of grass. Instead it was an entire city with rail lines, skywalks and chests full of materials. There were signs that told you what to do upon spawning. “Go north,” my friends said over Mumble. I was walking around on an intricately crafted wooden pirate ship. I asked if they had done this. “No, we’re out on our own,” they said. “There’s no one else around.”
I travelled north. Someone filled me in on what was going on: we were playing on a public server, but purposefully remaining hidden. We avoided building anything above ground or cutting down trees in wide areas. While any administrator logged into the server would be able to see our activity, the average user would have no clue that we were there. 
I’m still not sure on where I stand as far as the ethics of our activity. Is it fair for someone to pay for your sandbox? Is it fair to take server spots away from players who could be making those giant, interesting sky cities, stadiums, or replicas of the Statue of Liberty? What about sneaking into the unprotected lairs of other players when they are offline and taking their ore and tools? I guess they know the score; they know there are other players. 
That’s how I started playing Minecraft. I understood it as a testing ground for ethical systems of all kinds, and those early days of lax public servers were a real Wild West time. Server controls were spotty and administrators weren’t as effective as they could have been, or maybe I was just playing somewhere that put a lot of weight into libertarianism. In any case, I did what I wanted to other players. My group would travel across that server, literally forging new land out of the nothing, generating novelty in front of us. Then we tamed it. Then we grew bored.
For a few months, I experienced Minecraft as a multiplayer activity. It ended, like all multiplayer experiences do. We used to unplug computers from LANs and take them home, but now we fall out of the game client network, pulled apart one by one until there isn’t any multi left in the player. Minecraft became a single player game for me, but the ethical component never left.
I put the game down for a long time. It had run its course: I had played for twelve hours a day for much longer than anyone should, and I was burned out. When I returned to the game, things had changed. If you are reading this in the future: Minecraft was released as an alpha originally. The lead developer (and for a long time, the only developer) would release updates every couple of weeks. Eventually he had made enough money on the alpha to hire an entire team. Features came in much faster, and I then returned to the game.
The inclusion of hunger in the game is what ruined me. I had previously experimented with farming, but it was never as a matter of urgency. I don’t mean farming in a role-playing sense; I mean the literal act of farming wheat. A little water, a little ingenuity, and a lot of tool usage would give you a nice plot of land. Creating enough wheat gave you access to bread, a filling meal that would give you something like six hearts of health. That was enough to help recover after being jumped by a person-sized spider or shot in the face by a skeleton archer.
Hunger changed that dynamic. Wheat stopped being something that was convenient and became something that was necessary. I am a vegetarian and have been for a few years now. At some point early in my Minecraft play, I decided that I would do the same thing in the game that I do in real life: I would refrain from eating meat.
Then hunger came. It is very much like real life. You run, you get hungry. You mine, you get hungry. You traverse mountains, you swim oceans, you get hungry. When your hunger is at a limit, when all of your food stores are drained, your body begins to give way. Your health drains. It is slow death. Everything draws down until you are left with half a unit of health. It forces you to panic. You have to be very careful; even a ten foot drop could be enough to kill you, snapping your legs, your spine crumbling to dust. Who knows?
So I grew wheat. If I had no wheat, I would dig a hole and jump into it, gathering all of my possessions into as small a spot as I could. I did what I could to get by.
I admit that this behavior is odd. Why would I end a life in the game, losing progress and experience, rather than kill and eat one of the pigs or cows in close proximity to me? The decision to eat animals - and it is always a decision - often seems like a foregone conclusion to us. Culturally, many of us are trained to do it from birth, to see it as totally robbed of violence. Without the brutality of the chicken house or the abattoir in your face, the reality of animal death is easy to cover over and erase. I had done the same thing, but in the other direction. My ethics dictated the space of possible actions. It was unthinkable for me to kill an animal in the game. 
Then I did it. Something snapped. I had made a decision to build a small cabin on a hilltop in a snow-covered section of the world. My wheat refused to grow. I fell off my roof. Night was falling. I was looking at spending another few in-game hours sitting underneath my home waiting for daylight, hoping some random invading creature wouldn’t kill me. A pig wandered through the open gate. 
I hit it once. It squealed and snorted and tried to run. I chased it. I hit it with a shovel and it tried to run, panicked, and didn’t make it very far. I hit it until it tipped over and pieces of meat flew out of its body. 
I’m haunted by it. I’ve killed hundreds of artificial humans in video games. I have executed civilians. I have ended civilizations. I cleared out a fictional Dubai of all living beings in Spec Ops: The Line. I’ve made a wasteland of digital worlds and pre-emptively struck with nuclear weapons to establish dominance over a fictional world.
What’s the difference? On some level, it is a question of realism. When I CODBLOPSDOS and shoot hundreds of people over the course of a five hour game, I’m divided from reality. I’ve never fired a gun at a human being. Chances are I never will. The act of shooting a human on screen, for me, as is foreign to my life and experience as you can get. 
The act of killing an animal is not. I have killed an animal. I live in a world where the death of billions of animals is so normal that we rarely think about the scale at which we commit mass murder on chickens, cows, bison, and fish. The latter is perhaps the most damning and baffling example—so many fish are killed each year for human consumption that we choose not to count them. Fish are measured in weight, in scale, in an abstract number that cannot be seen or modeled in any relatable way.
Killing a human being in a game lacks realism for me. It is purely abstract. Killing an animal is an act of buying into real world violence. Killing a digital animal is a way of masking the deaths of incomprehensible amounts of creatures, who feel and love and know that they are going to be murdered. Killing an animal in a video game and thinking nothing of it is an act of reifying and asserting the same violence that I am complicit in every single day.
I’ve not played Minecraft since that day. I’m not ready yet. There isn’t an ending here. It just goes on and on forever. 
 
 

The Stage of History
Robbie Pickles
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“They may take our lives, but they’ll never take our freedom!”, yells Mel Gibson at the culmination of the most poorly judged pre-battle speech ever to come out of Paramount Studios.
Garbed in an anachronistic tartan kilt, and inexplicably coated in blue ‘woad’ paint, Gibson portrays the legendary Scottish hero William Wallace in the Hollywood epic Braveheart.  His battle cry is not only spectacularly uninspiring – what use is freedom when an English mercenary is ripping the boots from your corpse? – but the average Scottish clansman  of the 13th century  would know little of freedom or, indeed, how the English may or may not have impinged upon it. Only the wealthy, with a stake in the lifeblood of their estates, would heed such a cry.
For the fictional William Wallace, dramatized in poetry long before the silver screen, was not much of a freedom fighter in reality. Instead like his spiritual brother Owain Glyndŵr, flag bearer for the Welsh nationalism movement, he was one of many dispossessed landlords with plenty of reason to despise the English. His crusade for justice during the ‘Great Cause’ had little to do with the freedom of the spirit of a nation, when the concept of shared national culture was in its infancy.
But facts spoil a story whose effects ripple through time to the present day. As Scotland prepares to go to the ballot box for a vote on independence, the formidable intellectual arguments in favour of leaving the UK fall by the wayside. In its place comes a wave of from-the-heart nationalism, dragging the flag of bad history in its wake. Never mind that Scotland signed the Act of Union of its own instigation, dissolving the states of England, Wales and Scotland and joining them hand in hand. Forget that the blood of the world’s largest Empire is on the hands of the Scottish as well as the English. It is of no importance that Glasgow, once a place which only existed to host a signpost to Edinburgh, became the second city of Britain during a period of shared industrial expansion. This has been forgotten. Watch the latest VisitScotland television advert and see it for yourself: beautiful images of rugged Scottish countryside are accompanied by a clunkily reworked rendition of the Braveheart score, alongside mandatory images of tartan. It’s a modern reworking of Scotland’s real, and gloriously rich, heritage. 
It is not a coincidence that the referendum has been cynically timed to coincide with the English defeat at the Battle of Bannockburn, depicted in the film’s closing moments. Neither is it a coincidence that, since Gibson raised his sword in 1995, the number of Anglophobic hate crimes north of the border has increased dramatically. Deliberately or not, Braveheart has entered the soul of a nation.
Stories like these come with a lesson for videogame culture. Art is good when it challenges established narratives, and like the stories of ‘The Wallace’, videogames are a serious art form. Their interpretation of history matters. 
I’ve had the pleasure of revisiting a cult classic this week, now ostensibly ‘in HD’; Ensemble Studios’ Age of Empires II.  Of course, the gameplay itself bears no resemblance to anything historical at all; far from building a civilisation from scratch, most players spend their time building one vast city in an exotic wilderness where an eclectic array of unlikely nations do battle in bizarre combinations (or you can go turbo in multiplayer mode and make 500 Paladins in the opening seconds of the game. I avoid multiplayer mode). Yet my fondness for this game stems entirely from its presentation of historical fact, and there’s no doubt this game inspired me to study History at university. So where did it all go right?
A few years ago, HBO and BBC 2 joined together to create an epic TV drama retelling the fall of the Roman republic and the rise of Julius Caesar; Rome was a runaway hit. Historians immediately spotted discrepancies in the show’s account, but it remains a favourite of mine because it so beautifully recreates the feeling of living during this period of crisis. Indeed, the historical consultant on the show, Oxford’s Jonathan Stamp, acknowledged this, aiming to bring “authenticity”, rather than “accuracy”, to the screen. Purists will argue about what matters, but personally I put the fabric of society above names and dates, and on this factor Age of Kings excels. 
Of course civilisations didn’t evolve simultaneously on one homogenous landmass; we already know that. But what society did do is slowly emerge from the Dark Ages, engage in many small and petty wars of possession and succession, and eventually emerge in the Renaissance, growing in population, resourcefulness and knowledge along the way. No child is born with that knowledge and schools provide it in scraps only; Age of Kings represents a more authentic journey through the Middle Ages than your teachers will ever take you on. Meanwhile, the well-researched campaigns bring to life some of history’s most fascinating tales and provide a stepping-stone for engaged players to find out more.
Best of all, videogames like this dragged historians kicking and screaming with them. Two of the twenty-first century’s most popular academic series, the Time Traveller’s Guides by Ian Mortimer and Tom Holland’s Rubicon, both dramatically capture this format and eschew dates and rote-learning. Whilst the former replicates the style of popular travel books such as the Rough Guide and Lonely Planet series, the latter presents a modern and unusual narrative approach to history. In both cases, academics were playing catch-up with the zeitgeist which presented an immersive experience of the past.
Sadly, the Age series brings us two ends of a spectrum; on historical authenticity, Age of Empires III really jumped the dodo. However, it delivers an important lesson of historiography: a storyteller can, and will, shape history to their own agenda.
Unlike the deliberate sandbox setting of Age II, which allows us to suspend disbelief, the sequel delivers us directly to the American frontier, ahistorically pitching rival settlers against each other in a further bout of bloody battles to realise their own form of ‘Manifest Destiny’. Its expansion pack The Asian Dynasties bizarrely extends the conceit and lands India and China in the mix of New World colonialists. This deliberate attempt to tell a story depicting America, or its colonial forebears, is rife.
Although a praiseworthy historical series, Creative Assembly’s Total War has been guilty of this since the start. Its opening hit, Shogun, depicts the Japanese dynastic wars of the 15th century but redundantly includes European colonial troops and missionaries. A later title, Shogun 2: Fall of the Samurai, drags the story forward to the 19th century specifically to depict the influence of Britain, France and America in the Meiji Restoration. The game box, bizarrely, depicts a Japanese warrior in full armour standing beside a gun-toting, grizzled Unionist general.
The worst offender, though, is the least forgivable. Empire: Total War’s main campaign had the potential to be the most laudable depiction of a historical setting in any game to date; a beautifully rendered European map, intricately researched, allows players to grapple with the vastly complicated beast that is 18th century European international affairs. Once a staple of the British history curriculum, its vast array of broken alliances, new dynasties and constant warfare have, thankfully, been deemed too hard for the average teenager to understand. However, with commendable fortitude the team at Creative Assembly ploughed on regardless, only to throw down the baton of good history in an astonishing volte-face.
I hope it won’t offend Americans to hear that, in this tangled mess of treaty and counter-treaty, the fate of the thirteen colonies and their eventual revolution form something of a sideshow to the main theatre; an opportunity for the British and the French to stretch their muscles overseas whilst Spain are looking the other way. Not that Empire cares. Whilst former colonial territories, including all of South and Central America, are cut from the game, the fate of the future United States is front row, centre. The game’s tutorial, Road to Independence, makes a simply illogical choice; in a game which will focus on international trade, warfare and diplomacy, we spend a few hours learning how to drag militia across the East Coast of America before launching into one of the least interesting depictions of the War of Independence imaginable. Americans, you deserve better!
This is not an isolated phenomenon. In its relatively brief existence as a state, the US simply haven’t fought many wars. However, war games featuring America are marketable, leading to developers cynically skewing events to increase their sales. This attitude does not lend itself to commendable art. The Call of Duty series, initially depicting the Second World War as a truly global affair, narrowed its scope in later instalments to the Pacific Rim and the Eastern front before shifting to a fictional war between America and its seemingly constant videogame nemesis, Russia. The Command and Conquer series did the same with the release of Red Alert 2. Assassin’s Creed III heads to America in its third instalment when China, Egypt or the emerging colonies in Southern America would been far more interesting. As a side note, this game continues an obsession with half-European, half-Native America protagonists. Where are they all supposed to have come from?
Much of our culture, not just gaming, is subject to Americanisation, Westernisation or simply misinterpretation. Load up your copy of Medieval: Total War. Play the Britannia campaign. Do you recognise a familiar face? It’s our old friend Mel Gibson, playing Scottish ‘freedom fighter’ William Wallace, in all his tartan and woad glory. Bad history is self-perpetuating.
So have videogames damaged our understanding of history? I think not. Anything which engages young minds to grapple the past should be encouraged; Age of Empires’ in-game history tab, and boxed history books, show historical gaming at its best. But I despair of the reductive approach to historical settings which can be both jingoist and backward-looking, counter to our age of globalisation and increased cultural understanding.  Historians always ask a question of a source: who has created this and why? When we hold the historical videogames of the 21st century up to the light, become a historian and ask: does this reflect the reality of the past, or the cultural values of the present?
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Epilogue
 
“Your mind makes it real.”
Morpheus
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Welcome
‘Thought beyond play.’
That is our new motto, and this is our new look. After the release of Five out of Ten #3, we went back to the drawing board to create a publication that is easier to navigate and better to read.
Once again, we’ve sourced the best independent videogame criticism on subjects no one else is covering. How can videogames help us understand what it’s like to feel disguised in day-to-day life? What if ultraviolence is part of your day job? How would we know if we were dreaming within a game? Why are so many games set on islands? Does anyone care about Superman these days? How do games tell better stories than other media, and where do they fall short?
The future of play is not a new generation of consoles: it is a closer examination of games, in a place where experience meets investigation and fact meets fiction. It is our thoughts that go beyond play. 
One thing is for certain, though... the greatest stories are yet to be told.

Contributors
Samantha Allen - PhD student in Women’s, Gender and Sexuality Studies at Emory University writing a dissertation on sexual fetishism. She writes regularly for The Border House and has contributed to Kotaku, Medium Difficulty and First Person Scholar.
Ed Smith - Journalist and writer working for International Business Times UK. His work has also appeared on The Escapist, Gamasutra, Medium Difficulty and Play magazine. When not getting fed up with how rubbish videogames are, he sleeps. 
Oscar Strik - A historical linguist who plays at being a game critic in his spare time. He blogs about music on Evening of Light, and about everything else on Sub Specie.
Julian Williams - By day a retail slave, by night he writes about video games and fantasy novels with the hope of one day becoming a ‘real’ writer. He can be found on RTS Guru, where he talks about League of Legends and god games too much.
Alan Williamson - Editor-in-Chief of Five out of Ten. This month, he’s been reading Agatha Christie novels and enjoying the unusually pleasant British summer. He’s still Irish, honest.
 

Going Stealth
Samantha Allen
 
The mirror seems to scream my artifice. I can see every telling detail: the small outcropping of flesh-coloured lace beneath the hairline of my wig, the tiny spot on my chin that I didn’t shave perfectly, the peculiar prominence of my brow line.
I look down at the sink and try to focus on the frothy lather that’s building in my hands, but I can feel her staring at me. She’s washing her hands, too, but she’s stopped all of a sudden. I steal a sideways glance through the mirror and notice her eyes moving up and down with a characteristic rapidity and intensity. She’s reading me. She knows I’m transgender.
“You shouldn’t be in here,” she insists forcefully and, when I protest, she threatens to call security. Or maybe she starts to hit me with her purse. Or maybe her overzealous boyfriend is in the men’s room. I’ve had nightmares about this scenario; it plays in my head every time I walk through a door that says ‘Women’. It will happen to me someday, but up to this point, I’ve been lucky.
In her game dys4ia, Anna Anthropy wrote, “I feel like a spy whenever I use the women’s bathroom.” I know how she feels. When I enter a restroom, I immediately take stock of the situation. Is there a queue? I don’t like to stand around; it gives people more time to examine me. Are there parents with kids in here? Mothers are often the most insistent police. The whole affair feels sadly, uncannily like a stealth game.
The affinities between stealth games and transgender experience run deep. In the transgender community, we even use the phrase ‘going stealth’ to describe living full-time without most people being aware of our transgender status or our identities prior to transition. We also talk about ‘passing’, a term we use to describe successfully interacting with others without being ‘read’ as transgender.
For trans* folks though, the consequences of failure are more dire than a Game Over screen. If the wrong people catch us we can be humiliated, detained, beaten, or murdered. A stream of heart-breaking headlines threatens to erode our already fragile foundations. For us, visibility all too often means violence. Not everyone can pass successfully; not everyone wants to.
I do not mean to suggest that passing is as inconsequential as playing a videogame for entertainment; rather, passing and stealth games occupy a shared mechanical territory and they operate on similar principles. It is because of this curious affinity between stealth games and transgender experience that I find myself identifying with some unlikely heroes.
Agent 47 of the Hitman franchise might seem to be a counter-intuitive role model for a transgender woman like myself. He has no hair; I’m trying to grow mine out. He’s built like a Mack truck; oestrogen is fast depleting what little muscle mass I had pre-transition. In recent trailers, he’s been known to perpetrate horrific acts of violence against women; I’m the kind of feminist killjoy who bristles at such advertising.
Yet when I enter the women’s restroom, Agent 47 is never far from my mind. He has a specific objective, usually murder; my goal is the much more peaceful one of urination. He dons various disguises to move through restricted areas; while I wait for my hair to grow, I use a long blond wig to send an unmistakable signal of femininity to my peers. His disguise must pass muster with various security personnel; my appearance has to satisfy gender-policing women in the restroom who stare at me too long.
Hitman: Blood Money is a game about a guy who kills boatloads of people – sometimes literally - and I’m painfully aware of the fact that the marketing for the Hitman franchise is irredeemably sexist. Approaching videogames as a primarily representational medium makes it easy for us to dismiss games like Hitman as culturally irrelevant experiences: in this mindset, games like Anna Anthropy’s dys4ia, Mattie Brice’s Mainichi and Merritt Kopas’ Lim seem far better suited to represent a marginalized transgender experience.
Without dismissing the worth of these queer games, on a mechanical level Hitman: Blood Money is a profoundly queer game about the struggle of moving through policed spaces and the risky politics of recognition that occur within them. We can have our queer cake and eat it too: we can play and make queer games, but we can also ‘queer up’ games that might seem, at first blush, to have nothing to say about life in the margins.
Agent 47 is by no means a perfect chameleon. In fact, his character design is so nondescript that it loops back around into conspicuousness. When I play the “Flatline” mission disguised as a doctor, I am bewildered by the doctors’ failure to realize that a perfectly bald man with a comically square build has replaced their fellow MD. “There’s even a barcode on his neck!” I yell at them, through my monitor.
But ‘Dr. 47’ never seems to betray his nervousness about being noticed, if he feels any at all. He walks confidently through security chokepoints and into restricted areas. He shrugs off his conspicuousness, ignores the barcode and embraces the disguise. What if acting like he belongs is precisely what gives him the edge he needs to slip through space unrecognized?
Gender attribution, the form of interpersonal recognition that matters most to me, is a fast and imprecise process. It is, as Kate Bornstein describes it, the moment in which “we look at somebody and say ‘that’s a man,’ or ‘that’s a woman.’” Gender attribution is, for me, a looming storm cloud that hangs over all of my interactions. I feel conspicuous everywhere because I’m 5’10” and I struggle to produce a believable female voice. 
These are my barcodes.
Most observers don’t think too hard about gender attribution and, like Agent 47, I’m fortunate enough to benefit from their inattention. As Bornstein observes, people make gender attributions “all the time without thinking about it.” Passing in public, as Bornstein and others note, is about lining up enough of the right kinds of physical and behavioural ‘cues’. In my case, as a transgender woman who attempts to approximate a more-or-less-normative feminine appearance, those cues are breasts, long hair, a close gait and a shaky attempt at a female voice.
Most people take note of these cues in less than a second and don’t spend any more time acting like sex detectives. They catch a glimpse of boobs and hair: case closed. Even though I feel like I have a barcode on my neck, I often try to follow in Agent 47’s footsteps by putting my faith in a few simple cues and hoping my confidence can paper over my tells.
I’ll admit that this confidence would come more easily if I could see my own suspicion meter. In Hitman, a suspicion meter tracks the enemy AI’s level of suspicion from green (everything is normal) to yellow (something is afoot) to red (47’s identity has been compromised). 47 can raise the suspicion meter in several ways. If he runs, makes too much noise, or gets too close to the wrong people, security personnel will start to take notice of his presence. When this happens, the player-qua-47 might be tempted to panic and pull out a weapon but, in fact, the best way to lower the suspicion meter is to remain calm, act naturally and move steadily away from danger.
As I approach a new public environment, I imagine a tiny suspicion meter in the corner of my vision. I move slowly, not just because women tend to take smaller strides, but because faster movement would cause more people to notice me. I’m acutely aware of my noise level: unless I’m at a gay bar or a Women’s Studies conference, I follow a strict “no talking in bathrooms” rule. Like Agent 47, I identify potential troublemakers in advance and try to skirt around them.  I use casual stereotypes based on dress and age to guess how socially conservative my fellow bathroom-goers might be and, if I’m not comfortable with the crowd, I’ll wait for them to exit before I emerge from the stall.
When my personal suspicion meter reaches yellow, I have to remind myself that panicking is often the worst thing I can do when I get nervous. Whenever someone turns their head as I walk by, whenever they make eye contact with me, I resist the urge to run in the opposite direction.
After I started presenting female full-time, I had to acclimatise myself to the notion that people look at women because they want to look at woman and not because they’re actively trying to ferret out transgender folks. The art critic John Berger famously claimed, “men act and women appear. Men look at women.” The feminist film scholar Laura Mulvey similarly argues that, in a patriarchal economy of looking, femininity is more or less synonymous with “to-be-looked-at-ness.”
I had read Berger and Mulvey prior to my transition but I hadn’t experienced the truth of their theories first-hand. After I came out, cisgender female friends reassured me that I was passing and that being looked at was, much to their chagrin, an inevitable part of being a woman in public. I mistakenly thought that my suspicion meter was always on the border between yellow and red; they reassured me that it was green.
One of the most important lessons that close female friends have taught me is that my fear of the suspicion meter itself can sometimes be enough to bump it up to yellow. If I continue to act naturally in the bathroom, the woman washing her hands next to is far more likely to think twice than she is to publicly confront me. But if I start to squirm under her gaze, my nervousness will only invite further scrutiny. Similarly, if Agent 47 were to pull out a firearm every time a guard looked at him, he would never complete his mission. While there are extreme situations in which running becomes imperative, the best course of action is usually to remain calm, collect myself and trust that the suspicion meter will subside on its own.
Using the restroom isn’t a game to me, but it behaves like one. What was once a simple fulfilment of a need is now a complex negotiation of space that requires a certain degree of stealthy acumen. I take no delight in playing this bathroom game: I’d much rather live in a world that does not require transgender folks to pass in order to avoid violence. But in the world as presently constituted, Hitman: Blood Money is an unexpected reflection of my fears as a transgender woman and an unintended lesson in the kinds of tactics I can use to overcome them.
When Agent 47 gets in a bind near the end of a mission, he can rely on lethal firepower to punch his way through to an exit. When I get in a bind, a serious bind, all I have is paper: a passport with an F on it and a letter from my psychologist that says I “should have full access to facilities marked for women.” These documents provide me with some mild reassurance, but when someone really wants to hurt me, paper can’t protect me - my passport can’t block punches.
For that reason and many others, I’d much rather live in a world where videogames didn’t participate so enthusiastically in the very culture of violence that makes my life precarious. Turning Agent 47 into a transgender icon might seem like cold comfort in a cultural climate where the old guard of gaming enthusiastically defends the misogynistic marketing that surrounds him. But while I wait for change, I rely on these small interpretive acts of subversion if only to metabolize the mainstream.
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Isolation
Oscar Strik
 
English has two words for the same thing: isle and island. The first derives from the  Latin insula while the second comes from the Old Germanic agwjō- (water) and landa (land). They both mean a bit of land surrounded by water, a feature of the Earth that has been important to people for a long time.
While islands have been key locations for human settlement and trade, for as long as we’ve been able to build boats, they are symbolic for separation as well as connection. In Latin, īnsula means not only ‘island’ but also an apartment block of lower class citizens- as if islands of plebs exist in a sea of ‘proper’ citizens.
To see an island as a symbol of separation is understandable enough, since it’s not always easy to cross a body of water to get there. For this reason, islands occupy a special place in the history of human thought as locations where not all of the regular rules apply. The word isolation, then, means to be made into an island; to isolate something or someone means to separate from the rest of the world.
The Secret of Monkey Island, Myst, Dead Island, Far Cry and more: islands are long popular in videogames. To uncover what makes islands such compelling locations, we’re going to have to visit them.
---
When you open your eyes, you’ve arrived somewhere in the Outer Hebrides: a chain of isles off the Scottish coast that possess an eerie barren beauty, a blasted landscape resulting from the Atlantic and Europe going head to head. On Dear Esther’s island, there are no trees, but only the faded greens and purples of grass, heath, and moss. Looking around, there’s not just this one island. The sea is dotted with small skerries in the distance, but apart from the skeletons of boats strewn around the shore, the isolation is complete. There’s no way off the island.
The lighthouse is broken, its stairs reduced to rubble. It’s not clear who the game’s narrator is, but the poetic internal voice tries to impose as much clarity on the situation as he possibly can. He’s drawn to the island in search of Esther. Their relationship is unclear, except that he cares about Esther and her death in a car accident can be garnered from his incoherent ruminations.
He’s not the first to be drawn to the island. There’s the unnamed hermit, Jakobson the would-be shepherd, and Donnelly the historian. The island is an attractor of lost souls, a beacon for people who’ve lost something or are looking for solitude.
To me, Dear Esther’s island is most like a ruined memory palace: a projection of the narrator’s trauma onto a landscape that doesn’t conform to expectations. Visually, the graphical realism suggests a lifelike island, and I expected that I would freely explore the island. 
This was not the case: there are areas of the island where we would normally be able to go, yet for some reason we are confined to the paths set out by the narrator, a winding gallery of sights and symbols that perhaps we can piece together where he can not. 
We are physically restricted to the mental roads that the narrator is forced to re-tread in search of some form of redemption. All the same, an island is the perfect spatio-visual form for such a jumble of painful thoughts: a place detached from the rest of the world, precisely because it can’t exist in reality in the way it does in Dear Esther. The  island is a broken land, seemingly lifelike, but actually a stack of memorised and mythologised places superimposed on one another. Perhaps tellingly, there is no animal life on the island, except for the occasional seagull-often symbols for dead souls in the folklore of seashore-dwelling cultures.
Designer Dan Pinchbeck called Dear Esther a ghost story, and while there are a couple of ghosts to be seen on the island, the island itself is perhaps the most important ghost. The spectral apparitions are as much part of island’s uncanny arsenal as its more familiar fixtures: the cliffs, the plants, the water, the ruins, the full moon.
---
Again you open your eyes, and you’ve arrived on a beach. The landscape presented by Miasmata contrasts sharply with that of Dear Esther. Trees are all around, and the atmosphere is decidedly more temperate or even tropical at times. Your vision is filled with vivid greens and brightly coloured flowers. Dr. Robert Hughes has washed up on the shores of paradise, it seems.
There is a wholly different sense of embodiment in Miasmata, and not all is well in paradise. Your avatar becomes thirsty, disoriented, dizzy, and has trouble retaining footing on the many steep hillsides and slippery slopes of Eden, the island. There is nothing airy about being on Eden: if anything, you’re firmly grounded and hounded by the need to fix up a medicine for the plague you have contracted. This is one of the central mechanics: gathering the natural ingredients to prepare the medicines to keep you on your feet, ultimately cure the plague that is eating away at you, and the people on the continent you left behind.
If this first mechanic has the player fighting against time, a second and equally important one is all about space. Unlike the island of Dear Esther, Eden is almost completely covered in dense forest, and there aren’t that many vantage points that really give a good overview of your surroundings. The designers have turned this visual challenge into a cartographic one, having you chart your own map using landmarks to triangulate your location on the island, and thus slowly revealing its shape. Crucial to this are the ruins and statues — analogues of Easter Island’s ahu and mo’ai — that can be seen in many places. 
The parallel between Eden and Easter Island is an attractive one, but it falls apart in certain respects. On Easter Island, the erection of the mo’ai had occurred in step with the complete deforestation of the island in a period of growing cultural unrest. On Eden, nature is pristine, and besides the statues, ruins, and beacons, there are no traces of human civilisation at all. That is, except for the huts erected by the scientists that had travelled to the island earlier, seeking the same cure.
The pursuit of that cure dominates the majority of Miasmata, and although movement around the island is totally free, the limitations posed on your own body by disease and thirst force you to turn the environment into a series of vectors. You’re always making for the next house or tent, the next pool of fresh water, the nearest patch of medicinal fungi. Whereas the fettered movement in Dear Esther is a consequence of the protagonist’s mental pathways, at first it appears to be the body rather than the mind of Hughes that guides our movement into particular patterns.
In the end, it turns out the two men might be more similar than first appearances suggest. In Miasmata, everything hinges on the cure for the plague. Once you successfully synthesise it and administer it to yourself, all previous challenges melt away. No more fever, no more thirst, and crucially, the ‘Beast’ that stalks you is nowhere to be found any more. It’s almost as if many of the bodily aspects of your character are illusions brought on by a plague that might be mental as much as it is physical. Perhaps Eden is built from memory almost as much as the unnamed island of Dear Esther.
I say that Miasmata is about a guilty man’s memories, about a paradise that has been lost, and about a mind trying to forget. In the light of the physicality of the game, it is remarkable that Hughes gets thirsty so often, but is never hungry. There is food on the island, but only in the form of rotten fruit. He doesn’t want to eat it, and its only use is to throw it at the pursuing Beast to distract it. It might not be too far-fetched to detect an echo here of the original Eden. It seems Hughes wants to avoid knowledge of good and evil at all costs, because it will confront him with his own deeds. No surprise then that he tosses the fruit at the creature stalking him, and attempts to wash everything away and cure the past.
Eventually, the cure is made, and you are free to wander in paradise for as long as you want, with only the bugs and birds for company. This is the best way to truly explore the island, but it feels curiously atemporal. The last goal in your notebook once you cure yourself is “leave the island”. This way off comes in the form of a smaller island that is hardly realistic; it’s more of an avenue of palms leading to a final point: a mooring for the boat that will take you away from Eden, and towards an ambiguous suicide.
---
You open your eyes one last time. Again, there is the shore, different, more abstract. You float, rather than swim, towards the island, no doubts about your lack of physicality in this incarnation. As you glide across the island, among the trees and up and down the slopes, soft music plays. Here and there, an animal sits. When you approach, they seem to respond, as does the music. However, the effects are so subtle that it’s hard to tell just how much reactivity is going on.
As Ian Bogost writes in his excellent tripartite review, Proteus isn’t about you. It’s about being an island, or perhaps more accurately, about an island being there. We are but guests on it, accidental interlopers. Because we have no business on the island, it has the opportunity to present itself exactly as it is, unconstrained by our goals or needs. Unlike on Eden, nightfall is not our enemy, nor are steep slopes. Unlike in Dear Esther, memory imposes no corridors on your movement. You float where you want, for as long as you want. At their own pace, the cycles of day and night and the four seasons turn, and you witness the various dresses the island wears.
Unlike the islands in the previous two games, the Proteus island itself is abstracted, painted in broad strokes that are perhaps inspired by real life, but always just a bit distant. Proteus delights in hinting at the familiar — an animal, a lodge, a path, a standing stone — but never explains, preferring to remain a mystery. We have to meet the island on its own terms.
Only when you have indulged the island, lived according to its rhythm and heard what it has to tell you, it lets go. The island relinquishes its hold, and you are lifted up above the clouds, perhaps by your own weightlessness. It’s one of the most magical and deeply moving moments I’ve ever experienced in a videogame. Flying high, you may catch a few last receding glimpses of the strange island that has been your home, before closing your eyes one final time.
---
Though unique, our three islands have things in common as well. Islands are excellent game locations from a world design perspective. An island is naturally bounded: no player would expect to be able to swim across an ocean given even the most basic premise of realism. As such, there is no need to resort to the artificial or even invisible walls that we find in many 3D worlds. That Dear Esther does so anyway, a point that bothered me at first, only shows that it has narrative reasons for doing so.
Our islands are the way they are through a kind of symbolic resonance. In order to tell us what they need to, they have to be places separate from ordinary existence or virtual approximations thereof. Their isolation is not just physical; it is also conceptual.
Isolation as a concept relies on a difference in traversability between two areas or substances. Obviously walking on soil is more natural to swimming long distances. In two-dimensional space, our standard way of moving around the world, isolation is most easily symbolised by a concentric model: an island surrounded by water, a village surrounded by a thick forest. Three-dimensional isolation can also be felt clearly, and is a major theme of science fiction: Earth as a spherical island in an ocean of space.
These islands also express isolation in non-spatial dimensions. If we take time and consciousness as one dimension, life is a linear interval amidst an ocean of non-being, bounded by birth and death. Being (re)born is piercing through the boundary and reaching a new place. Scale this up to a more familiar multi-dimensional world, and islands become natural locations to symbolise life, death, and places beyond the ordinary. Various cultures locate their departed souls somewhere across an ocean and on islands: the Ancient Greeks and their Isles of the Blest and Tolkien’s Vanimar are but two examples. To me, the three games seem part of the same tradition.
This symbolism of life and death (or something in between) goes hand in hand with a vertical spatiality in our games. In Miasmata, this element is perhaps weakest, elevation providing clarity and geographic overview, but little else. In Dear Esther we find a very powerful vertical pattern: you start at ground level, confused, but the descent into the beautiful caves takes you down below sea level, where the narrator’s deepest memories are. From the lowest point, you ascend to the highest: the beacon that has been luring you from the beginning, and inevitably the site of the game’s climax. Like a modern day echo of Henrik Ibsen’s Master Builder, you leap off your tower to a certain death, and fly as a seagull into the horizon. Finally, I’ve already mentioned Proteus’ ending, that gentle ascent before your eyes close again, above the clouds, under the full moon.
The unique spatial possibilities offered by videogame islands feel more like a ‘place’, more ‘real’, than other island fictions. Being able to actively traverse and explore an island makes us sensitive not only to the space itself, but also to its meaning. By being there, by inhabiting a virtual island, we feel what it wants to tell us, in addition to reading, seeing, and hearing.
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Awakening
Julian Williams
 
Dreams are where the surreal meets the familiar, blanketed through a thick fog of obscurity we numbly accept. In one, I’m at high school, inexplicably naked, surrounded by everyone, without a thought or a care as to how in the world I got there. Quite simply, in a dream, there is no ‘how’ or ‘why,’ there is simply the now. 
In another dream, I was Link from The Legend of Zelda. I crept through a dingy blue-green dungeon, looking for a way out, completely alone. Behind me, a gigantic leathery hand phased out of the wall – these are the Wallmasters, which grab you and whisk you back to the dungeon entrance. But instead of grabbing me, a knife was in its hand. There was a slash, I fell to the ground, and I woke up, heart racing. 
When Link is first marooned in Link’s Awakening, an owl swoops in and tells him that he must wake the Wind Fish residing in a giant egg to escape Koholint Island. This requires him to gather eight instruments from shrines and defeat the Nightmares within. When you first hear this, it seems logical enough for a Zelda game – ‘Gather Eight Magical MacGuffins’ is the series’ modus operandi – yet, on second glance, it’s total nonsense. How did we get from defeating Ganon by collecting the Triforce in the first game to waking a giant winged sea creature from a giant egg with eight instruments? Yet, I never questioned it. 
Link’s Awakening was released for the Game Boy in 1993, then remastered for the Game Boy Color in 1998. It seems like a regular entry in the Zelda franchise when a shipwrecked Link lands on Koholint Island, found by a young girl called Malon. The hidden truth is that this is all a dream world and Link is actually unconscious. Koholint Island has been conjured by his sleeping mind.
All games create a fabricated universe in which we can play: a reality outside of our own, much like dreams themselves. In games, we are allowed to play about and break rules our world would not allow, which is why games like Grand Theft Auto have been such great successes, giving us free reign on a world densely packed with things it knows we want to totally destroy. Dreams do this as well, as if to give us a practice run at something we might need to deal with in the real world. This is why my brain fabricated the experience with the Wallmasters – it wanted me to be ready just in case I was in a dungeon and a giant floating leathery hand wanted to kill me. It made sense in the dream.
So naturally the question would be: what if you were playing a game about a person who goes on fantastic adventures and fights monsters on a regular basis? What would their dreams be like? This is Link’s Awakening: the player experiencing the fantastic world that Link’s subconscious creates - and, in strange ways, the world that the player creates too.
As the player goes through Link’s Awakening, the game messes with their head. You vanquish surreal and strange bosses in increasing more bizarre locations: a Tail Cave where you fight Moldorm the giant worm, a Face Shrine where you kill a face on the floor. The monsters that inhabit them seem strange as well, such as the Three Of A Kind monsters that change card ‘suits’ on their stomachs and must be destroyed at the right time. It is a far cry from the formulaic ice and lava worlds of Mario, or the unnamed dungeons of The Adventure of Link and Legend of Zelda. 
There’s a Dream Shrine, where you sleep and investigate a new mini dungeon and retrieve an ocarina from it. This section has always stuck out to me. It is a big hint that Link is in a dream, but it also adds an Inception-like additional layer to the game. Link once retrieved a flute from a boy in the Dark World in Link to the Past, a game for the SNES that had already been out for a year by the release of Link’s Awakening. It looked nearly identical. Years later, the ocarina would become the titular item in The Ocarina of Time. Like Cobb’s top in Inception, is Link’s ocarina his totem? Is it his one connection to his real world?
The villagers talk in self-aware riddles, such as the kids near the beach who break the fourth wall: “Hey, man! When you want to save just push all the Buttons at once! Uhh... Don’t ask me what that means, I’m just a kid!” There’s the occasional cute, wink-at-the-player moments in other Zelda games like this, such as a DS-shaped island in Phantom Hourglass, or blatant ‘Press the A button to Whoop!’ tutorials, but rarely have they spoken about game mechanics, then said they don’t know what it means. In the context of dreams – with the game’s hints of Nightmares, the game’s title, and the like – it adds to the feeling of disconnection.
You stumble across familiar faces and icons from other games that shouldn’t be in the world of Zelda. Goombas sit in underground side-scrolling segments that you can hop on to flatten, which makes sense in the world of Mario, but not here. Mario’s pet dinosaur Yoshi can be won in the crane game in the village, while a Chain Chomp is Madame Meow Meow’s pet dog, despite that there are other animals in the game that look nothing like him. Kirby from Kirby’s Dreamland and Wart from Super Mario Bros 2 even make guest appearances. 
Why would these things exist in Zelda? In a series that is usually straight-faced and ordinary, to have such references that stretch beyond simple easter eggs is strange. At the time, I felt the oddness creeping up on me as I stomped Goombas and explored the ‘Bottle Grotto,’ smashing a genie’s lamp and collecting a magic conch horn. Something was just off, and the more I played the more these elements stopped being quirky and started meaning something.
It’s not until farther into the game that Link’s Awakening spells it out for you: in the Southern Face Shrine you can read a picture carved on the wall, with the inscription; “The Isle of Koholint is but an illusion – wake the dreamer, and Koholint will vanish much like a bubble on a needle.”
Suddenly it all makes sense: the random object collection, the villagers and their self-awareness, the Nightmare bosses. Link is the Wind Fish, and the player takes control of his avatar to wake him. And to hint to the player that something is off with this Zelda title, it used jumbled-up nonsense dungeons and Nintendo icons we as players are familiar with. The surreal environments and the Goombas I stomped on worked in tandem to tell me, the player, “This is not real. This is not how Zelda is supposed to go. This is wrong.” Any player who picks this game up first might be led to believe strange things about the Zelda franchise.
There’s a terrific ‘Itawa Asks’ I’ve read more times than I can count, where Nintendo developers describe the creation of Link’s Awakening. They approached it “as a sort of afterschool dub activity,” just throwing anything that would stick to the game, including other Nintendo properties like Goombas and Chain Chomps. In the end, designer Takashi Tezuka said even the design team felt like they were making a parody of their own game, The Legend of Zelda. It’s something they all agree could only have been made back then. 
This parody-like creation they have wrought looks like the raincloud on my “you are the Wind Fish” parade, but I actually find it more fascinating this way. How did they know what they were designing? Would they even have known the result of their side project endeavours would create this dream-reality? I’m not convinced, and either way, the outcome still feels like a surreal dream-sequence with the player and Link trapped inside his own brain. 
With the truth unveiled, the game seems to just go wild with it. Malon, the pretty girl who first found you, keeps hinting that she doesn’t want Link to go. The monsters and bosses keep demanding that he must not wake the Wind Fish. They no longer look like simple guardians of the instruments; they now feel like agents in the story, begging you not to end their world and reacting violently in their desperation. One boss even threatens you not to do it, for you will lose Malon. 
The final boss, the Nightmare, is a shifting mass of black that keeps changing into both new and familiar bosses to destroy Link. Link’s subconscious wants him to awaken, but the creatures it birthed have enough sentience to try and stop him before they are erased forever.
When Link wakes, he’s floating alone on a piece of the ship destroyed by a thunderstorm. He looks overhead and sees the Wind Fish flying above him. My mind recalled the Dream Shrine, the Inception-like moment where Link slept to discover the flute in his subconcious. 
Cobb’s top still spins. The dream goes on.
 

Man of Silicon
Alan Williamson
Superman is back on the silver screen with the release of Man of Steel, which is at least the fourth time the world’s greatest hero has received a reboot. Lois and Clark, Superman Returns, Smallville, that animated series… no matter what the media executives try, Superman has never really appealed to me as a character. I’ve always found him boring: a goody two-shoes with all of the power and none of the personality.
In Frank Miller’s seminal Batman reimagining The Dark Knight Returns, Superman makes a guest appearance as a pawn of the US Government who is sent in to curb Bruce Wayne’s incessant winged vigilantism. Historically, Superman is described as standing for “truth, justice and the American Way”, although it seems he really stands for whatever political variant of the American Way is currently in office. Despite Superman’s origins as a male power fantasy that reflects American exceptionalism, the character himself is a blank canvas on which to pin the ideals of the time.
While he actively chooses to be good, rather than being inherently good in some theological sense, that depends on your definition of ‘good’. In Red Son, Superman’s spaceship crash-lands on Earth twelve hours later than the accepted canon. Due to the Earth’s rotation he ends up in Soviet-era Ukraine, and wins the Cold War for Russia through virtue of being invulnerable. Without ruining the book, which comes highly recommended, Superman’s desire to solve the world’s problems spirals into outright totalitarianism.
This malleability of personality may make for a dull hero, but it’s not dissimilar to the modern videogame protagonist. Where videogames of the 1980s and 1990s focused on strong (if often silent) heroes such as Mario, Sonic, Link and Lara Croft, recent games have presented player-characters we can mould to suit our will. This is almost a necessity in online games like World of Warcraft, but can also be seen in solitary adventures like Fable and The Elder Scrolls. Yet Superman’s character in media is nearly always predetermined and unwavering. It takes a truly skilled writer such as Grant Morrison in All-Star Superman to give the guy a shred of personality.
Despite Superman’s unwavering popularity as a comic book icon, no critically successful Superman game has ever been released. From the 1978 Atari Superman to the 2011 iOS game, they’ve all been disasters- some are even considered among the worst videogames of all time. While bad videogames are nothing new, sadly, maybe there’s more to the failure of Superman games than bad development or bad luck. What if Superman and videogames are two diametrically opposed concepts: an unstoppable force meeting an immovable object? What if Superman games can’t be good?
Kryptonite
For years, comic writers have struggled to add threat to Superman stories. How can you threaten an invincible man? He’s unmatched in a fight, has superhuman intelligence and an eidetic memory, flies fast enough to travel back in time, has X-ray vision, super hearing and breath that freezes people. I didn’t even know about that last one until I started reading the comics to research this article. Super breath. Seriously.
Of course, Superman isn’t really invulnerable: lore maintains that he is a living solar battery who becomes supercharged under the rays of a yellow sun. In the absence of red suns to use against him, the natural way for the comics to instil peril is by limiting his powers through the use of something like Kryptonite. Originally available in green flavour, it became so prevalent in such a rainbow of colours that supervillains began to carry boxes in their pockets like radioactive Tic-Tacs. What should be an interesting twist becomes a predictable trope, a diabolus ex machina.
Videogames are no stranger to forcing limitations on the player: to break up the repetition of replaying the same scenarios over and over, they use tricks like escorting a defenceless computer-controller character, imposing time limits, or forcing the use of stealth in an otherwise un-sneaky game. It’s no coincidence that these moments can be the worst parts of the game, stopping the player from relying on previous learned skills. But when superheroes appear in games, these limitations are imposed throughout the entirety of the game: the X-Men’s powers must recharge between uses, the Hulk only feels mildly irritated, Spiderman’s sense no longer has the same tingle.
In a videogame, Superman is crippled by arbitrary limits rather than a Kryptonite plot twist. In the 1992 Mega Drive game Superman, he has a meter to represent health, his fists have ammunition, and his jumps can’t even clear a tall man, never mind a tall building. The game doesn’t justify the ‘Man of Steel’ subtitle it received for its European release. In worlds where plumbers can shoot fireballs and hedgehogs become blue buzz saws, there’s little appeal for a superhero who is a shadow of his usual self. Playing as Superman should be like an old PC game where you could cheat and turn on ‘God mode’ and ‘noclip’, whizzing through the air and absorbing everything your enemies can throw at you. But it shouldn’t feel like you’re cheating; it should be the starting point.
Is it a bird? Is it a plane?
 If there’s one type of game that sets off an alarm bell for enthusiasts, it’s the ‘licensed’ game: often film or TV tie-ins, normally produced by a second-rate developer, typically dreadful. Only a handful of titles are given enough care and attention to break out of their licensed trappings, like the superlative Batman: Arkham series, or Treasure’s decidedly not-for-kids Astro Boy: Omega Factor. Licensed games usually take the form of the most popular genre of the time, even if it’s completely inappropriate to the subject matter. Witness The Addams Family in a platform game, The Simpsons in a beat-em-up or a Star Trek third-person shooter. Likewise, Superman is often stuffed into the prevailing game paradigm of the time. Superman for the Atari 2600 is, like most Atari games (I am a child of the 1990s), a blocky primordial mess of dubious entertainment value.
You don’t need to look hard to find a licensed platform game for the Mega Drive or Super Nintendo – Batman, Spiderman, X-Men, every Disney film of the era are all represented – but Superman’s appearances are particularly bad. In the 1994 game The Death and Return of Superman, the Man of Steel appears in a side-scrolling beat-em-up with zero imagination and even less fun. It’s completely unconvincing seeing him lose a fight to generic monsters, like watching a father ‘lose’ in an arm-wrestle with his child. Of course, a fighting game where you controlled Superman at the peak of his powers wouldn’t be much of a challenge, but that just tells us he’s in the wrong genre.
Of all Superman’s powers, flight is probably the hardest to get right. Flight has never been a strong point of videogames: three-dimensional flight simulators need a joystick and a strong sense of inertia, otherwise you end up with the unconvincing floating of Halo: Reach or the isometric hell of Desert Strike. Bad enough for controlling a jet or helicopter, but what about controlling a flying man who doesn’t have engines or a throttle? Both of Superman’s appearances on the Commodore 64 feature flying: 1989’s The Man of Steel rips off various shoot-em-ups of the era, including Sega’s Space Harrier and Irem’s R-Type, with his laser eyes replacing guns. They dodge the challenges of having to navigate through 3D space by restricting Superman to two axes of movement, but 1999’s notorious Superman: The New Adventures (colloquially known as Superman 64) does not.
Often called the worst game of all time, in this infamously crap adventure Lex Luthor creates a virtual Metropolis and traps Superman’s friends inside it. The dastardly Luthor then forces him to fly through a maze of floating rings to save his friends. This is a supervillain of unparalleled genius, wealth and technological resources, sending his arch-nemesis on a virtual reality recreation of the classic game show Gladiators.
This careless, unpolished mess of a game, where Superman steers like a rudderless boat through thick Kryptonite soup, became the third best-selling Nintendo 64 game in July 1999. But how did it get to that point during development? In a post-mortem interview the game’s producer, Eric Caen, blames outside interference from DC Comics for the ridiculous virtual setting (Superman isn’t allowed to beat up real people) and the rushed development schedule. While it’s tempting to lay the blame at the feet of the developers, we shouldn’t forget that all game development is fraught with political tension, especially when licensed properties are involved.
The White Knight
“I want you to remember the one man who beat you.”
Who would win in a fight between Superman and Batman? It sounds like a question for a playground argument, or a dull day on Yahoo Answers, but it really depends on the context. In The Dark Knight Returns, Batman is only able to ‘defeat’ Superman by faking his own death. In Batman: Hush, a rogue Superman can only be stopped with a weapon he designed himself and entrusted to Batman years before. But when looking at their respective game appearances, there’s no contest: Batman games have been moderately enjoyable for years, but the Arkham games in particular – as discussed in more detail elsewhere in this issue – mark a highpoint for comic book adaptations.
Batman is an easier character to portray, because he doesn’t have superpowers – unless you count being a billionaire genius and martial arts expert as superpowers, which I guess is fair enough. His inability to absorb damage from firearms, reliance on silent predation and gadgets, and his reluctancy to kill people make him an ideal candidate for a stealth game. While videogames still fail to convey the superhuman, they’re becoming increasingly better at portraying the human.
If you’re still eager to pitch the two characters against each other, 2013’s Injustice: Gods Among Us allows just that. Rather than limiting the power of Superman, it raises the power of the other characters through ‘Kryptonian nanomachines’, which explains why the Joker doesn’t explode into a puddle of white foundation when Superman punches him. I’m using “explains” in a loose sense: it seems unfair to scoff at the plot when it involves a character with a magic ring that makes thoughts into material reality. Injustice allows for a Superman who feels truly mighty, albeit without the unbridled power of his traditional comic book appearances. It strikes a balance that no Superman game ever has.
Secret Identity
Fans of the Man of Steel have never received the dedicated game they deserve. The release of the mediocre Man of Steel iPad game accompanying the film suggests this is unlikely to change soon. It’s not a matter of hardware performance: it’s an impossible task to cram that many superpowers into the mould of a traditional videogame, which can’t do justice to the unique identity of the character. What we need is something which breaks that mould. Just as the rules of normal people do not apply, so the rules of normal games should not apply. I’m not sure how to achieve that, but it sure doesn’t involve health bars, time limits or Kryptonite fog.
Superman’s secret identity is of course Clark Kent, the Daily Planet journalist. In a way, to separate the two is to create a false dichotomy: while there are obvious differences between the two personas, they both stand for justice and the desire to be good, although they accomplish that in different ways.
Kent is a fascinating disguise, because it reveals how Superman sees the average person: a shy, clumsy nerd (and a journalist, which perhaps explains why a lot of negative articles are written about him). So if it’s any consolation that there are few good Superman games, remember that he probably finds it frustrating playing the role of us, too.
Further Reading
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Killing is Charmless: 
How L.A. Noire Makes Violence Boring
Ed Smith
 
The backlash against BioShock Infinite represents something healthy in today’s game criticism. Despite garnering critical acclaim from the enthusiast press, bloggers and commentators have taken the game to task over its violence. Infinite’s art design, political overtones and grand vision were not tinsel enough to distract from its high body count, and that’s a positive shift.
Game violence is getting its day in court. Spec Ops: The Line, Hotline Miami and of course the tragic shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School have urged us, makers and reviewers alike, to try to address the relationship between games and killing. The AAA space remains more or less unchanged and will continue, for a long time, to do well off first-person shooters, but dissent is spreading: When a game as high-profile as BioShock Infinite is being described by Kotaku as “insanely, ridiculously violent”, it feels like tastes are maturing. 
However back in 2011, the conversation around game violence was broadly similar. This was the year that brought us games called Killzone 3, Bodycount and Bulletstorm. We had Saints Row: The Third that let us beat people to death with a dildo, and Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 3 which did for game violence what 1990’s Pretty Woman did for prostitution. 
Despite progressive hits like Limbo and Driver: San Francisco, which proved games could be both successful and fun without having the player partake in killing, in 2011 it felt like games were becoming more violent than ever. Yet one violent game stood out on the shelves: Team Bondi’s L.A. Noire. You play as a cop: contrary to games like Battlefield and Grand Theft Auto, where killing is equated with winning, your responsibility is to prevent murder, rather than exact it. It’s not the first game to avoid the subject of murder — innumerable games do that — but L.A. Noire is a rare example that presents an aesthetic of killing without championing it or making it central to the game. 
Far removed from worlds of gung-ho soldiers and gangsters, Cole Phelps, the cop you play in L.A. Noire, is a coward. Ostensibly he’s a war hero, having fought with the 6th Marine Division during the battle for Sugar Loaf Hill in Okinawa. We find out later however that during the battle, he played dead to avoid fighting. It’s a smart and satirical decision by Team Bondi, presenting a soldier — typically the hero of videogames — as someone unworthy and unimpressive. Far from enjoyment, you get the sense that Phelps’ fascination with killing and the reason he took his job stems from a need to reconcile. He wants to save people, not only to grow into the reputation others have bestowed on him, but also to vindicate himself. 
So instead of something fun, L.A. Noire presents killing as something lamentable. As Phelps, you see killing after it’s happened. You don’t get the spectacle, the blood-flying, the loud noises of guns. All you see are the consequences, dead women lying in alleys and children left without parents. There are few corpses and each one has the game’s undivided attention. When someone is killed in L.A. Noire, they have a face and a name, a driving license, a house and a family. They have orphaned daughters and panicked spouses, unpaid bills and bitter ex—lovers. They have lives that have been taken by criminals who have lives of their own.
One such character is Lester Pattison, a hit and run victim you encounter while working on the traffic desk. Pattison is interesting because he exemplifies L.A. Noire showing the specific aftermath of game violence: he’s a classic victim of the kind of character you would play in Grand Theft Auto. 
In GTA, we’d watch Pattison bounce playfully off our bonnet before driving off to run over more people. In L.A. Noire we find his corpse bounced twenty feet down the road by a speeding Cadillac, head split open from the impact with the concrete. We find his wallet, date of birth, a letter he wrote to an insurance company. As Phelps, trying to get to grips with killing, we stand over Pattison and look at his face.  With his photorealistic features and money troubles, he’s a human: one we players realise we’ve killed umpteen times by driving gleefully into him with an ice-cream truck in an alternate universe.
The streets of Los Angeles are littered with these familiar kinds of corpses. As well as Pattison, another case has you picking over a shooting in a nightclub, a scene reminiscent of dozens of games from Call of Juarez to The Getaway. L.A. Noire serves as a counterpoint to violence in games by taking familiar death scenes and forcing you to pick up after the criminals. Where you’re perhaps used to playing the criminal and leaving the scene or ending the level before the cops arrive, now your role is inverted and all you are left with are questions: who would do this, and why? In Phelps’ world, the answers are “her husband” and “because they were arguing.” Applied broadly to videogames, they’re “you” and “because you thought it was fun.” 
Anti-violent videogames are specifically targeted at the players of violent ones. Spec Ops: The Line takes aim at today’s war shooters, while Hotline Miami with its blurred story and points system takes a swing at our motivations, asking “do you like killing people?” Games like these are effective at criticising the medium. They challenge videogame conceits that are distasteful but nevertheless blithely and unquestioningly accepted. However, they don’t confront the broader problem that killing is often dramatised and glamorised in popular cultural forms beyond just videogames.   
Though Bondi’s game specifically criticises game violence, it also battles against other fiction, deconstructing the heightened crime drama found in shows like CSI and Law and Order. In the way David Simon’s Homicide: A Year on the Killing Streets set out to demystify the American detective, with its bored characters and terse exchanges, L.A. Noire disassembles the idea that death is remarkable. When a body turns up, the officers on the scene aren’t there to right some objective wrong or capture a heinous villain. They’re there because it’s their job and because two slow junkies lost track of how much they were shooting. A fantastic dialogue between Phelps and the coroner, Carruthers, goes like this. Both men are standing over the body of a naked woman:
Phelps: Carruthers.
Carruthers: Phelps? You made homicide?
Phelps: Looks like it. Cause of death?
Carruthers: Could be the head injuries, the cuts look superficial. 
Phelps: Any idea on the time?
Carruthers: I’d say around midnight, but I’ll confirm with you later.
L.A. Noire always sounds like this. It’s a world of people chatting. Normally when we see death on the television, the characters investigating it speak in theories and promises. They speculate how the killer is probably a sexually repressed thirty-something who struggles to make friends; they say they won’t sleep until he’s caught, then stay up all night in their apartment going over case files. But this glamorises killing, dramatises killing, adds mystique and intrigue to it, makes it seem cool. 
L.A. Noire turns killing into your day job. The conversations between officers are disarmingly banal, but the investigations also are mechanical. They follow the same routine: arrive at crime scene, collect evidence, question suspects and make arrest.  Dynamic processes like searching a house or interrogating someone are rendered mechanically: a noise sounds when you’re near evidence and you’re limited to just three different responses to whatever someone tells you. It might be contrary to the “fun” of L.A. Noire but these limitations lower our engagement. To some extent when we watch shows like CSI, we’re looking forward to the murder. It’s the killing that prompts the investigation and the investigation is rendered so thrilling, so dramatic that we’re thrilled and we want to see.
However, the investigative process in L.A. Noire is dull. It comprises repetitive and predictable button presses: the ‘thrill of the chase’, used by TV crime drama as justification for weekly kill scenes, is not present. Even the scenes where Phelps examines corpses, usually an exotic part of popular crime fiction, are played down: it’s always a case of examining the face, arms and chest, and Phelps never remarks on anything non-factual. Bondi’s game is compelling, but it measures our expectations. Where possible, it makes the investigation that follows a killing mundane, so we’re not rubbing our hands waiting for the next one to start.
This mechanisation does for killing what David Simon did for the Baltimore police department: it demystifies it. I resent some of the ‘sexier’ plot twists in L.A. Noire, but for large portions of the game killing is treated as an unremarkable part of life. It is literally routine. 
It goes against much of popular culture that glamourises killing, jazzing it up. In television we have the archetypal complex detective, drinking all night until he cracks the case; in games, we have the mawkish, melodramatic cast member deaths of Modern Warfare 3, and the headshotting, high-fiveing antics of Gears of War. Though L.A. Noire is still violent, it deals with violence in a way that’s predictable, muted and often dull. It gets rid of the sex appeal. 
This is why we never see into Cole’s house or get to know his wife and kids. To show him at home would open the floodgates to all that Dennis Franz bullshit: that of the interesting detective. It’s better to have him shut the front door and never let us in, to infer that killing is not something he takes home with him. As long as L.A. Noire continues to make a dead body feel like work, it downplays the appeal of violence created by television, films and other videogames. We’re used to having fun with killing, but in L.A. Noire, it’s as plain as a job on a production line. 
I’m relieved by games like Spec Ops: The Line, but also worried about how they throw their weight around. Their messages are still anti-violent, but presented in a way that still makes violence interesting. They’re rebellious, didactic, forceful games, which despite a contrary stance feel at least somewhat symptomatic of what they’re standing against. Spec Ops might call you a bad person for doing so much killing, but it still makes you smash a guy’s head in with a rifle butt.
L.A. Noire is never so hypocritical. Its critique of violence, not just in games but also films and television, is consistent. Giving the victim a name means much more than having players shoot a guy, then afterwards telling them they’re a bad person. It either dulls down violence or pulls away from it entirely and that’s much more delicate than waving fifty dead civilians in your face and asking “happy now?” ‘Anti-violent’ games often feel like they’re revelling in killing just as much as they’re protesting it. Inviting players to perform more egregious acts of killing, and at the same time expecting to alter people’s expectations of videogames, is problematic. People are not always going to see the nuance. If you wanted to prove to a politician or a parent that videogames are not always about violence, a game where you drop white phosphorous on civilians or bludgeon dogs with a crowbar would probably not cut it.
L.A. Noire, on the other hand, is presentable. Large sections of the game are dedicated to non-violence and when killing is discussed, it’s always with a hint of quiet melancholy. It treats killing with disinterest rather than fervour: it recognises our expectations of crime drama and games with guns in them, but belies them rather than feeds them. It shows that games can tackle killing without indulging in it. It raises questions not just about itself and games like it, but about wider media consumed by those who don’t play games.
Anti-killing statements need not always come by way of more killing. Quiet, unassuming and intelligent, L.A. Noire is a matter-of-fact challenge to our acceptance of violence in games.
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Storytellers
Videogames have always told stories. The limitations of early technology in the Eighties led to simple tales, like a plumber rescuing a princess from a castle or a giant yellow pie eating lots of drugs, but increasingly powerful equipment has afforded game creators greater expressivity. 
Thirty years later, the trend for game stories to ape cinema is being overturned: To The Moon, Braid and Hotline Miami show that games can tell stories in unique and fascinating ways. In this issue, we look at games as storytellers: where interactivity meets cinematography, decisions change destinies and players become poets.
How do games tell better stories than other media, and where do they fall short?
 

Nier Death Experience
Alan Williamson
“Hidden so deep in veils of deceit,
Imprisoned in twisting spells,
Are we the plaything of fiends, 
Or merely the dreams
That we’re telling ourselves?”
You can often spot a bad story within mere pages, but you only know a great story once you’ve reached its ending. There’s a lot hinging on the denouement, and it’s amplified by how long it takes you to get there: we can tolerate a bad ending to a two-hour action movie, but a TV show’s plot may have to contort through an entire season’s worth of endings to tie up the loose threads. While often stylistically modelled after cinema, videogame stories have more in common with a novel in terms of investment.
We play for the journey, rather than the destination. CNN reported in 2011 that only one in ten players actually finish a game’s story. Despite the inclusion of a story-driven campaign, for most Call of Duty players the only narrative is an online nightmare war where soldiers are doomed to fruitlessly shoot each other in the face for eternity. In role-playing games, particularly the recent entries in Square Enix’s Final Fantasy series, the playable bits often come second fiddle to the plot and the lavish computer-generated cut scenes, blurring the line between games and the derided ‘interactive movies’ of the 1990s.
Interactivity allows for non-linear stories, and modern games take the format pioneered by Choose Your Own Adventure books to branch into multiple choices of story. Telltale’s The Walking Dead has broadly the same destination for all players, but the journey is pleasantly malleable. Cavia’s 2010 game Nier takes a different approach: players experience four different endings, building on top of each other in subsequent playthroughs.
Call Her Back
Not only is Nier composed of multiple endings, but its origins come from one of the many endings of Cavia’s previous work Drakengard. In that ending, the protagonist and his dragon pursue a monster through a transdimensional portal from their own universe into ‘real world’ Tokyo, where they are both shot down by military jets. The decaying dragon corpses produce a strange white particle, the otherworldly effects of which turn the world into a ‘metropolis of salt’, leading to the events of Nier which is set in the year 3361. 

Are you still with me? I’m not even sure I am.
In this post-apocalyptic world, Nier – or whatever you choose to call him, my character was called ‘Rain’ – is searching for a cure for his daughter Yonah, who has been infected with a terminal illness called the Black Scrawl that will eventually turn her into one of the many zombiefied Shades that roam the world. Nier forms a band of warriors: a sarcastic magic book called Grimoire Weiss; scantily-clad guttermouth Kainé; and Emil, a young boy who later fuses his body with that of his sister, turning him into a grimacing skeleton mage. So far, so normal.
The world of Nier is fairly nondescript and barren. When first released, reviewers criticised it for being graphically deficient, but to me it feels appropriate that a world ravaged by plague would look washed-out and devoid of life. Among the grey buildings and faded grasslands, Weiss’s spells splash rare flecks of crimson. The remaining humans wander aimlessly through villages, shadows of their former selves. The game’s soundtrack conveys a sense of futuristic melancholy as you roam the desolate environments: in a stark contrast to the visuals, the music is so overwhelmingly beautiful that you won’t mind carrying out repetitive side quests just to hear more of it.
Nier and friends search the world for a cure for the Black Scrawl, but their village is attack by a giant Shade who looks like an extra from Shadow of the Colussus. Yonah is captured by the Shadowlord, a Shade who looks suspiciously like Nier and has his own magic book called Grimoire Noir. The story jumps to five years later, when Nier seeks to assemble a key to the Shadowlord’s Castle by defeating five Boss-Shades.
At this point, what seems like a fairly standard rescue mission becomes a shocking revelation. Nier is confronted by Devola and Popola, two supporting characters who have been aiding his quest, who reveal the nature of the Shades and the Black Scrawl. 1300 years ago, faced with extinction due to the ‘White Chloration Syndrome’ alluded to in the game’s introduction, humans separated their souls from their bodies using the power of Grimoires Weiss and Noir. They cloned their bodies into shells called ‘Replicants’, immune to the disease, while their souls existed as ‘Gestalts’, with the intention of merging the two once the disease had passed. Devola and Popola are two androids, created to keep an eye on things while the humans were safely separated. But the plan went wrong as the Replicants began to develop consciousness of their own, causing a disconnect from the Gestalts, manifested as the ‘Black Scrawl’. Nier and Yonah are actually Replicant shells, and those Shades they’ve been fighting are human souls corrupted by the separation process. You have spent the entire game battling the humanity you thought you were defending.
Nier confronts the Shadowlord: he has tried to merge Yonah’s shell with her Gestalt, but the Replicant has developed a soul of its own and her Gestalt leaves her voluntarily. The Replicant Yonah and Nier are reunited, as are the Gestalts, but they are doomed to never merge into true human beings.
Normally it would just end here, leaving you to absorb all the last-minute exposition the game throws at you. Instead, Nier takes us back to the moment when the Shadowlord first captured Yonah and rewrites its own story as we play through it again, expanding upon our memories of the ending.
Lingering Memories
One of my favourite Xbox 360 games is Lost Odyssey, an RPG from the original creators of Final Fantasy. I particularly admire the storytelling because it forces us to read. The main character’s thousand-year backstory is revealed through a novella of dreams; the language of dreams is better served through words than pictures.
In our first playthrough of Nier, we know much about Kainé’s personality, but little of her origins. Her profanity would offend a sailor, she has an insatiable bloodlust for Shades and, like most women in an RPG, is never dressed appropriately for the weather. I feel a little embarrassed including a picture of her in this article, but rest assured it’s for illustration rather than titillation.
When we return to Nier, Kainé’s history is shown to us in black and white: that is, white text on a black background, and nothing else. Kainé is intersex – the Japanese term is futanari, which has unfortunate pornographic connotations – and as a result was bullied by the other children of the Aerie when young. Her only defender was her foul-mouthed grandmother. In response to the bullying, she chooses to wear clothing which emphasises her female characteristics. Her clothes also hide a dark secret: she has been possessed by a Shade called Tyrann, who is the source of her tremendous strength and her hatred of Shades.
A full analysis of Kainé would be an essay in itself. While her backstory provides an explanation of how the developers chose to depict her in Nier, it’s no justification. Kainé is a textbook example of everything wrong with the way women are portrayed in videogames. She deserves her own webpage on TV Tropes. Yet she’s a character with whom we can understand and sympathise. As we play through the game again, we can now hear Tyrann antagonising Kainé, driving her desire to kill. It’s only through relentless killing that Kainé stops the Shade from completely taking over her body.
But that’s not the only Shade we can hear. I mentioned the five ‘Boss-Shades’ earlier in a passing comment, which was a deliberate move: many boss enemies serve to provide nothing more than a heightened challenge for the player, and here Nier is no different- on your first play. But now we know that the Shades are former humans, the game reveals the thoughts behind their growls, inverting our understanding of their motivations. There is dramatic irony here, as the player knows their true intentions, but Nier does not.
Take the Wolf Shade, Roc. In our first game, he kills the King of Facade’s fiancée during their wedding ceremony, and Nier kills him in the way you’d expect a one-dimensional bride-murderer to die. In our second play, Roc is shown as a noble leader of the wolves, mercilessly hunted by the Replicants of Facade despite a desire to live in peace. Roc realises coexistence is impossible, and goes into battle with his pack to end the conflict or die trying.
Elsewhere in this issue, we discuss the effectiveness of games that critique their own violence. Nier takes a different approach to most: it highlights the cruelty of the Replicants’ attacks on the Shades before the player has to fight them. As we ‘know’ the ending of the story, this conflict becomes inevitable and unpreventable, which makes it all the more distressing.
The fight that hit me the hardest was against a robot called P–33. He changes from a mindless adversary to an honourable guardian, protecting a child Shade called Kalil who calls him Beepy. It’s all pretty heartwarming until your character kills Beepy, mistaking him for the murderer of someone who was killed accidentally, and we see Kalil mourning his friend before Nier kills him too. Despite the ham-fisted attempts of games like Spec Ops to make me feel guilty about killing without question, I’ve never felt more rotten while playing a game than after this fight.
At the end of our second game, we see an additional scene: Yonah begs the Shadowlord to stop fighting before Replicant Nier kills him. We’re shown the defeated Gestalt Nier crying and apologising to Yonah for his failure, while the Shades we slaughtered watch over him. What should feel like a victory has become a tragedy. As the Replicants are sentient, there is no way to prevent this fate by merging the two halves. Whatever we know about the characters, this is the only way it could end.
Thank You
One thing that really kills my enthusiasm for a game is grinding; that is, forcing players to repeat the same actions over and over to reach an arbitrary target. Nier cruelly obscures its third ending from players who haven’t obtained every weapon in the game: some can be obtained from side quests or purchased in shops, but others must be forged from rare materials. To obtain such obscure substances, it’s time to grind. I’d rather forget the details of the next five hours, so just imagine someone playing the same ten minutes of game over and over while listening to podcasts.
Our trousers stuffed with weaponry - insert your own euphemism here - the game progresses as it did the second time. After we defeat the Shadowlord again, Kainé becomes overwhelmed by Tyrann. Losing control of his own mind, the Shade expresses regret for all the killing, and knows that both their consciousnesses will be erased when they merge. Kainé asks Nier to kill her before she goes berserk, but as Nier fights one last battle, Tyrann claims there are two ways to save Kainé.
Nier has to make a “difficult decision”: kill Kainé, or trade his existence for her humanity. He makes the only rational choice: he stabs her through the chest, and Tyrann delivers one last message from her.
“Thank you”.
Something Very Special
Of course, that’s one choice you can make. The other is to sacrifice yourself for Kainé. But in the context of a game, ‘sacrifice’ doesn’t really mean a lot. Even in the age of permanent, public records of achievement, everyone has lost something by forgetting to save their game or the battery on their portable console dying. We’re accustomed to the somewhat ephemeral nature of our data. But when Tyrann says Nier will be erased from existence, he really means it.
Nier’s final ending erases all of your saved data. It asks you to confirm the action no less than four times, each increasing in severity.
“This is your last change to change your mind. Are you really, really sure about this?”
I type the character’s name into the prompt - 
R A I N - and watch as Grimoire Weiss’s pages are wiped clean, one at a time. Completed quests, spells, those damn weapons are all erased slowly and sequentially. It’s surprisingly powerful. Kainé awakens to be greeted by Yonah. They find a white flower on the ground, “something very special”, a lingering memory of something that never was.
Back at the game’s title screen, all of Rain’s history has been erased. There’s a white flower in the corner of the screen, though.
Nier shows us that we shouldn’t judge a grimoire by its cover. It is an exercise in subversion, where the tropes of the role-playing game are dismantled: heroes become villains, a mid-game grind yields the erasure of everything you strove to accomplish. It’s a much more effective way of achieving these goals than telling the player “prepare to be subverted!” because it takes us along for the ride and then takes one unexpected turn after another. Its main weakness is the investment required to reach these moments: it excludes players who have no interest in playing through two or three times, but it wouldn’t really work any other way.
The classic rules of story composition do not apply to videogames: rather than “show, don’t tell”, games should “do, not show”. Sometimes, this means keeping the player in control instead of the game taking the reins, but Nier shows an alternative: by embracing a game’s potential for non-linear narrative, the ability to play the same scenario multiple times but with different results, we arrive at a conclusion that is multi-faceted.
Nier is not like a film or a book. It’s different. Something that leaves lingering memories long after we have finished playing. Something very special. 
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Rand’s Rapture
Ed Smith
Ayn Rand is a terrible spokesperson for her own work. In her interview with Mike Wallace from 1959, she implies that Objectivism — or Randism, as Wallace calls it to Rand’s annoyance — is a philosophy upon which you can build an ideology. She comes across as genuinely believing that Objectivism can form the basis of a government . She says she believes in no taxes, few laws and the separation of state and economics. She comes across, as deluded.
But if you read her work, specifically Atlas Shrugged, it’s actually surprisingly reasonable. Rather than try to outline how an Objectivist government could be formed, the book conveniently ends before any of the protagonists find themselves in power. That’s not a mistake: Rand is a bad spokesperson because she gives the impression that Objectivism is a philosophy of government when in fact her books are parables. Rather than delve into the logistics,  legislation and politics of creating an Objectivist society, her fiction explores the personal. Her characters are all wealthy — they own steel mills and railways — but those material possessions are just extensions of their character, analogies through which Objectivism is explored as an individualistic way of life. The paradox that people including Rand seem to overlook is that Objectivism, by its nature, has to come from people and not institutions. It’s a philosophy of selfishness, of agency; it espouses any system that would manipulate or control a person’s actions. It fundamentally cannot be a philosophy of government. Objectivism is something you have to do yourself.
I had this in mind the last time I played BioShock. If for the sake of brevity we take the doctrine of Objectivism to read “to each what they have worked for; your own happiness is foremost” then the game actively discourages you from acting as an Objectivist. 
Part of that comes from the narrative set-up, which states clearly that the dogged pursuit of Objectivist actualisation will be destructive. Rapture, an underwater city built beneath the surface of the Atlantic Ocean, is in ruins by the time you reach it. 
Despite the grand vision of Rapture’s founder Andrew Ryan — that science, art, industry and people would be able to grow freely without the interference of state — as another character puts it in his diary, someone still needs to clean the toilets. For Rapture to function, it can’t be that everyone is a grand scientist, or artist, or industrialist. Some people still need to do the grunt work.
When a chemical called ADAM is discovered, which allows people to alter their genetic code and develop super-powers such as firing electricity out their hands, a civil war begins, with the previously downtrodden worker class of Rapture now empowered by ADAM. With the upper-class now forced to defend itself from the lower-class, an arms race begins, with people trying to get as much ADAM as they can to become more powerful and more likely to survive.
This is Objectivism made physical. Rapture is strained by the inherent flaws in Rand’s philosophy, which doesn’t make room for the socially or professionally immobile. Later, the city and its people are destroyed by the desire to improve themselves. The more ADAM people take in a bid to get stronger, stronger and stronger, the more physically deformed and mentally unstable they become. By the time you arrive, as a character named Jack, the people of Rapture are more or less monsters. To defend yourself you’re required to gather supplies, but when it comes to upholding Objectivist ideology, this a problematic mechanic.
You’re  constantly stealing, for a start. To succeed in BioShock, you need to take things that aren’t yours: bullets and medkits that have been dropped; rolls of cash lying  around; Dictaphones belonging to other people. You take and take and take. This accumulation of things that don’t belong to you is a fundamental part of the gameplay. 
You own fulfilment is also unimportant: a story conceit actually renders selfish agency impossible. Not only are you constantly working for others, be that getting a roll of film for Peach Wilkins or finding Atlas’ family, but Andrew Ryan’s grip on your character’s mind renders you unable to be selfish. You have no control of yourself, of your spirit. To an Objectivist like Rand, that’s a fate worse than death.
BioShock, by nature of being a system of controls and limits, is incapable of supporting Objectivist ideals. Too many controls are in place, too many compromises. In order for BioShock to be an action oriented, narrative first-person shooter, the player can’t be allowed to do what they like: in order for a society to enable all of its members, not all of its members can be allowed to do as they please. Objectivism, in both BioShock and reality, can only exist on an individual scale rather than from the top down. 
So, this is what I tried to inhabit when playing the game. 
I refused to take anything, or at least I took as little as possible. I stole money, which I’m sure would be a capital crime in Rand’s eyes, but only so I could buy bullets. I didn’t take anything belonging to anyone else: if I found a body with some loot on it, even if I killed a splicer, I wouldn’t take their stuff. It wasn’t mine, I hadn’t earned it, so like a good little Objectivist, I let it be.
I even went so far as to ignore the audio diaries. Again, these were things that belonged to people, so I couldn’t just take them. The claim was to only take what was mine and what I had worked for. In Atlas Shrugged, a group of insidious steel merchants demand government subsidies because they “need” them to run their businesses, and these characters are the villains. 
Another way I tried to play Objectively  was to always do what I wanted. A key tenet of Rand’s work is the dogged pursuit of one’s own happiness. This meant breaking some habits. My natural instinct is to go everywhere, to try and pick up everything. Completionism is a pull many of us feel, but I often find it laborious. I don’t want to get all the diaries but feel I ought to; I don’t really care what’s in the hidden area of Arcadia, but I feel compelled to find it for some unknown reason. I’m a slave to the literature: if a designer or writer has placed something in the game, I feel it’s only respectful to view it. 
But that doesn’t make me happy — it’s often a drag -– so I didn’t do it when playing the game. I’d skip areas that I knew had something inside them, going completely about my own business on my own time. It meant I missed big chunks of the game, but also had an experience that was more for me than any other time I’d played BioShock. It made me pleased with how much I was having to fight the game in order to be a true Objectivist. The argument against Rand is made strongly, not only in the picture of Andrew Ryan’s dead city, but also in the sense that if you try to play by her ideas, to not take things and to make yourself happy, the game becomes more difficult, more miserable and less substantial. 
However, it’s not quite that simple. Ken Levine, BioShock’s director, likes that his game is a “Rorschach”, that it doesn’t choose a side but instead occupies a cynical kind of middle ground. I got the sense that BioShock didn’t want me to play as an Objectivist and that to that extent, it was rejecting of those ideals. But the more I thought on it, the more I could see the game embracing Rand as well. 
Despite the mind control plot twist, you’re very much encouraged to have free will. If you disobey the arrow guiding your way through Rapture, you have to find most of the game by your own volition. Self-improvement is also fundamental. Like the citizens of Rapture before you arrived, you’re encouraged to take ADAM, to improve your body. Much of your time in BioShock is spent gathering ADAM and investing it into more abilities. Self-fulfilment is one of the game’s chief mechanics: you don’t just improve your body also but your guns, making you a more efficient killer. Embracing Rand’s idea of pursuing your own greatness, your own bigness, makes you better at BioShock. In some instances such as not stealing, Objectivism is a limiting, negative force over the game. In others, such as with ADAM, embracing it will improve your ability. This is one of the game’s chief strengths: it neither denigrates nor extols Objectivism. Rather, it offers measured criticism. It describes Objectivism as a hindrance and help. Like solid literary criticism, BioShock is an appraisal rather than a didactic and works hard to illustrate the good parts of Objective thinking. 
Most complex though is how the game deals with altruism. When Rand speaks of her work, she misses the nuance of Objectivism and merely boasts about how it could revolutionise a whole society. What Atlas Shrugged and BioShock both capture is how, despite the paragons of selfishness Objectivists ostensibly aspire to be, their philosophy still has room for altruism.
In Atlas Shrugged this is exemplified in a scene between Jeff Allen, a homeless person, and Dagny Taggart, the book’s strong-willed Objectivist hero. Allen is homeless, poor and out of work: seemingly the antithesis of Rand’s ideal man and precisely the kind of person Taggart would brush aside. However, after he explains what happened to him (a link to the whole speech is available here ) Taggart offers him a job on her railway. 
However, it’s not an act of charity. Hank Rearden, the book’s other protagonist, refuses to give a job to his own brother because he believes the man would not benefit his steel business  Taggart understands Allen to be a hard-working and capable man, so extends this apparent act of altruism to him, giving him a job despite his having never worked on trains before. It’s an act, however, which doesn’t cross any Objectivist boundaries: Allen still benefits, but Taggart only does it as she knows he will improve her railway. It’s still selfish, but at the same time, altruistic.
In BioShock, the same nuance is explored through the Little Sisters: mutated young girls who can either be killed instantly and the ADAM in their bodies harvested or spared, giving the player a smaller immediate reward but larger benefits like extra powers and care packages further into the game. 
You’d expect an Objectivist player to just kill the girls outright to get whatever he needed to make himself stronger. But in fact, the Objective thing to do is leave the girls alive. Like Taggart with Allen, it appears an altruistic act — it looks like you’re sacrificing greater self-reward for the sake of another — but in fact, it’s perfectly selfish. Typical game logic such as that of Dishonored and Fallout 3 tells us that if we do the ‘right’ thing (don’t kill a lot of people; save Butch’s life) the game rewards you greatly further on (streets are easier to travel; Butch gives you free haircuts). If you’re aware of this when playing BioShock, you likely understand that saving the Little Sisters will bring greater rewards down the line. Part of your decision is altruistic, but it’s motivated by selfishness; you’re doing it for those rewards that will be delivered later.
This is a key facet of Objectivism that Rand and her critics fail to communicate: It’s possible to help people for selfish reasons. Those selfish reasons needn’t be monetary either: Rand is also a champion of the spirit, hence including an illegitimate love affair between Taggart and Rearden who sleep together because they feel they shouldn’t deny themselves what they want. This selfishness of spirit suggests that even Rand’s grand vision of an Objectivist society could come good: the ill would be given healthcare for free, but only because doing so made the private owners of healthcare happy with themselves. Their motivations would still be selfish, but their actions would be altruistic. 
Ayn Rand’s biggest problem was that she was caught up in her grand vision, the plot for world domination. Her writing is more thoughtful, but at 645,000 words biosh, Atlas Shrugged is no easy read. It’s turgid, rambling and tangential; it’s poor literature. BioShock, on the other hand, is loud, action-packed and entertaining. It has people shooting lightning out of their hands. At the same time, if you take a magnifying glass to it, it captures exactly the nuance Rand is trying to get over in Atlas Shrugged but without the propaganda. It explores the Objectivist canon, exposing the weaknesses in Rand’s system but also some hidden strengths – something that Rand’s loathsome propositions and impenetrable writing never managed. 
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Go Tell The World
Oscar Strik
Can you name a game with a really good story? When I was confronted with that question, I couldn’t think of an obvious answer. Sure, names started popping into my head — Planescape: Torment, Grim Fandango — but I couldn’t really say if they were particularly good stories or just good games.
We often talk about ‘games telling stories’ and ‘storytelling in games’, and we ask questions like “are movies/novels/plays better at telling stories than games?” but this isn’t necessarily the right approach. As Ian Bogost argued a few years ago, videogames are “a mess”: as cultural artefacts they have a ton of feelings and experiences attached to them, and those can lie on different levels. Many are naturally related to the representational and play content of the game, whether it’s the feeling of terror in Amnesia, the rush of a perfect daredevil run in Super Mario Galaxy, or the sense of camaraderie with Garrus in Mass Effect. But there are also feelings attached to games — and consoles — as objects. There’s something charming about old fashioned game boxes, and I’m sure my wife and I are not the only ones who ritually blow on the connectors of old NES cartridges to make sure they run properly.
In other words, story is far from the only angle from which to approach the value of games. 
When I think about the games dearest to my heart, many of them have what I would call, for better or worse, a great world. One of the strong points of videogames is the projection of a virtual world, and crucially, one that can be more or less freely explored.
In novels, there are only words, and we rely on the verbal description of characters and narrators for information about the world. Starting from there, we can imagine in what kind of place the story is set. In film, as well as in theatre, we have additional audiovisual cues about the world. What is special about game worlds is the interactivity: many games, particularly 3D ones, allow you to actively direct your position as an observer in the world, to feel your way through it.
In the case of the written word, for some readers a good story — whatever that constitutes — is crucial. Without it, a world is just an empty shell, because people aren’t engaged enough to actively fill in the conceptual blanks. Fantasy, in any medium, is often criticised for flat characters and focusing too much on conveying outlandish worlds. However, in “Game Design as Narrative Architecture”, Henry Jenkins shows that world-focused works can be found throughout the arts, with classic literary examples including Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings and significant parts of Tolstoy’s War and Peace. Many videogames are similar to such works in their emphasis on creating worlds for us to inhabit.
The degree to which a world is convincing to us depends on the skill of the designer, as well as our own experiences and cultural context. As Michael Nitsche, Yi-Fu Tuan, and other spatial theorists argue, space only becomes place when people are able to imbue it with meaning. People readily do this in the real world, but in order to achieve the same effects in an artificial world, authors and designers face a significant challenge: the world has to feel ‘real’ within the bounds of its fiction for people to invest in it emotionally, thereby turning the virtual space into a mental place.
It seems easiest for authors to create an engaging virtual world when working within an existing genre and its own tropes, or better yet, an existing setting. Most of us already have a Star Wars universe and Middle-Earth in our heads that a new game can latch onto. Although this method has its own significant pitfalls — such as meeting high expectations — it can take advantage of the fact that some virtual worlds are part of a shared culture, and it allows the author of a work to shift some of the burden of world building to that culture as a whole.
Regardless of the kind of setting, a world needs the right cues to make it come to life in a player’s head. Videogames have a rich spectrum of such cues to work with: peripheral objects like game boxes, consoles, manuals, and the above-mentioned cross-medial shared fiction all allow you to start building an imaginary world even before you start playing the game itself. In earlier days, manuals in particular contained lots of information about the game world, and even short stories and vignettes. And then there are the in-game aspects: visual design, characters, plot, procedural rhetoric (i.e. what playing the game tells you about its world), dialogues, text & audio logs, audio design, score and soundtrack, and uniquely, spaces that can be actively navigated by the player.
It can also help if the world is somehow naturally bounded, with cities or islands making attractive options as the main locales for a game, as I show in my article on Isolation elsewhere in this issue. Imposing natural limits on a place helps players to imagine it as a complete whole. When done right, such locales feel like they’ve become characters of their own, which is another way of saying that they feel alive.
Recently, Dishonored’s Dunwall and BioShock’s Rapture have earned that status, but my personal favourite is The City from the Thief series: even though you see only the parts of the city that feature in the game’s bounded levels, much more is revealed through suggestion and hints. The religious and political dynamics between Hammers, Pagans and Keepers show a strong undercurrent between everything that goes on in the city, and much of it is revealed through overheard conversations and found letters. The excellent ambient music and sound design show how setting the right mood can help a player integrate disparate elements into something that feels whole. This also works on a smaller scale, on places within a larger world; The level “Life of the Party” in Thief II features a slice of The City’s Dayport neighbourhood, full of little apartments to check out, with the glorious Mechanist’s tower as its architectural centrepiece. Even more famous is Thief: Deadly Shadows’ Shalebridge Cradle, an abandoned orphanage cum insane asylum, and the setting for a classic horror level. Excellent design studies of these levels by Justin Keverne and Kieron Gillen emphasise how successful games can be in evoking powerful places.
The attraction of a virtual world depends not only on having the right visual feel, the right characters, and so forth, but also on the density and spread of its cues. This is related to the size of the world and the freedom of movement granted to the player. While a certain degree of free exploration can be an asset, and games are often promoted as being “open-world”, it can be tricky to balance it right. In Mass Effect, there were a few dozen planets and moons scattered throughout the galaxy that were not part of the main storyline. These could be visited for optional mini-quests and the collection of resources: while they offered quite a few nice vistas to take in, the exploratory freedom clashed with the urgency of the game’s plot. Since the planets were usually devoid of anything truly important, and offered no content or history beyond the skin-deep, they quickly started to feel like useless distractions from what you should have been doing. This was remedied in later Mass Effect games by only retaining locations that were the stage for more meaningful quests within the overarching plot. This kept the pleasant changes of scenery, while tightening the relevance of each location for the story as a whole.
Another way to solve this problem is to ditch explicit story altogether and simply offer up a world for people to play around in. In the case of a game like Noctis, it actually holds a few dozen billion worlds. A whole galaxy of stars, planets, and moons is generated for the player to visit. Apart from this, there’s nothing to actually do in the game, except see the sights: infinite constellations of light, colour, and landscape. 
In the more recent Proteus, exploration is similarly free, unconstrained by the demands of a plot that sets the pace for you. Proteus and Noctis feel more convincing than a less abstract world such as that of Morrowind, despite the characters and questing in the latter. The shallowness of Morrowind’s ornamentation emphasises its fictional nature, thus compromising its believability as fiction.
It’s certainly possible to get the balance between story and freedom right: Baldur’s Gate is a good example. The pacing of the main plot, with the investigation of your foster father Gorion’s murder and the related political events, was such that a certain degree of freedom felt natural. After all, exploration and investigation often go hand in hand. Not surprisingly, Planescape: Torment and Grim Fandango also fall into this category, which suggests that a mystery story may be one of the best ways to get players to experience a rich fictional world without sacrificing engagement with the plot.
To understand how stories work in videogames, we have to look at games on their own terms. In his book Narratives of Being There, Dutch game scholar Teun Dubbelman explains that games have a wide spectrum of tools to create a feeling of presence. The ability for players to be actively present in a virtual world is one of the most important of those tools. Whether we are discussing games or other media, ‘world’ is a useful concept. The Lord of the Rings is an important book for me, not just because of what happens in it, but because how those events reveal a larger context, a whole world and history that lies behind them. Tolkien was primarily interested in creating a world for his fictional languages and mythologies, and only later did he utilise this virtual world to tell adventure stories. In the same way, the games I love tell us about worlds, places I’m glad to have inhabited - if only for a while.
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The Breaking of the Bat
Julian Williams
The Dark Knight is like a really good run of comics, as claimed by the writer Chris Sims among others. It is a film that plays fair with the viewer and has something important to say. Spoiled by its success, it’s unfortunate that its videogame counterpart, Batman: Arkham City — despite the great combat, voice acting, and ability to capture the sense of being Batman — feels much more like a confusing and overcomplicated run of comics.
As a story, it’s not irredeemably terrible – a decent story involving the Penguin is always noteworthy for me – but even a cursory glance at Rocksteady’s game yields gaping plot holes you could drive the Batmobile through. The premise sees super villain psychologist Dr. Strange convince Mayor Sharp to help him build a sub-city within Gotham to house criminals, who have free reign within its walls. How in the world could they get away with that? Where did they get that kind of money? Was there no government oversight to shut down such an inhumane project? Gotham in the comics and films has always been an awful place to live, corrupt at the very core. So, I suppose this could be justified by saying the city really is that rotten and anyone can get something done with enough muscle and money.
Bruce Wayne gets caught up in this after being apprehended while protesting the prison’s existence, and once inside is captured by his old buddy, the Joker. Joker is poisoned from Titan serum after the events of Batman: Arkham Asylum and transfers the toxins via blood transferring, forcing Batman to seek a cure for them both. 
It’s a masterstroke of villainy, and it directly ties Batman to the Joker’s fate in a way that doesn’t feel forced. However, the plot envelope is pushed when Joker reveals he’s been donating his poisoned blood to hospitals. After this, the envelope explodes and its wordy contents spill everywhere with the introduction of Ra’s and Talia al Ghul. I understand the concept that the city houses a gallery of rogues, but Ra’s isn’t imprisoned - he’s sitting in his house inside Arkham City, not Arabia… the place where he actually lives. 
Not only is Ra’s chilling out in Arkham City’s League of Assassins base, but there’s also a Lazarus Pit, a mystical pool that gives him immortality. This lies under an abandoned theme park called Wonder City. There’s talk of Ra’s starting Wonder City using the power of the Pit, but it’s more nonsense that compounds the game’s already soft science. The Lazarus Pit grants immortality at the cost of sanity, and also provides a convenient power source? I suppose it also freshens breath and cleans rust off cars. Wonder City provides a nice set piece, but you can hear the game’s internal logic creaking with the strain.
The League of Assassins adds to the rogues’ gallery Batman battles throughout the game, and it makes the sense of time and place totally erratic. You spend the whole game in Arkham City, yet it keeps throwing locations at you. Some, like Mr. Freeze’s sub-zero base, make perfect sense. But when you start to include everything from the Batman canon– including Penguin’s nightclub, Axis Chemicals from Joker’s origin story, and even Crime Alley where Batman’s parents died – the coincidences pile up to the point of absurdity. 
How did they get everyone Batman has ever tangled with into Arkham City, and what has Batman been doing the last few months if every criminal is already there? By delivering fan service, Rocksteady prompt more questions. The side quests sprinkled liberally around the game, including encounters with the Mad Hatter, Bane, Hush and Deadshot, further stuff the world with Batman’s backstory. You’re doing a lot of things, but none of them actually matter. It trades the plot’s gravity for the feeling of being in an amusement park with a lot of sights to see, which is ironic when you think about the aforementioned Wonder City. Jump on the Mad Hatter trolley, and when you’re done punching him in the face, exit out the back, get cotton candy and go onto the next ride. 
The final reveal is that Strange’s ultimate plan, ‘Protocol Ten’, involves sending mercenaries to kill every criminal in Arkham City. That’s it? Mass murder? I hoped for something more, like the terrifying mind control rehabilitation of Superman: Red Son. Even Batman comments on it, as he thinks Joker’s poisoning of hospitals is the plan: “Poison Gotham? I expected more.”
The sheer absurdity and constant M. Night Shyamalan-esque twists cripple Arkham City. It transpires that Strange actually was being helped by Ra’s al Ghul, who kills him for failing to stop Batman, then kills himself to avoid capture. Then Joker holds Talia captive and demands the cure, is killed by Talia only for her to be killed by another poisoned Joker, revealing the first Joker to be Clayface. That’s a lot of killing in the last five minutes, especially for a game involving a superhero who famously doesn’t kill people.
This plot twist resulting in a Clayface fight reminds me that stealth games often run out of steam, and resort to making things climactic with an action sequence at odds with everything else in the game. As players, we don’t need them and there are a lot of ways to have a climax without them: the Penguin section of Arkham City had a terrific ending, not to mention a really satisfying punch to the face. 
Clayface comes out of nowhere, was barely hinted at pre-fight, and is never mentioned again. This kind of comic book story-bending alienates everyone: Batman fans will be annoyed at the ridiculous story, and casual fans who don’t read comics can use such a plot to justify why they don’t read them in the first place.
At the very end, there is a great moment that shows the game’s understanding of Batman. Joker jumps for the synthesised cure Batman is holding, but the vial breaks. Joker dies, but Batman mentions that even despite it all, he would have saved Joker’s life. It’s strange to think that the main writer, Paul Dini, is an awardwinning screenwriter with Batman: The Animated Series to his credit. Arkham City’s story comes across as trivial fan service. Rocksteady are evidently fans of Batman, and often great at getting the character and themes correct, but Arkham City is the result of what happens when they are given no restraint - the opposite result of Arkham Asylum. City tries to create a standalone universe, but then incorporates things from the comics or cartoons that only fans would know, like Bruce’s past relationship with Talia. It is what happens when a TV writer tries their hand at a videogame script, when skill with one doesn’t necessarily translate to another. Arkham Asylum did an almost perfect job of fusing past lore into something new: Batman had tangled with Joker and Bane before, but the game never went into specifics because it never needed to. 
Arkham Asylum borrowed heavily from the eponymous comic (although was far less experimental and surreal) but the additions such as Bane, the Titan formula, and the Asylum being a prison all worked beautifully. The Scarecrow sequences were all cleverly done, and broke up the flow of the game nicely. It’s a shame the ending jumps the shark: the Joker gets amped up with Titan and Batman can’t fight him, so you have to evade his attacks until Joker gets distracted by an overhead news helicopter and you simply pull him to the ground three times. To describe it as a tonal shift is an understatement: it’s a classic videogame trope that betrays our suspension of disbelief and exposes the mechanics it hid so well through storytelling.
Despite this, Arkham Asylum worked. Bad guys like Poison Ivy, Zsasz, Bane, and Killer Croc were hinted perfectly through the game before you fought them. The backstory of Arkham Asylum hinted at the famous Morrison and McKean comic without ripping it off. It was the perfect Batman story for a game: an introduction to Batman’s world that allowed itself to be a game and for you to be Batman.
Arkham City, too, nails that feeling of being Batman. It’s just disappointing that, to many players and critics, the plot is ‘good enough’. If anything, that suggests that players and critics need to read more good comics and raise their standards. Upcoming prequel Arkham Origins is looking to make a fresh start with Batman, including his first encounter with Joker. Hopefully, that will be the game Batman fans deserve- not just the one they need right now.
 
 

Worlds Apart
Samantha Allen
I’m not scared of the impossible creatures of Silent Hill, hiding in rusted corners of shadowy rooms. The industrial environments sprayed with blood and strewn with viscera do not frighten me. I can ignore the crackling of my radio and the incantations of the town cult. I’ll admit that Pyramid Head unnerves me, but even that fear can be swallowed.
What really terrifies me about the world of Silent Hill is its sinister suspension between multiple, conflicting realities – its liminality. The place called ‘Silent Hill’ is poised somewhere between the clear skies of the Real World, the shrouded streets of the Fog World and the menacing, unpredictable incursions of Otherworld nights. The town is a blueprint, skeletal architecture that remains constant across three overlapping dimensions.
In the Real World, Silent Hill is a functional New England resort town where nothing seems to be amiss. But the majority of a Silent Hill game takes place in the Fog World, a bizarre hybrid of the town’s actual geography and the protagonist’s innermost fears and desires. Occasionally, and without warning, the already-unsettling Fog World becomes a nightmarish Otherworld as the gloomy, refracted daylight dissolves into the abjection of night.
The horror of Silent Hill for me is knowing that somewhere, in another dimension, a baby is being born in the same hospital wing in which I am bleeding to death. Children are laughing in the same amusement park in which I am screaming in horror. A couple is having sex in the same hotel room where I am writhing in pain. I feel overwhelmed, drowning at the bottom of an ocean of nightmares as moonlight teases me from the surface.
I first visited Silent Hill years before my gender transition while vacationing with my family on the coast of Maine. My older brother Evan had purchased Silent Hill 2 but was too scared to play it alone. After the rest of our family went to sleep, we commenced our nightly ritual of turning out the lights and hooking up our battered PlayStation 2 to a cumbersome CRT television. The water lapping sweetly against the rocks outside our window provided a discordant counterpoint to the ominous, ambient noise of Silent Hill.
I’ll never forget when we watched the protagonist James Sunderland’s final interaction with Angela, another tortured denizen of Silent Hill. It was almost three in the morning.
James and Angela talk on a burning staircase. “It’s hot as hell in here,” he observes as the conversation winds down.
“You see it too?” Angela asks, a little surprised. “For me, it’s always like this.” She turns away and ascends into the flames. 
For a few moments, James had seen Angela’s personal hell, the stifling fog of his own world replaced by Angela’s infernal habitat. This was a pure, tragic empathy, the kind of empathy that only two people at rock bottom can share.
Evan and I turned to each other in the shocked silence of that scene. “Wow.”
I haven’t played Silent Hill 2 since, partly out of reverence for that experience. What I remember now are tiny moments, shared glances, disturbing moments of encounter and miscommunication. I don’t remember the details, but I remember how those moments felt and what they meant.
A decade after that vacation, I finally decided to begin my process of gender transition. The kid who played Silent Hill 2 in Maine would be unrecognizable to me now. Back then, I appeared to the world as a white, heterosexual, upper-class man. I was at the zenith of privilege: when I walked down a street, I could feel comfortable walking into virtually any establishment. All the doors were open. The passers-by were pleasant.
Post-transition, I palpably feel the striation of space, a layering of realities that reminds me of Silent Hill. When I play Silent Hill, I run down Fog World streets and hallways, tapping the X button on every door I find. More often than not, the way is impassable. I am turned away by messages like: “The lock is broken.” “There’s something blocking it from the other side.” “It won’t budge.” As I test each door, monsters stagger after me.
My world feels like a Fog World now. The doors I pass aren’t physically closed but I have to ask myself a series of questions before I enter. What kind of place is this? Who will I have to interact with once I’m inside? How will I be treated if they discover or suspect that I’m transgender? After this self-interrogation is complete, plenty of doors might as well be locked, blocked or broken.
Like a Silent Hill protagonist, I stick to a few, well-worn paths through a hostile environment in order to feel marginally safer: this is the sandwich shop with the cashier who remembers my name, this is the grocery store with the self-checkout, this is the back road I can take to avoid getting pulled over.
I don’t have any surreal monsters to battle, but my human antagonists are all too real. Where once I moved in public without catcalls and harassment, I now know the terrible magnetism of presenting as female in public. People honk their horns, then drive by to do it again. Night is almost unrecognizable to me now from these new, female eyes.
I think more carefully now about how space feels to others. I spent a day once with a friend who uses a wheelchair on a university campus: we moved slowly, locating accessible building entrances and taking long ways around particularly steep inclines. The next day, I went back to that same campus and walked straight to my destination, but I saw how an immaculately groomed campus could seem like its own kind of hell. 
For her, it’s always like this.
Others are starting to think more carefully about how space feels to me. I recently went on a road trip through the American South with a straight white male friend. I explained to him why he was a good travelling companion for me, how he diffused my conspicuousness. He got to see how I carefully plot out my bathroom stops: get to a major city, find a restaurant that appeals to a more liberal crowd, and make a note of the exit if it’s safe so we can use it on the way back. “For me, it’s always like this.”
The term ‘heteronormativity’ is used to describe the ways in which our society, governments, institutions and modes of kinship are all structured around heterosexual relationships and modes of living. Heteronormativity is about rule, order and convention. It operates through a set of expectations that hardly need to be vocalized because they seem to be part of the fabric of reality itself.
It is a hairdresser asking a female client if she has a boyfriend; a men’s coach announcing that “wives and girlfriends” are invited to a team event. It’s knowing what to talk about on a first date and “how far you go” on your second. All these tiny, tacit assumptions add up to a world in which those outside the heterosexual norm are marginalised and made to feel irrelevant.
Crucially, heteronormativity hinges on a narrative: a one size fits all template for the progression of human life. You are born, you grow up in a traditional gender role, you meet someone, you marry them, you reproduce, your children repeat the cycle, then you die. Beginning. Middle. End. When folks with a heteronormative mind set meet someone, they automatically assume they lie somewhere on this track; they assume that they also feel the pull of a temporal current that tugs toward an inevitably reproductive horizon.
In fiction, the traditional narrative form is heteronormative, and not just in the sense that most narratives feature heterosexuals. Traditional narratives do not necessarily fixate on human sexual reproduction — although they often do! —  but instead focus on the reproduction of possibility and meaning. The events of the narrative amount to something significant and the ending is a horizon of signifying possibility. The future, too, tugs these narratives forward in linear, logical progressions.
By way of contrast, consider the narrative structure of Hitchcock’s The Birds, a film that the theorist Lee Edelman has claimed as a queer, or counter-heteronormative, film: the the eponymous birds hate children,and kill people. No one knows where they came from or the reason for their strange behaviour. They continue to kill people. Then the movie ends. The Birds refuses the future and abandons a teleology of reproduction. It abdicates meaning and renounces possibility. 
Much like The Birds, Silent Hill games do not tell stories about people facing problems that can be overcome. Silent Hill is about characters in their death throes, about broken people suffering from irrevocable traumas. Silent Hill stories do not unfold onto a horizon of plenitude; they wither and decay. The actual events of the game are buried, decomposing beneath layers of dissociation. The protagonists don’t understand the events of the game and other characters just muddle the big picture. In place of a clear setup, conflict and resolution, Silent Hill gives us a setup without an origin, a conflict without readily apparent meaning and resolutions that are ambiguous at best. Its narratives amount to little more than impressionistic brush strokes; its plot points are dreamlike flecks on an uncertain canvas.
Silent Hill games are only tangentially about finding a missing person; they are instead driven by the interplay between multiple realities. The literal narrative becomes a background, a soundtrack for an inter-dimensional drama of loss. These are not games about the linear progression of time - Silent Hill’s story is the simultaneity of its spaces. 
Spaces look and feel different to people with different experiences, pasts and worldviews. In its refusal of a traditional narrative structure, Silent Hill shakes off the future-oriented question “What will happen next?” in favour of a much queerer question: what does the world look like from below? From below, Silent Hill is a far cry from the tidy tourist town it seems to be on the surface. Angela’s world is aflame; James’ is soaked in blood and fog.
Every town in the world is Silent Hill and most people are trying to forget something. I’d be hard pressed to tell you a story from my life that fit into an ideal narrative structure. While we might universally enjoy fantasizing about ourselves as characters in Herculean tales who vanquish all our foes, the truth is that we mostly meander through collapsed spaces, experiencing them concurrently and uniquely. Silent Hill refuses the heteronormative idealization of narrative and presents us with the messy, fragmented and multi-faceted brutality of life outside that ideal.
But a curious thing happens when the Otherworld consumes the reality of Silent Hill: the fog dissipates. New paths open up that weren’t open before. To me, transitioning—becoming queer—has been a process of learning to navigate my own Fog World but also an invitation to embrace the clarifying darkness of the Otherworld.
Heteronormativity can be as suffocating as the Silent Hill fog but it can also provide its adherents with tremendous comfort. Heteronormativity reassures its followers that they are significant, that their idiosyncratic lives are exemplars for the life of the species. Within the false comfort of that ideology, other forms of life seem unimaginable. There is a boundary beyond which there is nothing, like a Silent Hill road that dead-ends at the edge of the world.
Yet there are ways of life outside the so-called Real World, other realities that scintillate and excite. I’m learning now to feel my way in the dark. I’m not afraid of the monsters because I am one. I’m not afraid of the Otherworld because it’s my home. I’m not afraid of the crackling radio because it means a friend is drawing near. But I am still scared of the ways in which my reality is erased, ignored and shrouded in mystery. I’m scared, but I’ll try to survive in the shadows of meaning and possibility.
 
Further Reading
Mitch Alexander - A Silent Hill Queer-y. GayGamer.
http://gaygamer.net/2013/05/a-silent-hill-queer-y/
Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner - Sex in Public. Critical Inquiry Vol. 24. Issue 2, 1998.
Lee Edelman - No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004.
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Epilogue
“Sit down and I will tell you a tale 
like none you have ever heard.”
— the Prince of Persia
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Welcome
How much is great writing worth to you? Five pounds? Ten pounds? Nothing at all? We want as many people as possible to enjoy Five out of Ten: this issue is “pay what you want”. We still think it’s worth the standard price of £5 GBP, but this time you can pay as little as £1 - or as much as you choose. We’ve also got a brand new ‘Book Club’ feature which showcases the best games writing.
Last year on my birthday, I finalised the cover for the first issue of Five out of Ten: a pilgrim from Journey, looking towards a new horizon. One year later and I’m working on the cover for our fifth issue, looking towards a different one. For Issue 5, we welcome back our original contributors, who had enough faith in me to take a risk on a bold idea. Our initial statement of purpose was simple: “Videogames are worth writing about, and good writing is worth paying for”. That’s still true, but I think we can now do better than that.
We will be the change we want to see. We’ll look after our contributors; they’re our family. We’ll look after our readers, too. We will strive to be inclusive: not as an act of tokenism, but because a range of experiences and voices enriches all our lives. We will unashamedly pursue excellence in our writing. We don’t want to be the biggest magazine in the world - just your favourite.
And we’ll never give up.
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Alan Williamson - Editor-in-Chief of Five out of Ten. This month, when not tracing around his own face in Adobe Illustrator, he’s been lording it up as mayor of ‘New Oinktown’ in Animal Crossing: New Leaf.
 

A Blur of Blue
Alan Williamson
 
In December 1992, I was fixated on a page of the Argos catalogue. On one half, a moustached plumber; on the other, a blue hedgehog. I chose the hedgehog, and the rest is history. It’s funny how seemingly trivial choices have wider consequences. That Christmas, Santa Claus delivered a Mega Drive with Sonic the Hedgehog , but in a parallel universe he brought a Super Nintendo with Super Mario World. In that world, Five out of Ten doesn’t exist; half of the pieces I’ve written this year have been about Sega games.
Sega was my true religion, Sonic my Messiah. Every Sunday I’d suffer an interminably dull trip to church before racing home to play Sonic 3 on the Mega Drive. The years passed by in a blur of blue. I had Sonic on t-shirts, posters, watches, books; even lampshades and curtains. At the height of Sonic’s popularity, he was almost as recognisable as Mickey Mouse. I recently visited Tiggywinkles Wildlife Hospital in Buckinghamshire: in its Hedgehog Museum you’ll find an impressive collection of Sonic memorabilia, but that’s just a fraction of the fading tat stored in lofts and garages around the world.
In the great console wars of the Nineties, Sonic and Sega were the underhogs compared to Nintendo and Mario. Sonic was a reactionary character created to be the antithesis of Mario: he’s the archetypal ‘mascot with attitude’, an anthropomorphic woodland creature with super powers and a love of extreme sports that spawned countless imitators. His early adventures were in stark contrast to Mario: while the latter focused on slower feats of dexterity and an ever-expanding range of abilities, Sonic games were about the purity of speed and physics. They often have more in common with pinball machines than videogames, something acknowledged in Sonic 2’s Casino Night Zone and later more explicitly in the risible Sonic Spinball.
1994’s Sonic the Hedgehog 3 & Knuckles was a high point for the series, and my obsession. It went downhill from there: while Mario cavorted with the grace of a ballerino in his three-dimensional debut Mario 64, Sonic languished in obscurity on the Sega Saturn and starred in reheated 16-bit leftovers. This was partly because the ill-fated Saturn game Sonic X-Treme was an infamously mismanaged project that almost led to the resignation of Sonic’s creator Yuji Naka. Sonic’s obsession with speed creates fundamental problems in the games: stages need to be much larger than a Mario game because Sonic can traverse them faster. The faster he runs, the less time the player has to react to a hazard and the less mobile he becomes, more like steering a rocket than controlling an acrobat. Sonic is better suited to a racing game than a platform game, although those who have played Sonic R for the Saturn may disagree.
Despite the lack of a true Saturn Sonic game, my faith in Sega remained strong. Sonic Team produced their masterpiece NiGHTS Into Dreams…, a game that did a better job of conveying speed in three dimensions than any Sonic title could. But when the Sega Dreamcast was revealed in 1998, the game I had been waiting for all my life was finally announced. I’ll never forget when Issue 36 of Sega Saturn Magazine arrived, with a familiar cheeky face on the front cover. Those fuzzy screenshots taken off a VHS tape, those new green irises… Sonic was back.
1999’s Sonic Adventure was the second coming of Sonic: the game that would put the Dreamcast on the map and define the future of gaming. However, rather than the impossibly blue skies of the bright Sega future I expected, Sonic Adventure came to symbolise the end of Sega’s console manufacturing era. When you play it in 2013 in its remastered Xbox 360 incarnation, it’s easy to see why: Sonic Adventure is a mess of bad environmental design, poor controls, an erratic camera and bugs more dangerous than the deliberate robo-insectoid enemies. The aforementioned problems with Sonic’s relentless focus on speed were exacerbated by the move to three dimensions, and in the decade that followed have only been partially amended by switching back to a two-dimensional perspective.
Through the eyes of a zealot, flaws and inconsistencies can be ignored. The frustrations of Sonic Adventure and its sequel were counteracted by the happiness of seeing a beloved character return. In 2002 my Sega console habit was replaced by the Xbox, a typically crass Microsoft product that had the advantage of incredible games like Bungie’s Halo. Sonic appeared on the Xbox in 2003’s Sonic Heroes, a distinctly poor game that led to a real crisis of faith. Around this time, my parents’ separation meant I wasn’t compelled to attend church. So I began to move on from the religion of my childhood: I’m talking about Sonic of course, but I stopped going to church as well. It’s like slowly losing contact with your best friend until you don’t recognise each other. It doesn’t affect the old memories – and with videogames, those memories are readily accessible – but it makes them bittersweet. It sounds ridiculous to describe a videogame character like a relationship with another human, but if you have a good time and they’re always there when you need them, that makes Sonic better than some real-life friends I’ve had.
When it comes to unreliable friends, eventually you have to give up on them to avoid getting your hopes up and then let down again and again. The last straw for my relationship with Sonic was 2008’s Sonic Unleashed – I had skipped 2006’s Sonic the Hedgehog, widely regarded as one of the worst videogames ever made – when it became clear that he’d lost his spark.
I moved on. I played some Mario games. It felt good.
I’m sitting on the floor of a conference centre, surrounded by fans in foam Sonic hats. All around me is the sound of golden rings spilling out of a thousand deflated hedgehogs. On stage, Kazuyuki Hoshino is being interviewed by the organisers of the Summer of Sonic fan convention. “London is the only place where Sonic fans are at!”, he says to cheers from the audience.
2013 marks the 20th anniversary of the release of Sonic CD. Hoshino-san is the creator of Metal Sonic, one of the hedgehog’s most memorable antagonists. “We create characters (for players) to build a long-term relationship with”. Judging by the crowds packed into Methodist Central Hall in Westminster – appropriate for a quasi-religious experience – he’s done his job. Summer of Sonic sold all of its nine hundred tickets within thirteen seconds this year, a rate that would impress Sonic himself. For dedicated fans who have come from all over Europe to attend, it’s the highlight of their year.
Summer of Sonic was founded by Svend Joscelyne in 2008, following a series of smaller fan meetings in London organised by Joscelyne and other members of the Sonic Stadium fansite. Now in its sixth year, it offers a chance for fans to meet the creators of the games, take a comic-drawing masterclass with the original artists of Sonic the Comic, enter the cosplay contest or just play some games. When I arrive, I’m given a goodie bag with my Sonic hat and a special issue of Sonic the Comic. I meet a ten year-old girl called Evy in an incredible Sonic costume that must have taken her parents ages to make, and a boy dressed as an Orbinaut complete with papier maché spikes for hands. I spot a lovely limited edition History of Sonic the Hedgehog and leave for a nearby cash machine, flipping the tote bag around to obscure Sonic’s face on its outside and spare myself the embarrassment. When I return, the books are already gone, so I settle for the least conspicuous t-shirt on sale. I think I can see legendary Sonic musician Jun Senoue disappearing through a door, and suddenly it’s 1999 again and I’m daydreaming of Sonic Adventure. Old habits die hard.
The convention has been officially supported by Sega since its second year and Sonic: Lost World is available to play on demo pods ahead of its release later in the year. While waiting for one of the Q&A sessions, I joined the snaking queue to play Lost World. It’s a far cry from the games I grew up with, with its tale of intergalactic invaders and Sonic’s magic powers. What happened to good old Dr Robotnik and his robotic animal prisons? Playing this game makes me feel old. It’s stuffed with the kind of features and gimmicks that put me off Sonic long ago.
Takashi Iizuka is the director of Sonic Team and producer of Sonic: Lost World. His favourite is Sonic 2. He’s asked what he enjoys most about Summer of Sonic: “it’s run by the fans, for the fans, rather than Sega. Having a signing desk to meet fans is great: their questions and feedback spur me on”. Tellingly, the fans in attendance haven’t asked the same questions of Lost World as the games press, who have remarked on its similarities to Nintendo’s Super Mario Galaxy. The odious term “fanboy” is often used as a slur in gaming communities. It implies unwavering acceptance, blind devotion regardless of quality. The people around me are definitely fanboys.
Next to me are a mother and her child. The woman is wearing a Sega-blue dress, listening to Iizuka-san’s translator. Her child is playing Angry Birds on the iPhone. Sonic’s classic adventures are slowly making their way to smartphones, but they lack the physical controls and without the feeling of nostalgia instilled in 1991, I don’t know what children think of the older games nowadays. What I do know is that you can buy Angry Birds t-shirts, plush toys and surprisingly tasty jelly sweets. They’re the Sonic of their time.
I spoke to a group of fans sporting dyed blue hair and the ubiquitous Sonic hats. For some it was their third Summer of Sonic; others their first. They were dedicated fans of the series who had got into the games around the time of Sonic Heroes, just as my interests were waning.
“What’s your favourite Sonic game?” I asked.
“Sonic Heroes,” one replied. Her words were heresy.
Most of them loved Sonic Heroes. “It taught me about the values of friendship and teamwork,” she said sincerely. She had been bullied at school because of her love of Sonic, which both confused and angered me. “When people say you love Sonic, they think it’s childish. But look at the people here - do they look like children?”
She had a point. There was a huge variety of people at the convention, from children to adults with wrinkled tattoos. Yet what these people love about Sonic is so different to me. While I love the games and those worlds of endless adventure, they are drawn to the characters that live in these worlds; the stories, the cameraderie. It was becoming clear to me that the Sonic brand was still the multimedia behemoth of comics, animation and games that I had known as a child, perhaps even larger. It’s only through the rise of the internet, which didn’t exist when I was a child, that something can be incredibly popular and yet almost invisible to the mainstream. It’s only through the rise of fan sites like The Sonic Stadium that such an event could exist.
These fans didn’t care much for the quality of Lost World; they were just grateful for its existence, for the opportunity to meet like-minded people at the convention. Svend Joscelyne’s fan meet-ups, which later blossomed into Summer of Sonic, were originally just a way for fans to make more friends. That friendship can be seen between the event’s present organisers, Adam Tuff and Svend’s brother Rory. That girl who was bullied in college later won the fan art competition. Here, she is a champion.
At the end of the evening, after an ecstatic Evy triumphed in the cosplay competition – I’m sure her parents will love that Shadow the Hedgehog statuette – Svend is presented with a unique piece of artwork to commemorate his years of service to the community. Then Jun Senoue appears on stage to jam along to some classic Sonic tunes. As Jun tore through the opening bars to “That’s the Way I Like It” from Sonic Adventure 2, I found myself welling up just like the first time I heard that song. It is probably unprofessional for a journalist to get emotional on the job, but by that point I had gone from roving reporter to raving Sonic fan. Jun was joined by the winners of a karaoke competition from the last Summer of Sonic. Everyone was singing along. I still knew all the words, of course:
“It doesn’t matter now what happens
I will never give up the fight
Long as the voice inside 
drives me to run and fight
It doesn’t matter who is wrong
 and who is right”
I went to Summer of Sonic to understand the mind of a Sonic fan. I’d had a crisis of faith, so why had theirs remained strong? But my faith had never really gone away, as you could tell by the copy of Sonic CD I’d brought to get signed by Hoshino-san. Instead of learning about the passion of others, I rediscovered a part of myself I thought I’d lost.
I turned twenty-seven this month. Twenty one of those years have been spent playing videogames. But you know, we can’t choose when to grow old, so maybe we should think more carefully about when we grow up.
I left Summer of Sonic, out of a physical church and into a metaphysical one, Sonic’s emblem stamped on my hand, his face proudly facing outward on my bag.
---
Special thanks to Svend Joscelyne, Lindsay Robertson, Krystal Sim, Adam Tuff, all the Summer of Sonic staff and fans who welcomed me into their community.
Further Reading:
The Making of Sonic X-Treme, EDGE. 
http://www.edge-online.com/features/the-making-of-sonic-x-treme/
The Summer of Sonic
http://2013.summerofsonic.com/
William Audureau: The History of Sonic the 
Hedgehog. Udon Entertainment.

Empty Vessels
Lana Polansky
 
In the first semester of my undergraduate course, a professor asked my class what a game based on Proust would be like. Their point was that game systems aren’t really suited to the kind of monologue and deep introspection that prose afforded to a writer like Marcel Proust. Instead, games tend to opt for symbolism: embodying whole themes or morals through motifs, set pieces, mechanics and environmental storytelling. Think, for instance, how Merritt Kopas’s Lim works. 
Games with conventional protagonists — an anthropomorphic being, not a cursor or a block — are oftenwritten and designed to limit the amount of dynamism or development the characters are allowed to have. Instead, what we’re given are “container characters.” They are thought of as empty, filled out by the wishes of the player, acquiescing to the player’s control in a realisation of our cultural fetish with player agency. 
Characters like Link, Samus Aran, Mario and Sonic are often treated as window dressing. They are colourful and relatable, but not fully developed characters with deep complexities. They begin on simple premises, orphans with an Arthurian destiny. The drama and narrative happens around them, catalysed by play. Their own ruminations don’t matter.
But we can already see where this gets complicated, right? Many game characters were created, and continue to be created, on these basic terms because of the scope and concerns of the game and technology of the time. Though we might not like the treatment of an Other M Samus or Lara Croft in the latest Tomb Raider, we can see the attempts made, albeit often through cutscenes and using sometimes-incongruous narrative tools, to more fully actualise these characters. 
I don’t think ‘container characters’ were ever really empty. Or if they were, it’s their shape and volume through which the information of the game diffracts. The protagonists demonstrate the ‘focal point’ of the game, in other words: the perspective through which we are meant to see the game’s world. They are a particular way of seeing the world that turns the game information into usable knowledge. 
We know, for example, that Link from The Legend of Zelda is young, brave and basically righteous. In many cases, he has no clear background and is a preordained hero. We know what archetype we’re dealing with right away and the particulars that make Link sympathetic to the player. Part of his appeal isn’t that he’s a rip-roaring badass from the get-go: he starts out as of average strength, even quite weak, in most incarnations of the game. But he has fabulous potential. If you’re a child (particularly a young boy) playing Ocarina of Time, it’s very easy to want to embody the character and play out the power fantasy. Killing countless Octoroks is immediately justified by the mere existence of Link. 
Already, there’s a lot to work with. We have the basic nuggets of a character type seen in all kinds of works of fiction, from epic quest poems to five-act plays and television drama. We even have a term for the kinds of storytelling that go along with it: monomyth, or the ‘hero’s journey’. Is Link a fully developed character with a rich inner life? No, not really. Instead, we have a personified lens through which to perceive and experience the various Zelda universes. Seeing everything through Link’s eyes, or through any character’s eyes, will never be an objective view of Hyrule and the creatures in it, much like how in The Great Gatsby we rarely ever get a perspective of West Egg that’s outside the viewing scope of Nick Carraway. 
Obviously, perspective and focalisation have a lot in common. My Great Gatsby reference doesn’t map perfectly onto The Legend of Zelda. Link is a silent protagonist and doesn’t intimate to us his thoughts on the mannerisms of the Zora, his political identity as opposed to the absolutist Ganon, or his doubts as to his own abilities or comfort with his tasks. We never get a monologue from Link. But Link, like Nick, filters the experience of the game through a specifically-shaped role that the player is meant to empathise with and inhabit. When we’re experiencing games through a second-person voice (things happen to you, the game addresses you) we’re focalizing through the protagonist much in the way the first-person voice (I, Nick Carraway, feel this or that…) focalises the story of a book. 
However, focalisation can shift in a story. When we trigger a cut scene, we may be taken out of our gameplay perspective and given a panoramic view, or a point-of-view of a different character. Earthbound does this at least five times: each character—Ness, Paula, Jeff and Poo—has their own backstory, their own different but complementary goals, and their own slice of the world from which they hail. Maybe they’re brilliant but lonely, escaping the snow-capped confinement of boarding school. Maybe they come from the humble beginnings of an orphanage only to possess extraordinary spiritual power. These characters have more breadth and depth and ultimately more growth potential than Link, but Earthbound still sets up four RPG archetypes and each of them are narratively, aesthetically and mechanically representative of how these types of classes tend to interact with the world and with each other. There’s a fifth level of focalisation as well: in Earthbound, you aren’t just given one character filter for the world that you look through. You’re given four overlapping points of focus that you look over in a kind of quasi-omniscient, top-down view of the world. 
In a lot of games with container characters, it’s not the characters themselves that actually matter. Often, they’re just conveyors for action or story; a way of putting those things into context and delivering them to the player. Instead, it’s the world, characters and stories around them that come into focus. 
Portal 2 is a particularly good example of this: the story and drama is antecedent to the game, and Chell is a catalyst for our preoccupation of putting the mystery of ‘what happened here’ together. James Marston of Red Dead Redemption has a catalysing backstory too, but the meat of the game is largely in how the player chooses to have him behave on his way to achieving his goal — is he a ruthless outlaw or a vigilante hero? 
I’m not saying that this is a demonstration of any particular dramatic or emotional nuance, and it is still a far cry from the sensibilities of fiction, but these are protagonists that, in giving the player a basic role, are allowing them to only to engage with the world on a specific set of aesthetic and ideological terms. They become thematic, symbolic or moralistic. They embody certain premises before the game is ever played: Chell is a symbol of the dark side of scientific positivism and hubris. Marston is a symbol of an idealised Wild West, vigilante justice, revenge. 
Thinking of container characters as empty, filled in by the player’s agency, is both foolish and dangerous. Rather than being tabulae rasae on which the player projects their ideal self, they ask the player to interact with the world in specific ways and tacitly agree to a particular worldview in order to keep performing the role. We fill in these characters’ blank slates with our own interpretations of these traits. Ultimately, we’re filling up something with a defined and limited size and shape. 
 

Bodythinking
Brendan Keogh
 
To play is to do. When we think about ‘playing’ a game, we think about movements and actions. We think about jumping, swinging, shooting, pressing, swallowing, stabbing, spending, pushing. In videogames, play is the moment your thumb pushes down on a button. Play is the moment you wave your arm in front of a motion-sensing camera. Play is action. There are the cut-scenes, stories and menus, but then there is the part of the game that you ‘actually’ play. Or so we imagine it.
I’m playing Grand Theft Auto IV. I’m walking Niko down one of Liberty City’s footpaths when I notice the sun setting behind the skyscrapers. It’s creating the most amazing refraction of light off skyscrapers and asphalt. I halt Niko; I stop pressing buttons on the controller in my hand. I just look at my television and absorb Niko on the golden street corner as the shadows around him grow long. I listen to the nearby traffic and businessmen. I immerse my senses into Liberty City’s existence. I’m not doing anything, but I’m still engaged with the game; I am still playing Grand Theft Auto IV, even if I am not pressing any buttons.
Or I’m playing Fire Emblem: Awakening. It’s my move. I’m looking at the battlefield and the overlaying grid, debating with myself what move to take. I could move this knight forward to attack that archer, but then I leave that mage vulnerable from those horsemen. This is the most important part of playing any strategy game: thinking ahead. I’m not pressing any buttons, just looking and thinking. But I am still playing Fire Emblem: Awakening, even without physically acting.
There is a problem with how we conceptualise play as action. It’s too limited, too reductive. It is unable to capture the full scope of our playful experiences of videogames: watching a sunset, planning an attack, navigating a menu. It cleaves a game in half, putting interactive bits over here and non-interactive bits over there. And it cleaves the player in half, putting the body over here and the mind over there.
This isn’t a new problem, nor is it one unique to videogames. Philosophical thinking has divided the mind and body for centuries. In the West, Christianity gave us souls, essences of us that will be liberated from the meaty anchors of our bodily flesh once we die. The Age of Enlightenment, scientific method and rationality didn’t dismantle this dualism but rather reinforced it. ‘Man’ became imagined as a rational, logical creature—a being that thinks and which ‘has’ a body that it can control and think. Emotions and base desires are weaknesses of the body, secondary to the reasoning and intellectually rigourous mind.
This line of thinking has continued into the modern age, and it can’t help but influence how we think about videogames and videogame play. We start from the position that the mind and the body are separate: what you ‘do’ and what you ‘think’ are seen as entirely separate things. We see this in the way early theorists of the internet and virtual worlds imagined virtual spaces as completely detached from the real world: we leave our bodies behind and as pure minds enter new worlds. We still see this today in the way we talk about ‘immersion’. Like Case in William Gibson’s novel Neuromancer, we enter virtual spaces and leave behind the cage of our flesh, all of the meat and all that it wants. 
This disembodied conceptualisation of immersion has been challenged in recent decades. Theorists from disciplines such as phenomenology (and particularly feminist phenomenologists, who argue that mind/body Cartesian dualism privileges Man with the mind while relegating Woman to the concerns of the body) have reconceptualised thought and consciousness as not separate from the body, but as products of the body. We make sense of the world quite literally, through our body touching, seeing, hearing and smelling. We don’t just have bodies; we are bodies. The consequence of this path of thought is that thinking and acting are no longer separate activities—thinking is a bodily act. Looking is an action. Hearing is an action. Perceiving the world and thinking about things are actions performed by a body.
This realisation has consequences for how we think about our engagement with videogames. Play is still about ‘doing’, but ‘doing’ now encompasses a much broader range of activities. While watching the sunset in Grand Theft Auto IV planning my next move in Fire Emblem: Awakening I am engaging with the game as actively and bodily as if I was pressing the A button with my thumb. 
‘Interactivity’ is not the narrow set of verbs we often take it for. In fact, once we reconceptualise ourselves as our bodies, the notion that videogames are the only interactive medium becomes much more complicated. Various theorists have noted the active participation of the body with texts in other mediums. Vivian Sobchack’s book Carnal Thoughts shows that the moviegoer is not just some disembodied consciousness viewing images, but a physiological body that actively interacts with and reacts to the images and sounds of the film. 
Similarly, Scott McCloud’s seminal Understanding Comics demonstrates how the comic reader actively interacts with the comic book, constructing meanings and narratives from a serious of disconnected images. Walk around a sculpture to look at it from different directions, and you are interacting with it. Turn the pages of a novel and scan your eyes across the paper from left to right, top to bottom, and you are interacting with it. If we are our bodies, if perceiving the world is acting, then videogames are not the only interactive medium.
Which is not to say that videogames aren’t unique. Rather, the specific ways we engage with videogames require more nuanced articulation. There are things we do with them beyond simply pressing buttons that we need to take account; other ways to change the state of a world. Instead of claiming that “no gameplay is actually happening” when the player stops to watch a sunset, as game theorist Alexander Galloway does in his book Gaming, or lamenting that a game like Dear Esther or Proteus doesn’t have enough gameplay, we need to account for the specific ways our bodies get caught up with the specific games we play, our senses and meat tangled together with controllers, images, and sounds. We are our bodies and our bodies are us. We play with our hands and mind. We have to account for the actions of both, inseparable, if we are to understand just what we are doing when we play a videogame—and if we are to understand just what that videogame is doing to us.

Further Reading
Vivian Sobchack - Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture. University of California Press.
Scott McCloud - Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art. HarperCollins.
William Gibson - Neuromancer. Harper Voyager.
 

Hunted
Bill Coberly

I’m searching through an old study for clues when a horrible pounding starts - someone or something is trying to break down the door to this room, and from the groans and creaks of the old wooden door, it doesn’t sound like it will take long. Panicked, I begin looking around - there are no other exits to this room, no weapons with which to defend myself. I cast about for somewhere to hide - heart racing, prickles all along my shoulders and back, and finally see the wardrobe to my right. I lunge inside and pull the doors shut just as the door to the study splinters open and I hear some lurching thing stumble into the room, looking for me, with murder in its shuffling footsteps.
Horror games have an edge over other horror media because they require input from the player in order for the character to survive, or at least for the plot to advance. The story will advance in The Exorcist, Dracula or The Blair Witch Project regardless of what I do, whether I’m paying attention or in a panic with my hands over my eyes. But when James Sunderland is being chased by one of Silent Hill’s grotesque creatures, I can’t simply cover my eyes and hope. I have to engage with the horror, overcome my fear and maintain enough control of myself to keep James alive.
There has been a lot written on the subject of why people enjoy being scared,why horror movies and stories are so popular when they speak to a fundamentally unpleasant emotional response. But there’s something particularly strange about playing horror games. Why on Earth would anyone enjoy putting themselves in these dreadful situations?
I’m not sure I ‘enjoyed’ playing Amnesia: The Dark Descent. I had to force myself to play it, plying myself with scotch and announcing my intentions on Twitter in an attempt to drum up moral support. I complained to my wife that I really did not want to play it any more. But I didn’t continue because of masochistic desire or out of completionism — I think there’s value in playing a helplessness simulator like Amnesia. Above and beyond the enjoyable horror movie thrills it provides, it serves as an inversion of the traditional videogame power fantasy: rather than making the player feel powerful and accomplished, Amnesia makes them feel weak and frightened, and it derives much of its value from this inverted experience.
Amnesia is fundamentally about navigating a hostile and dangerous environment while completely unarmed — defenseless against the shambling horrors and terrible sights concealed in the bowels of Brennenburg Castle. Aside from the horror moniker, it could probably be classified as a ‘stealth’ game, with its emphasis on hiding in shadows and sneaking undetected past enemies who can kill you easily if they spot you.
But modern stealth games also feature instant-kill moves for when you sneak up behind an enemy, and a usually dizzying array of gadgets or magic spells to help you evade or assassinate patrolling guards. In Dishonored or Deus Ex: Human Revolution, you are a powerful assassin, a stalking shadow, a blade in the dark. You may not have the stamina to stand up to a prolonged firefight, but if you’re careful you’ll leave every room slick with the blood of your enemies, without so much as a scratch on your person.
In Amnesia, conversely, you have nothing. No tricks up your sleeve; no weapons, armor or smoke bombs. Your inventory contains only matches, healing draughts (and not many of those) and puzzle pieces. In Splinter Cell, you are the hunter. In Amnesia, you are the prey.
The creature eventually shuffles away. As I collect myself and prepare to move out, I realize I’ve been holding the door to the cupboard closed: my hand was still on the trackpad, as if ready for a game of tug-of-war if the monster tried to open the wardrobe door.
 
You are usually exploring these hostile environments in search of a solution to a puzzle. Amnesia is heavily reliant on these puzzles, which usually amount to nothing more than collecting a group of gears or potions scattered around a dangerous environment in order to open a locked door. As puzzles, they are tepid at best; uninspired, serving only as an excuse to make you explore the dark corners of the castle. 
I can’t decide if this is crummy game design or exactly the point: none of the things you are doing would be difficult if it weren’t for the omnipresent fear of discovery by something horrible. In a safe world, it would be easy to explore this castle. As it is, even the simplest actions are dangerous.
Amnesia goes out of its way to make you feel embodied and present in the world. You can hear Daniel’s ragged breathing as he moves, his gasps and whimpers when something surprises him or he sees a monster. You open doors not by merely clicking a button, but by holding down the mouse button and moving it in the direction you want to open the door. 
Later: I’m trapped between a broken column and a bottomless chasm, bridged by the rest of the fallen column. A creaking, mutilated shape is clumsily patrolling the area, and it knows I’m nearby. My only hope is to climb atop this bit of ruined stone and leap to the makeshift bridge, but Daniel’s no acrobat and I am tired, and terribly worried that my flailing will alert the awful guardian to my whereabouts before I can cross the gap and return to relative safety.
Like many Lovecraftian games, Amnesia features both a health stat and a sanity stat. While the health stat is reduced by physical damage and otherwise behaves like every other health bar in videogames, the sanity stat decreases when you look at horrible things (monsters, dismembered corpses), or, most importantly, whenever you are in the dark. Health can be restored by laudanum, hidden throughout the castle, but sanity can only be restored by progressing in the game. When your sanity drops, the screen blurs, Daniel lurches, and he begins to hallucinate. When he’s particularly scared, he is harder to maneuver, which makes running from monsters that much more difficult.
This is where the inversion of the power fantasy truly resides. Not only is Daniel helpless, he’s also terrified. The sanity meter lowers when he’s faced with supernatural occurrences, but also whenever he wanders into a torture chamber or a pile of corpses. Daniel is not a superpowered badass: he’s just a guy, trapped and terrified, unprepared for the horrors he’s about to witness. Dead Space’s Isaac Clarke never reacts to the blood-spattered rooms he walks through, but when Daniel wanders into a recently used torture chamber his ears start to ring, his vision blurs, and he lurches about until you finally make him leave.
This should be easy - how many times have I performed two quick jumps in a first-person game? Even if it does see me, I should have plenty of time to jump across before it gets to me, and if it does get to me, the end of the game is a small penalty in Amnesia - I’ll just respawn somewhere nearby.
No matter what BioShock‘s Jack or Resident Evil 4’s Leon may see, they maintain a stoic or even snarky resolve. Their vocalisations are of pain, surprise or exertion. Daniel whimpers and moans in fear throughout Amnesia. It’s unwise to look at monsters, because he’s more likely to cry out and alert them to his presence. Most horror games may hope to scare or startle their players, but they still want the protagonist to remain epitomized and unshakeable.
The narrative supports this subversion. In Dead Space or Resident Evil, the player progresses through violence. Daniel’s only possible avenue for salvation comes via an act of compassion (rescuing a trapped and dying man who returns the favor at the end of the game), rather than an act of violence. Furthermore, the violence employed by Daniel before the game begins — remembered in flashbacks and diary entries — leads only to further horrors, never to safety.
I stay there, perfectly still, for minutes as my nemesis wanders to and fro, close and far and close again. Just as I think I’ve worked up the courage to bolt from my cover, I hear it move closer and freeze again in place. I don’t know how long I stay there before I finally hold my breath and make the jump, fleeing back into the shadows, leaving my pursuer on the other half of the chasm. But it’s taken far longer than it should have. I laugh at myself, embarrassed, even though there was no one but my little dog watching me.
I stay there, perfectly still, for minutes as my nemesis wanders to and fro, close and far and close again. Just as I think I’ve worked up the courage to bolt from my cover, I hear it move closer and freeze again in place. I don’t know how long I stay there before I finally hold my breath and make the jump, fleeing back into the shadows, leaving my pursuer on the other half of the chasm. But it’s taken far longer than it should have. I laugh at myself, embarrassed, even though there was no one but my little dog watching me.
Samantha Allen wrote in Issue 4 of Five Out of Ten about the similarities between the playing a stealth game like Hitman and moving through the real world as a trans woman. I’ve been to neighborhoods in which I’ve felt unsafe in Kansas City, Savannah, or London, but never specifically because of who I was, and I never stayed long. I don’t have any direct experience with feeling hunted or helpless, afraid in a world specifically out to get me. By playing Amnesia, I have a small window into what that might be like, a glimpse into the life of a person helpless in a hostile world. I have experienced a shadow of what it’s like to memorize escape routes, cling to zones of perceived safety, to be unable to relax even in perfectly harmless places. I have an idea of what it’s like to force myself to open a door, to enter a new space knowing full well that what’s behind it may only want to hurt me. I know what it’s like to be terrified of attempting even simple tasks for fear that something horrible will happen. But most of all, I have some idea what it’s like to be helpless.
That’s the value of something like Amnesia. By putting you through these simulated horrors and forcing you to proceed onwards in spite of them, Amnesia may help us to better understand people in the real world in unfortunate and terrifying circumstances. There is value in forcing yourself to face and overcome fear, and value also in understanding, even a little, what it feels like to be helpless, to be forced to be aware of one’s surroundings, always on the lookout for possible dangers.
 

You’re On My Crew 
Kris Ligman
 
Value in games is frequently defined by a thing’s utility, so it’s no surprise that character dynamics in games are often about what a person can do for the player. Hence why game narratives of ensembles or strong supporting casts are so common: not only do they provide a way to externalize delivery of information to the player, but they also serve as useful — sometimes even beloved — assets.
Companions humanise a game’s utilitarian nature, and in a way make it less about use and more about interpersonal connection. Few things are quite so lonely as braving a computer program that seems entirely indifferent to our presence, and so enters the computer-generated face of an artificial buddy, mentor or loved one. They’re not real — in fact, the facade they use to seem human can be astonishingly shallow at times — but often it doesn’t matter. These characters captivate us, or we wouldn’t keep writing about them.
Saints Row plays fast and loose with this idea. As a set of games about a fictitious street gang, your companions are pretty much defined by their ability to kill the rival gang members, corporate thugs and police officers who are trying to kill you. But as the franchise has evolved, the characters have grown more textured, experiencing tragedy, loss, trauma and growth. By the time of Saints Row IV, none of the characters are the crime film archetypes they started out as, and although it obviously serves a utilitarian purpose to have all these gangsters back on your squad, that isn’t really why you end up going through the paces for them.
It’s because they’re on your crew, damn it.
According to the Greek historians who write these parts of school textbooks, there are four categories of love. First is storge, or “natural affection,” like a parent is expected to have for their offspring. Agape refers to “pure” love (and, in modern Greek, all other kinds as well). Eros connotes romantic and sexual attraction. Lastly, philia refers to the loyalty one has for friends, family and community. Reductively, and this should be evident by how we use it today as a root word, philia means things or people that you like — but that doesn’t take into account the complicated interrelationships which texture that emotion, as it would have been used in context.
Co-workers and neighbours are not necessarily people you like, but through your shared circumstances — regional, agrarian, economic, political, religious — you develop a bond. To the philia of friends and family we need to add shipmates, soldiers, farmers, clergy, refugees, classmates, and U.S.S. Enterprise bridge personnel. It’s a dynamic we recognise, but English does a poor job of summing it up. Other, more contemporary terminology gets at the heart of it a little better. Nakama is a Japanese word to describe a group of people who are not quite friends but are closer than mere coworkers. It has a number of localizations depending on the context: team, companions, comrades, crew, party. It is, in point of fact, the word for “party” in Japanese role-playing games. The French term esprit de corps falls under a similar heading as nakama, though it refers to the connections between units, instead of the units as a collective. Put another way, an esprit de corps is what a nakama has; a nakama is defined by its esprit de corps.
Heaping loan terms upon loan terms without some further illustration seems a bad way to go about things, however. Let’s try some ready-to-hand pop culture reference points instead: the Three Musketeers; Robin Hood’s Merry Men; the Knights of the Round Table; the crew of Firefly; the eponymous teams of Red vs Blue. Most of these groups we recognise as not being united by interest so much as circumstance, and therein lies the strength of their bond. That is the esprit de corps of a nakama. That is why Mal orders the Serenity back to rescue Simon and River Tam even though he doesn’t enjoy either’s company. It is also why the Boss of the Third Street Saints goes after a guy who once made a profession out of trying to kill them.
There are other, less complicated alliances among the Boss and their crew. A few enter into actual friendship and we would need a graph to cover all of the unrequited romantic attraction among the group. But first and foremost, the Saints are connected by profession, like the world’s strangest managerial department. This comes to a head in the fourth game where early missions allude to the squad combat of Call of Duty and the cabinet dynamics of The West Wing. Squabbling and shots across the table are fine among such a motley crew because, at the end of the day, they’re still a team.
 
“It was a hug.”
This is how Steve Jaros, the creative director and lead writer of the Saints Row franchise, described the fourth game to me when I asked about its characters.
I had been spending a lot of time in the game. After finishing the campaign, I felt continually pulled back into it: partly to spend more time with my character’s godlike superpowers, but mostly to have more moments with my crew. There weren’t any to be found: all the missions were done and every optional sandbox activity had been completed. Besides restarting the game with a new character, speaking with Jaros was the closest thing I had to hanging out with my gang a little more. Yet an interview can only last so long, and I wasn’t about to spend it all talking about characters, even if it was the one part that truly interested me.
“A hug.” What a profoundly simple yet elegant way to think of a game. Enough about ‘art’ and ‘systems’ and ‘fun’ — what about games as a warm embrace? What about a game of which the very essence is wrapped around people, not to game things out of them so that they like you more, but just to exist and accept you as you are. 
Near the beginning of the game, your gang-cum-cabinet are abducted (literally, by extraterrestrials) and the bulk of the game’s early story missions are spent rescuing them. In doing so you find your crew mired in past traumas, playing out their anxieties and failures in an endless loop until their obligation to their boss (you) and the rest of the group snaps them out of it. From there, freed characters are added to your main hub location and can join you in battle or just chat with you over the wire.
Subsequent optional “loyalty” missions have two effects: a new outfit and a slightly different ending. Neither really affects either the character’s usefulness in gameplay — it grants them superpowers, but these seem irrelevant when your character already has them — or their demeanour toward the player’s character. The ‘romance’ system is a simple push-button affair, accessible at any time, no carefully selected dialogue options necessary. Whether by accident or design, it sidesteps the ideas endemic to other ‘mature’ franchises of sociopathically engineering your party members’ attitudes toward you, and instead presents your characters as they are. Some are open to having a more personal relationship with your character, some are not. Some are just interested in sex, others are in for something more emotional. In fact, the ‘romance’ interludes are fundamentally static and boring. You try them once or twice for the cringe-inducing cheesiness, and then move on.
On the other hand, the time spent on missions with your companions is dynamic and peppered with surprisingly authentic emotional beats, even amidst the wanton violence. One mission has the Boss and series favourite Johnny Gat having a heart-to-heart about their relationship while slaughtering roomfuls of armed men dressed up in novelty costumes — on a simulated game show within another simulation, no less. It’s free-spirited and surreal, but at the heart of it is an expression of devotion so intense, the developers brought a character back from the dead just to have it happen.
That is what I mean by the nakama of Saints Row IV. It is almost certainly what Jaros means by a game serving as a hug, as well. Ultimately, the game is geared toward not so much flattering the player’s ego — the player’s character is fully voice-acted and does plenty of that on their own, much to their gang’s chagrin — but offering up a space of safety and belonging. It’s Cheers as an sandbox game.
In truth, I suspect a lot of games function as Saints Row IV does. We enjoy companions in games, not simply because humans search for faces in almost everything we see, but because companions are a quick route for developers to give form to utility. More than that, the appeal of nakama in games is that it gives players a welcoming space without asking programmatically difficult things of them in return. With friendships or romance arcs, there is almost inevitably some sort of one-sidedness: no amount of multiple-choice tailoring is going to accommodate a player’s own identity within a finite system, so asking a game’s character to befriend or fall in love with the player is like asking them to react to a brick wall. But if you set up the circumstances, and provide a reason for sustained interaction, the player fills in the rest. It doesn’t matter that emotionally it’s as unidirectional as any other game; we’ve been given a reason a care, to spend time with people who cannot be our friends and yet remain profoundly meaningful to us. Because they’re on your crew, damn it, and you have done so much for each other already. Why wouldn’t you want to do more? 
It is so simple and elegant to dive into a game like this: to spend time with virtual people who you know will be there for you and care about your well-being, even if it’s for the sake of how much use you are to them, as they are to you.
Doesn’t that speak to the needs of a lot of those who play games?

Mind Games
As fans and critics of videogames, our passion is to understand and deconstruct them. We unravel their systems, we theorise about their plots, we look at the ways in which we construct their worlds. While we play games, they also affect our mental states. It has become a cliché to talk of games as “immersive” and “addictive” (and never “addicting” in this magazine!) but nevertheless we are drawn - mind, body and soul - into the games we play.
In this issue, we’re looking at games which affect our minds in unexpected ways. We struggle to describe them. We become slaves to their rhythm. We become slaves to their routine. We find them compelling, yet boring. We laugh at an old episode of Star Trek, then stop laughing as it comes to eerily foreshadow the real world.
It’s time to play some mind games.
 

Cultivating Heaven
Kris Ligman
“I’ll turn your memories into data,” the salon lady purrs as I sink into the chaise longue which is reserved for this arcane techno-spiritual activity, “to create a dream of this town.” I close my eyes, translucent geometric shapes swirling above my head. Outside the windowless suite, large fireworks thrum at semi-random intervals.
It is the end of summer. The 25th of August, to be exact, and I am preparing to leave the better half of my life — that is, this little town I’ve called Nekopan — for good.
At 6:30 precisely, my cat wakes me up, generally by the most obnoxious means possible. Her favourite is kneading that exact point on my shoulder where the nerves are drawn between a thin sandwich of flesh and bone, because she knows I can’t possibly sleep through the shooting pain this causes. So I dig myself out of bed, amble to the kitchen, and set out her quarter can of food.
At 6:33 or thereabouts, I crawl back into bed.
At 6:35, I flip open the 3DS and start gardening. I water the flowers, pluck any weeds or clover that have grown overnight, pick fruit, and plant trees.
At 7:00, my non-cat-shaped alarm finally goes off. I dismiss it and resume watering.
By 7:30, I have finished gardening. I visit my animal neighbours, who always seem to keep longer hours than me, and get up to boil coffee.
At 8:00 I check in at work. I open up my work email. I trawl news feeds and look over documents sent to me by my editor. Occasionally I hold interviews, and in those 15-20 minute stretches I try to sound like I know what I’m doing as much as possible. 
At 13:00, I take my lunch. To be more exact, I curl back up into my bed, intending to use the time to make up for the sleep I didn’t get last night. Instead I spend the hour visiting the shops on the other side of the tracks of Nekopan, getting my daily haircut, having fossils assessed, and decorating my house. I have an almost-complete evil laboratory and monitoring station in my basement now. My mansion is themed after John Hough’s The Legend of Hell House, based on the Richard Matheson novel. It features blood-soaked beds and surveillance cameras trained onto spooky mannequins. I’m proud of it.
At 14:00 I pull myself out of bed and head back into work, without having eaten at all. One of my colleagues, our features editor, wants us to do a letter series on Animal Crossing: New Leaf. I’m not sure I can contribute anything meaningful, but I agree nevertheless.
Sometime after 15:00 I log off for the day and open the game again to take an old man’s boat to a nearby tropical island, where I harvest rare beetles for exorbitant amounts of cash. The funds from this go toward the continued beautification of Nekopan. So far I’ve built a flower clock, a zen garden, a hot spring, a police station and a cafe. I am working to afford a lighthouse.
My neighbours are happy. My secretary is happy. I have the “best. town. EVER!” in her words. I fall asleep with the screen still illuminating my face, like a cliché from a moral panic-driven techno-thriller.
The satisfaction I have for Nekopan is inversely proportional to the satisfaction for the stuff that fills my ‘real’ life. In my real life, I haven’t vacuumed for too long. Dishes are piling up in the sink and the trash needs to be taken out. I am increasingly unfit and fear showing myself in public, even among friends. Most of this is not the game’s fault, the fault of being caught in a weird changing of gears between my previous job — which had me working 60 hours a week, but barely able to afford rent on my studio apartment — and my current job, which is much nicer but still leaves little time for self-care or home improvement.
In Nekopan, I am productive and successful. I can plainly see the results of my efforts and receive ample praise from my little furry residents. Everything is cheap, and as much as we might joke about Animal Crossing’s home expansion system reflecting the subprime mortgage crisis, it is a remarkably stable and generous economy. The alpaca who runs the combined recycling and thrift shop has infinite wads of cash to hand over in exchange for glittering fruit and those sweet, precious beetles. Without hunger or utility bills, I can fuel thousands into whatever personal projects I like, including designing a virtual home after an obscure 70s horror film.
The games critic Simon Parkin once said that games — particularly JRPGs, but it applies to all games in my experience — are “sort of like heaven”. It’s such a throwaway thing, and oft-repeated with half of Parkin’s empathetic acumen. Still, I find it has resonated with me quite a lot over the years. I am dissatisfied with my own atheism; not just of religion in a formal sense, but as a non-belief in anything or anyone, brought about by twenty-seven years of disappointment from family, systems and authority. It would be so very nice to believe in an afterlife, something as peaceful and pleasant as this little virtual village, but what I’ve found is that subscribing to that belief leads me down a dark path I don’t wish to revisit. So, instead, I stick to the assumption that all that exists is what can be scientifically measured, even if it leaves me feeling like a hollow half-being, playing at fulfilment. It’s better than non-being, or so my therapist tells me.
Thus I cling to games as a replacement for faith, for giving meaning to meaninglessness. They are as spiritual as I am willing to tolerate; these perfectly ordered systems where result follows cause in a completely mathematical way, where progression is the norm, where I am Important with a capital I, even in everyday minutiae.
After the first month, Animal Crossing had become such a part of my daily routine that for the most part I stopped distinguishing between my routine in the ‘real’ world and that of the game. My many daily tasks, each frivolous on their own, added up to a satisfaction of doing, and that became my satisfaction of being. I no longer wanted anything else out of my day, even though I can’t say the work made me happy in any substantial sense. Yet I continued to perform it to the exclusion of almost everything else.
You frequently hear of games inspiring addictions like this, but I prefer Jenn Frank’s concept of Animal Crossing as a ‘cultivation’ game. Yet it struck me, after a couple months of this routinized living of two lives, that I was not cultivating anything except a mounting despair regarding the state of my physical life versus my perfect digital one.
“I’ll turn your memories into data to create a dream of this town.”
One of Animal Crossing: New Leaf’s less-discussed features is the Dream Suite, where you can upload the present version of your town to Nintendo’s servers, accessible worldwide at a standard ‘dream address.’ It gives the appearance of a flawless, even transcendental solution: no matter what happens — whether it’s your town’s villagers leaving, weeds overtaking your grass, your save file corrupting or if you simply stop playing and don’t look back — a version of your town will remain, perfectly frozen in time. Preserved on a remote database, it can be unfolded like a little paper diorama of heaven whenever you like.
The truth isn’t so romantic. One day, those servers will go offline. By then, my descriptions of this game’s quiet perfection will seem quaint in their ignorance, much like we chuckle at product reviews of yesteryear cheering the ‘realism’ of the graphics on the first PlayStation. One day, these words might as well never existed in the first place.
We’re willing to trust the digital world to hold onto our dreams in perfected form, to be the part of our lives left unfulfilled by work, rent and our fellow living creatures. We turn the virtual into a means by which to live remote from ourselves, and end up labouring twice over to realize this bit of fantasy.
I don’t know why or exactly when I came to the decision to quit. Perhaps I just ran out of faith. Perhaps I just realized that it was too good. Perhaps it was too seductive, so I decided I must turn it off.
We love games so, so, so much. In Reality is Broken, Jane McGonigal says they will fix all that ails us and turn us into better people. Eric Zimmerman says that now is the ‘Ludic Century’. I myself have written about finding a certain spiritual fulfilment from exploring games. If games did not scratch an itch endemic to our species they would not have captured our attention so. My other contribution to this issue of Five out of Ten on the character dynamics of Saints Row IV also speaks to this.
On the other hand, I believe there is a danger that we don’t often discuss: when we love games so much that we’ve failed to attend to ourselves. I don’t mean necessarily the occasional horror stories one hears of people dying from physical inactivity, the spendthrift mother pouring the family savings into a Facebook game, or the basement-dwelling gamerbro who remains unmotivated and under-accomplished into his 30s. What I mean is as simple as not cleaning the dishes when the sink is full and as complex as failing to ask yourself why you spend all this time tending to virtual plants when you tell yourself you’re not responsible enough to keep a real-life fern alive.
What I’m driving at is the need for moderation, but mostly a need for self-love. We will most certainly outlast all of these little virtual heavens we have cultivated, and if you happen to believe in an afterlife, you will outlive the body by which you have interacted with every game to date. If you believe in reincarnation, some essence of you will outlive everything you have ever known or could recognize.
There’s no way to tell for sure that there is anything beyond what we can measure. So to be safe, it’s better that we spend at least a little time cultivating the life we already have.
Especially if our cats are waking us at 6:30 in the morning.
Further Reading
Simon Parkin - Maps, Boing Boing
 http://boingboing.net/2010/07/28/maps.html/
Jenn Frank - Animal Crossing: New Leaf Review, Paste
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The Game
Bill Coberly

There is a famously terrible episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation where aliens take over the Enterprise with a videogame. While vacationing on Space Vegas, Commander Riker is given a copy of The Game by his latest alien squeeze, yet another Star Trek rubber-forehead alien. Upon his return to the Enterprise, Riker proceeds to give copies of The Game to the entirety of the crew, who soon become addicted to it. It eventually becomes clear that The Game is actually a mind-control device, steering the Enterprise towards some nebulously-defined evil purpose. Naturally, It’s up to Wesley Crusher and special guest star Ashley Judd to save the day while also undergoing a cringeworthy TV teenage romance. 
It’s not a particularly good episode. It features a variety of awkward moments — my favourite is when Picard pompously and pointlessly greets Wesley in Latin — and after my initial viewing oh-so-many-years-ago, I had assumed I would never think about it again.
It struck me as shoddy sci-fi at best and “video games are corrupting our children” panic at worst. But the other day, as I was playing Super Hexagon, I received a notification that one of my airplanes had reached its destination in Pocket Planes. I realised that, while it’s still not a particularly good episode, The Game is actually fairly prophetic: it manages, in 1991, to accurately predict several of the ways in which modern game design can be kind of scary.
The Game is played with a set of goggles. These goggles project a game board in front of the player, which is then controlled telepathically. 
The objective of The Game is to throw those little red disks into those little purple funnels. As the player progresses, they reach new “levels” which apparently increase the difficulty. Each time the player completes a level, they are rewarded with a pleasurable sensation caused by the device’s telepathic connection to the brain. However, the longer the player plays The Game, the more time The Game has to access the higher reasoning centers of the brain, where it turns unsuspecting players into pawns for an alien race to manipulate at their will.
The Game shows three characteristics that can also be applied to different aspects of modern games. The Game is compelling: it aims for addiction and encourages players to keep playing for long periods of time. It is pervasive: it can be played while doing other things and thus becomes part of the fabric of a person’s life. Finally, it is persuasive: the nature of The Game changes the way the person playing it thinks.
The Game is compelling because it rewards the player with a pleasurable sensation every time they complete a level. This encourages them to keep playing whether or not they actually ‘enjoy’ the act of playing. This is basic operant conditioning as exemplified by the Skinner Box. The rules and mechanics of The Game don’t matter—instead, it is the feeling you get when you beat a level that matters. This keeps the player playing rather than doing other things: if they stop playing, The Game doesn’t have time to turn them into a tool for the Ktarians, after all. No one in the episode mentions enjoying The Game for its nifty disc/funnel mechanics — that’s simply an obstacle to be overcome to attain the reward.
Skinner Boxes are rampant in modern game design: by conditioning players to perform repetitive actions with clearly defined “reward schedules,” you can keep a player hooked on your game long after they would normally be bored. Levelling up and loot-drops in RPGs, progress bars in games of all varieties, and “unlockables” as you progress through a game are all examples of operant conditioning.
There is a pleasurable feeling associated with gaining a new level in World of Warcraft or harvesting a long-awaited collection of crops in FarmVille, or even slotting a line piece into that mess of blocks in Tetris. While they may not have a telepathic link into the pleasure centers of the brain, these games teach players to endure tedious repetition for the purpose of achieving some pleasurable goal. Few players would describe “grinding” in an RPG as traditionally enjoyable, but because it leads to the satisfying reward of levelling up, we do it all the time.
This Skinner Box design is particularly worrying when the game’s designers have a vested interest in keeping the player engrossed for a long time.In subscription-based games like World of Warcraft or free-to-play-with-in-app-purchase games like Candy Crush Saga, the longer the player plays, the more money they will spend .
The Ktarians’ intentions may be more sinister, but it’s the same basic strategy: keep the players hooked so you can get them to do what you want them to do.
Once The Game really gets its hooks in, Wesley sees it everywhere. The entire crew is playing The Game, and they are playing it all the time: Wesley meets a crewmember playing as she walks around the ship. One long sequence is filmed from O’Brien’s first-person perspective as he moves through 10-Forward, the ship’s lounge, chatting with other crewmembers all while playing The Game.
It appears at the bottom of your vision and apparently only requires a fraction of your attention, so it’s possible to play while doing other things. It can thus pervade the entire lives of the crew: they can play while relaxing, moving around the ship and even performing simple tasks.
Pocket Planes is running in the background of your iPhone constantly, tracking hypothetical cargo planes and seeing them safely to their destinations. Whenever a plane lands, you receive a notification the same as you would for a text message or Twitter mention. It only takes a couple of seconds to reassign the plane, to send it to its next destination, laden with cargo or passengers; so you quickly stop whatever you are doing, press a few buttons, and continue with whatever it interrupted.
You are never not playing Pocket Planes once you start. It is always lurking just below your life: running silently alongside all the other things you might be doing, humming below the surface; using just enough of your attention that you never forget about it, but not so much it becomes a nuisance. Pocket Planes thus pervades your life, just like The Game.
Players of The Game seem to share it almost compulsively. Whether this is a conscious effort on the part of enthralled players to spread the influence of their masters or something more subliminal is admittedly unanswered. One way or another, all players of The Game convince others to play as well.
If you’ve logged on to Facebook recently, this phenomenon should be familiar to you: players of games like Candy Crush Saga are rewarded in-game for inviting friends and family to play. The more people who play Candy Crush Saga, the more money the publishers can make — hence the omnipresent alerts from dozens of similar games on your notification tab. Aunt Sue is looking for more lives in Candy Crush, and your high school friend Josh is trying to get you to join his vampire clan.
The Game spreads through the Enterprise via word-of-mouth, “virally.” There are no corporate advertisements or trailers - just friends and parents suggesting it until eventually you succumb to the pervasive pressure and give it a try. Then you are grabbed, and The Game begins to work its dark magic upon you.
As you play The Game, it uses a telepathic link to reward you with pleasure whenever you complete a level. As it does so, it infiltrates your centres of higher reasoning. Continuing to play The Game will eventually cause your thought processes to fall in line with those its designers. The Game’s political views are thus expressed through subliminal means: it appears to be a simple puzzle game, but it contains powerful persuasive elements.
People have been worried about videogames beaming subliminal messages into players’ minds since the dawn of the medium, culminating in the urban legend of Polybius, but it’s well-established that games have the ability to communicate ideas through their fundamental rules and mechanics in addition to the obvious route of narratives. In his text Persuasive Games, games scholar Ian Bogost calls this “procedural rhetoric”. Games can and do convey political or cultural ideas, values and views through the use of their mechanics alone: Monopoly posits a world governed by zero-sum capitalist competition, in which you succeed by bankrupting the competition.
Games can communicate socio-political ideas without their players necessarily realising it’s happening. I’ve written before about the unspoken claims that the grammar of modern shooters makes about firearms. By abstracting firearm operation to just a few button-presses that are consistent across all firearms, these games present a single, monolithic concept of “gun” which ignores the complicated variations and diversities within that category.
The Game’s particular brand of persuasion is of course more aggressive than this, but it’s the same idea. Although exaggerated by the media, there are plenty of reasons to be concerned about the desensitisation to violence that playing loads of violent games can produce. There’s something appropriate about the fact that the first thing the enthralled players of The Game do is deactivate the ship’s android, Lt. Commander Data, the only one on the Enterprise immune to The Game’s effects.
Games can change the way we think. While this doesn’t have to be in a negative way, The Game reminds us that systems, however objective or abstract they might appear, are not necessarily content-neutral.
The Game may be a silly piece of television, but it’s a little bit frightening to watch. Exaggerated as it is, it nevertheless accurately predicts some of the more worrying aspects of modern game design: compelling us to play for some end other than our own enjoyment, these games pervade our lives and our social circles, and teach us to think differently than we would otherwise. Sometimes the only winning move is not to play.

Hack Writer
Brendan Keogh
 
There’s a certain kind of videogame I don’t know how to write about. Heck, I don’t even know what to call them. I’m thinking about games that present the player with a fully functioning system and ask them to figure it out, understand it and master it: games like Drop 7, Starseed Pilgrim and SpaceChem. These are intellectually challenging, mechanically complicated games, which videogame critics such as myself are often accused of writing poorly about according to their developers. We could perhaps call them ‘systemic games’, but that doesn’t quite work because every game includes systems on some fundamental level.
Several months ago, Braid developer Jonathan Blow lamented the lack of critical attention directed towards Droqen’s Starseed Pilgrim. He’s got a point: I played Starseed Pilgrim for a while, but although I thought it was a fascinating game I didn’t write a thing about it. I don’t know how to write about Starseed Pilgrim. I don’t have a vocabulary for it. I can point at a game’s narrative, visuals, rules, themes or tone and tell you what it is doing. But these systemic games—if I am going to call them that—are different. What’s interesting about them isn’t components but relationships; the ephemeral ‘in-between’ of different things interacting in different ways. How do I put into words the majestic pleasures of these systems and networks? How do I describe the space between two dominoes? Words are so… concrete. They are finite. Definitive letters put together like bricks to build individual words. Systemic games aren’t like that. They’re not walls built up from so many bricks, but fishing nets stitched together from so many holes.
Until recently, this dilemma didn’t bother me.                      I didn’t care. Let the developers with their vocabularies of computer systems and object-orientated programming find the words to talk about these games. It didn’t bother me, that is, until I played 868-Hack.
868-Hack is prolific developer Michael Brough’s most recent creation (that statement may not be true by the time you read this, however). Brough has built a sizeable following for his unique aesthetic of unforgiving gameplay, intricate art, and sometimes unashamedly glitchy design. His games are oblique creatures. They feel autonomous, like they don’t even need you. Critic and musician Liz Ryerson said it best in a recent essay where she noted that “walking into the world of a Michael Brough game feels like stepping inside of a machine that has existed for a very long time before you ever entered into it.” To play one of Brough’s games is to come to understand how a perfect machine functions. 
His games don’t give any leeway. They stubbornly respect the player’s intelligence to eventually figure out what to do all by themselves. Many players won’t. They will get frustrated or bored, and they will walk away. But those that stay will find themselves sucked into a complex, ingenious system of moving parts. To play one of Brough’s games is to step inside a grandfather clock, to gaze into the circuit boards of a transparent gameboy, to lie under a car and gaze up at a labyrinth of bits. To come to terms with one of Brough’s games is to understand a divine system of parts working in musical unison.
868-Hack was originally created as part of the 7-Day Roguelike game jam. Brough spent over six months honing the game for a commercial release on iOS. It’s a cyberpunk-styled roguelike where you direct your character through a grid of nodes, syphoning data and resources while fighting off viruses and security systems trying to halt you. Syphoning a node will reward you with either points or new powers and abilities, but doing so will also alert more security systems to your presence.
Fighting off these creatures is tough, and will get novice players killed seconds into their first game. In traditional roguelike fashion, the player moves a space, then every enemy either moves a space closer, or attacks if they are adjacent to the player already. A swipe on the touchscreen will either move the character in that direction or, if an enemy is in the direction swiped, shoot a laser. The shot enemy is frozen for its next turn, keeping it at bay. It’s a careful game of learning enemy behaviours and predicting future moves: you must learn when to shoot which enemy type so as not to become cornered. After only three hits, it’s game over.
Each enemy has a distinct behaviour. Daemons are slow but take three hits, chewing up the player’s turns as other enemies close in. Glitches hover right across the nodes that function as walls for other enemy types, easily flanking the player. Viruses get two turns, rapidly closing in on the player. Cryptogs are invisible whenever they are not adjacent to the player, making it easy to lose track of their position.
To survive is to gain new skills from the nodes. D_bomb explodes the closest daemon. Debug destroys every Glitch currently hovering over a node. Reset restores the player’s health. Yet activating those nodes also creates more enemies, turning 868-Hack into a game of bluffs and probability. “If I activate this node I will summon five enemies. In this position and with these abilities and resources, do I think I could survive? Probably? Okay.” Then there is the scoring. Points are only gained by syphoning point nodes, which summon even more enemies and use up a valuable data syphon resource that could have been used to gain more abilities. Everything is a gamble, but a calculated gamble. To play 868-Hack is to literally play the system.
One game is eight stages long, if you can survive that long. If you finish the eighth stage, you can start a new game to continue your ‘streak score’. My average score for a single game is probably about ten points. My best streak score, after dozens of hours of playing, is 141 points in four runs. This is my proudest gaming achievement of the year.
It’s hard, but eventually it clicks. You get it. You learn to think on a level below worlds, a level below concrete ‘things’. You learn to think in terms of relationships and systems and probability and circuit boards and networks. You start stitching all the holes together to make a net.
Yet I still don’t have the words for it. For all these paragraphs and their descriptions of how 868-Hack works, I can’t communicate to you just what the game achieves, just what it feels like to become caught up in it. Maybe there are no words for it. Maybe words simply can’t communicate what this game communicates.
It’s a dilemma of which I don’t know the way out. Are we doomed to only talk about these games in abstract vagueness and mutual knowing nods: “You know that thing with the thing? Yeah? How great was that!” Maybe. Hopefully not. All I know is that 868-Hack is really special, but I couldn’t for the life of me tell you why.
Further Reading
Michael Brough - Starseed Pilgrim
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Keeping Time
Lana Polansky
 I don’t dance. I’m clumsy, uncoordinated and, quite frankly, the thought of dancing brings up too many high school memories best left forgotten. 
So it’s curious that I’m so intrigued by games that involve the whole body. I’m not talking about DDR, Rock Band or even more sport-like street games like Johann Sebastian Joust. I mean rhythm games like the Bit.Trip series, Patapon or Rez: games that are rhythmic without making it their conceit. 
Ostensibly, most games categorised as “rhythm” are about elements of music, such as beat and timing. Many of these games deal with the percussive parts of music. Patapon is really explicit about this: the player becomes a drumming deity, not only keeping time but giving an army commands with each successive rhythm. You’re in charge of leading the ragtag tribal military to glory, guiding them through battle and tough 2D terrain as they take back their land from the enemy. You do this by hitting four buttons in the correct rhythm, each one in 4/4 time — otherwise known as ‘common time’ — and by choosing a style of drumbeat which will elicit the desired command: attack, move forward, dodge, etc. 
This is a game I need the whole of my body and mind to play properly. This rhythm-based RPG with classes, equipment, strategy and tactics is one that I can’t just pick up and enjoy while my friends are casually playing Street Fighter. It consumes the whole of me. I can’t be spoken to. I need my eyes to see the visual cues, moving to the rhythm; I need my ears to hear the beat; I need my whole body to feel the beat, and dance along to it. 
Patapon isn’t really a game about music: it’s more a game about dance. Each command you give to your Patapon warriors is a dance they perform to your beat. Each step forward they make is done choreographically. When they’re whipped into a fever, they spin and jig joyously as they attack. In between battles, they revel over a campfire. Minigames to earn resources are all about moving to the beat in a ‘Simon Says’ style of call-and-response. They give you the beat, you hit the button. It’s physical, tactile. I can’t play this game without tapping my foot, bobbing my shoulders, mouthing along “pata-pata-pata-pon”. 
Games like Gaijin Games’ Runner2 or Rez are physical in the same way. Runner2 is a platform game, with its jumps and tricks paced perfectly to the beat of its stage music, allowing it to grow and become more layered and complex with each successful gesture. Rez works in the same way, except it takes the form of an on-rails shooter, becoming more hectic and frenetic as you play. You’d think this would make things more complicated, but instead I get lost in the music, seeing a path through the haze. It is a choreography I know well, like one who studies for the particulars of ballet or breakdance. It’s a dance that I become absorbed in, and pulling me out of the dance by breaking my concentration is pulling my head out of the game entirely. 
It’s not just rhythm games that seem to have so much in common with dance. Shoot-em-ups are also perfect contenders for physically consuming games: in Ikaruga, enemies alternate between black and white, and so I must also time myself between shooting black and white bullets. It’s not enough to just look, wait and respond to this change: I have to feel the flow and rhythm of battle, look for patterns, and watch how my own actions and reactions correspond with what’s going on onscreen. The enemies in Ikaruga are my dance partners, and performing poorly in this game is tantamount to stepping all over the game’s toes. 
It’s fair to argue that videogames in general have a lot in common with dance. Like dance, one must master patterns: think of games like Rhythm Thief, which rely not only on the memorization of visual pattern but of habituating oneself to the rhythm and being able to feel when to press a button. The whole self must become enveloped in a ‘flow state’, a pure moment where everything else is subsumed by the need to play out the performance that one has practiced with the game, be it through tutorial or on one’s own in training sessions like those offered in Street Fighter. 
Fighting games are as much about the player’s mental and muscle memory as they are about being able to read the game and adapt to spontaneous situations. Andrew Vanden Bossche describes Divekick as “pure concentrated FGC (fighting game community) with zero explanation and zero apology.” This is a fighting game with only 2 buttons. You can dive, and you can kick, and sometimes when you press both buttons, you can perform a special attack. Divekick is pure, not just in the sense that it’s pared down. It’s pure in that it gets to the heart of what fighting games are all about without too many complicated inputs. Just about anyone can pick it up and feel its rhythm. Other fighting games require the discipline and focus of a professional dancer, slaving away for hours until one’s fingerwork is light and exacting, and one’s ability to strategize, respond and predict are razor-sharp. But Divekick is, mainly, a mental game. It’s a one-hit KO game, which is largely about spacing and zoning, keeping or closing distance with one’s opponent. It’s about trying to outwit; it’s about feeling out characters and matchups without getting hung up on combos. 
Because so much is on the line each round, it’s incredibly absorbing. Speaking during a match of Divekick is a cardinal sin, much like speaking to someone during a session of Runner2 or Patapon. There can be no distractions, because your eye and hand must be ready to observe and jerk and jump or attack at any given moment. Losing one’s rhythm is obvious to the opponent, and is quickly punished. There’s something about Divekick that feels like amateur dancing at a concert or a prom. Trying to read one’s partner, predict what happens next, and respond to it without having a lot of fancy tools in one’s arsenal is intense and raw, scary and a little silly. It can’t be faked. 
Of course, not all games command full attention of the body and mind like this. But if games do two things to us physiologically, it’s that they command our attention — a different thing from the buzzword “immersion”, as Richard Lemarchand has pointed out — and they ask us to practice and perform, to fulfil certain roles. 
Much has been said about games as performance art or theatre, and much has been demonstrated through interactive plays like Sleep No More. It’s understood that there’s this fundamental relationship in games (not just videogames) between bodily movement, psychological engagement and the demands of the game itself. Much like theatre, games are a performative ritual that players accept, like a social contract. Dance is a performative, contractual, ritualistic, instinctual experience. Getting oneself involved in a game is like losing oneself to the music and learning to respond and react to that music as it plays on. Rhythm games are bodied, physical things; not just abstract, cerebral exercises. They ask me to dance, and I am a willing partner. All the clumsy awkwardness falls away, and I move with the beat. 
Further Reading
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The Banality of Addiction
Alan Williamson
 I’m writing at an unremarkable desk in Northern Ireland during a short summer break. It wouldn’t be worth mentioning, but it’s the same desk where I spent a summer addicted to Phantasy Star Online. Some of the relics are still there: the old portable CRT TV, Dreamcast game boxes, packaging for an Ethernet card from my eventual upgrade to Xbox Live. My mum’s house is a place where memories go to gather dust.
Every news story about online game addiction focuses on spelling out the dangers: in an editorial for Addiction Research and Theory, researches say around 10% of gamers were considered “pathological”. We’ve all heard horror stories of gamers in Korea dying from exhaustion after a Starcraft binge. But personally, I have never found game addiction to be pathological or putting my life at risk. I am compelled to play, to the extent where I could happily spend a whole day playing one game, just not to the point of starvation. In another summer, I was playing Pokémon Yellow on my PC via an emulator. After a full day’s play, I went to bed and my dreams were filled with catching Pokémon over and over. I woke up exhausted. It was a nightmare. I stopped playing Pokémon for a while after that.
The fact that I am always able to put down a game and stop playing – whether it’s to go to work, sleep or meet a friend – is what separates pathological addition from concentrated feelings of enjoyment. Yet sometimes you’re not even enjoying these games that you feel compelled to play. Our actions in games are repetitive, monotonous. The quests stay the same and the goals rarely change either, although our characters may evolve over time. I’ve spent fifty hours in Bayonetta figuring out every nuance of the game’s systems, but Phantasy Star Online doesn’t have much to figure out after the first few hours. Videogame addictions aren’t like drugs, thrill-seeking or gambling; rather, they are characterised by their banality.
Phantasy Star Online was released in Europe for the Sega Dreamcast in 2001. Inspired by Blizzard’s classic click-em-up Diablo (all addictions stem from Blizzard), PSO is an online role-playing game with a focus on killing lots of monsters and co-operating with friends. It’s a game that was really ahead of its time: aside from being the first console MMORPG, it could translate set phrases between different languages and players could team up from all around the globe. With the tech wizards of Sonic Team at the helm, planet Ragol felt truly otherworldly and sinister as players journeyed from forests and caves to a spaceship straight out of Alien.
Although I bought PSO shortly after release, I didn’t have a reliable internet connection at the time. I played it offline, found it boring and overly difficult, and it went into my ‘Pile of Shame’ to be saved for a rainy day. While Dreamcast’s online features were innovative, their European Dreamarena service left a lot to be desired: early adopters were limited to Sega’s partnership with BT, who charged by the minute, which was well beyond my budget of zero. Eventually Sega released an updated browser which allowed users to choose their own internet provider, and I was ready for the world of online gaming. In the pre-broadband days, this meant playing over a 33.6kbit/s modem – my home connection is now 33Mbit/s, one thousand times faster – and that modem cut out every two hours due to the terms of the internet contract, forcing me to reconnect in advance of a boss fight to avoid accidentally abandoning my team.
It was a game full of goodwill, where experienced players would help out newcomers and escort them through the dungeons. There were also hackers who conspired to ruin games – in those days, it wasn’t feasible to patch exploits in console games, and the subsequent release of PSO ver.2 didn’t help much – but also great communities like the ‘PSO Alliance’ with their own codes of conduct and server areas hidden in plain sight. The old Alliance message board still exists, a rusting monument to how players organised themselves in the days before Twitter and Facebook.
At peak addiction, my daily routine was this: I’d wake up at 4pm, play on my own until around 7pm, then team up with other folks and play until 4am before going to bed again. That’s all I remember of that lost summer in front of the now dusty old TV. I don’t talk about it much, partly because it’s not a very interesting story, partly because I’m a little embarrassed. I fired up PSO a years later to remember my old characters: as I turned on the Dreamcast, there was a low whine and smell of melting solder, and that was the end of that. Months later, I bought a replacement Dreamcast, but my save files had been corrupted by the cheap memory card on which they were stored. It was a good lesson in the ephemerality of videogame achievements: the only worthwhile game memories are the ones retained in your own memory, not that of the console.
Phantasy Star Online Episode 2 for Xbox didn’t rekindle the old fire that had burned for hundreds of hours of monster mashing. My banal addiction to PSO was a product of circumstance: a lot of free time and one lonely summer. In a different context, its sequel didn’t hold the same appea. I remembered why I enjoyed playing the game, but didn’t feel compelled to continue. Ever since PSO, I’ve been wary of online RPGs. I played World of Warcraft under strict test conditions for my blog Split Screen, and after three months expired I didn’t renew my subscription. I dabbled with Diablo II – as mentioned, Blizzard games are the videogame equivalent of hard drugs specially formulated for their addictive properties – but the novelty wore off after a couple of weeks.
So many games are built around simple, repetitive tasks. The now-infamous mantra behind Bungie’s Halo series was “thirty seconds of fun”, delivered over and over with countless tiny variations. While online shooters like Call of Duty and Counterstrike require memorisation through repetition, others like Starcraft are more like blitz chess, where strategy and speed go together. One thing that continues to separate games from more mainstream media like film and music is the dedication required: even short games can require an eight hour investment to reach the conclusion, while others such as Skyrim can last for hundreds. Online games are even more extreme. Hundreds of hours spent playing DOTA 2 or League of Legends provide a mere introduction to their strategy, and these aren’t even hours of fun. They can be hours of losses, humiliation and ritualised abuse from other participants.
Phantasy Star Online was the first online game I ever loved, but also the only online game I ever could love. When I play games online, from the simple shooting of Halo 4 to the eternal grinding of World of Warcraft, all I notice is repetition instead of strategy and camaraderie. A world of endless banal battles, repeating themselves until the servers themselves die of boredom. Online RPGs are popular for a whole range of reasons – their functions are as varied as the people who play them – but perhaps one is their ability to bring order to chaos.
Banality is safety; repetition is comfort. The economy is self-sustaining and there are always friends around to join in on a quest. But what feels comforting at first becomes constricting. If I feel myself sinking into a pattern of repetition, I find myself longing for a world I haven’t yet visited like Dark Souls’ unforgiving Lordran or Binary Domain’s robotic future. So maybe addictions do confer a gift for those who conquer them: when you’ve wasted a summer in one game, the unexplored worlds of others look much brighter.
Further Reading
Zoya Street - Dreamcast Worlds
Reviewed in ‘Book Club’ in this issue
 http://rupazero.com/
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Social Responsibility in online videogaming: what should the videogame industry do? , Addiction Research and Theory. (ahead of print at time of going to press)
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Book Club
It’s Just a Game - edited by Elizabeth Simins
Delightfully lo-fi and idiosyncratic, It’s Just a Game is an authentic zine: a lovingly crafted anthology of unorthodox games writing and charming faux advertisements. Despite the eclectic selection of authors, it’s a surprisingly consistent collection of ideas.
Most essays are deeply personal, continuing the trail of soul-bearing blazed by the defunct Reaction and Bit Creature, if lacking the righteous anger of the former and the sheer panache of the latter. As the title suggests, games are not just games for these writers, illustrated as they tackle the thorny zeitgeists of sexism and bigotry in modern videogame culture. 
It’s Just a Game is a unique publication, confident in its own identity. It’s not trying to be the next Kill Screen. It’s just a charming read that will brighten up your bookshelf - no mean feat for a black and white zine. - AGW
Dreamcast Worlds: A Design History - Zoya Street
Dreamcast Worlds is Zoya Street’s first book, expanding his master’s thesis work on Skies of Arcadia to include Phantasy Star Online and Shenmue. Regular readers of Five out of Ten will know I’m a fan of all things Sega, and it’s a real treat to have these classic games covered in painstaking depth.
A ‘design history’ is a history not just of games as mechanical objects, but also as the product of cultural context, the people who make them and the societies they create. It’s clear from the insight-packed introduction that the author understands Japanese corporate culture, although it is a little heartbreaking to learn the console was canned immediately after launch in the USA and Europe.
Dreamcast Worlds is well-researched, timely and fascinating. Although a little dry and analytical, which fails to convey Street’s obvious passion for the subject, it remains mercilessly free of academic jargon. It feels like an important book: the kind you regret buying as an ePub instead of a physical copy, the kind you’ll dip into again and again. - AGW

Epilogue
“I can read you like an open book!”
— Psycho Mantis
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