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Welcome
Change. The word is tossed around like confetti, but when do we ever really see it? At the time of going to press, a new batch of games consoles have just arrived, but the experiences aren’t appreciably different from the last generation. Whatever the future of gaming is, it’s not dependent on hardware: it is up to the players themselves to steer the medium’s direction, to be the change we want to see.
Five out of Ten is one year old and to celebrate, we’ve assembled an all-star cast of some of the most talented and influential games journalists in the world, writing on the theme of ‘change’. Your purchase will help change lives: all profits from this magazine are in aid of SpecialEffect, a charity dedicated to using technology to enhance the quality of life of people with disabilities. We visited their offices in preparation for this issue, and inside you can read more about the incredible work they do.
Special thanks to go our contributors, amazing cover artist Dominik Johann, the behind-the-scenes team who have made this dream a reality over the past year –  and of course you, dear reader! 
Happy birthday to us, and here’s to many more.
 

Contributors
Leigh Alexander - Editor at large for Gamasutra and a widely-published journalist and consultant on the art, culture and business of games. Her work has appeared in Slate, the Atlantic, the New Statesman, the Guardian and the Columbia Journalism Review.
Christian Donlan - Writes about videogames for Eurogamer. He won the Games Journalism Prize in 2012 – we’ll put it in the biography if he won’t! He lives in Brighton. 
Dan Griliopoulos - Dan has written magazines since he was ten. He’s worked for the Guardian, Mail on Sunday, The Times, PC Gamer, RockPaperShotgun, Edge and more. He’s also the best colourblind photographer and artist you’ll meet.
Helen Lewis - Helen Lewis is a writer; actually, she’s mostly a tweeter. Follow her @helenlewis
Joe Martin - Semi-retired journalist who has written for Gamasutra, Eurogamer, RockPaperShotgun and more. Nowadays he’s best known for the Unlimited Hyperbole podcast and his repeated attempts to quit games journalism for good.
Maddy Myers - Freelance game critic and the Assistant Editor of Paste Magazine’s games section. Her writing portfolio can be found at maddymyers.net/writing, and she tweets @samusclone.
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Back to the Bedroom
Christian Donlan
 
One of the least useful of the handful of skills I’ve accrued over the years – and yes, I appreciate that is saying something – is the ability to look at any panel from almost any Peanuts cartoon and tell you roughly when it was drawn. Not the month or the year, of course, but certainly the decade, and possibly even the correct half of that decade.
This is not just down to the fact that I’m such a pathetic super-fan I now know most of the strips by heart, either. I suspect it’s actually because Charles M. Schulz was the only person who ever drew Peanuts – it was his life’s work, in every sense – and while his style was filled with the fixed and the constant, the whole thing inevitably evolved over the fifty-odd years of the strip’s existence.
So back in the very early days – these particular strips are almost never reprinted – Charlie Brown and his pals were your standard big-headed cutey-pie kids, a cast that could have been plucked from a dozen different strips of the era, even if the self-aware one-liners and weird air of free-floating anxiety that pervaded their adventures was already unique. By the 60s, Schulz had settled on character volumes a little better – head and body ratios were agreed upon too – while Snoopy had started the transformation from recognisable dog to recognisable Snoopy: a creature that is easy to look at, but surprisingly hard to classify. New characters started to enter the storyline, old characters were being asked to leave, and the gang would now sit by a wall staring into space, balanced on those chicken wing elbows, rather than plonked down by the side of the road – a change imposed once Schulz started to fret that admiring child readers would copy his work in real life and get hit by cars. 
Then came the 70s, where the abstraction was almost complete, and the 80s, where a heart operation left Schulz’s line art with a lovely, inimitable crinkled quality. Come the 1990s, he finally ditched the four panels that gave the weekly strips their strange, almost Beckett-like power: three panels for the joke, and then another panel for – what, exactly? Let’s call it the aftermath.
Schulz is a bit of a rarity. Garfield strips are a committee affair by now, Dick Tracy has been drawn by at least a dozen people over the years (each of whom has had their own quirks) and even Tintin, which often stands for a kind of civilized constancy in the world of comic panels and speech balloons, moved from a solo job in the 1930s to something on the scale of a Hollywood production with separate researchers, backgrounders, figure drawers, inkers and letterers. Hergé would just swan in and do the heads – heads that he had long since started to hate. Let’s not talk about Asterix.
Apologies for getting carried away. I was thinking of all this the other day when I was trying to pinpoint the single most interesting change I’ve witnessed on the videogame landscape since I’ve been covering games. This is no easy task, either: I’ve written about videogames for almost eight years now, a period of time that fits distressingly neatly into a single console cycle. When I started, I was being asked to get pictures of the back end of the Wii at Ubisoft preview events; now, older and fatter, I’m increasingly looking beyond preview events entirely, while most videogame players get their news and their insights from a legion of brilliantly watchable Youtubers. I’m a cheerful dinosaur and I haven’t even been at this for a full decade.
The most interesting change I’ve witnessed, though? The most interesting change in an era that’s seen user-generated content, downloadable content, DRM, MMOs and F2P? In the era of Super Mario Galaxy, Fez, Spelunky, Minecraft, and League of Legends? The most interesting change, for me, brings me back to Schulz and that crinkled line of his. In the last eight years, technology, player expectation and delivery methods have magically combined to allow for a state of affairs where a single person can now make a videogame, more or less on their own, and then sell that game and change the world. Games where you can see the crinkly, inimitable line of a lone creator. The bedroom coder is back.
It’s been a lifesaver, frankly. I’ve never been one of those people who feel that games are losing their power to shock or amaze, but I’ve also watched the rise of the FPS, the dusty FPS, and the dusty military FPS, wondering how I’m going to explain the richness of videogames to the people who should be hearing about it. The indie revolution, though – and it does still feel like a revolution sometimes – has brought back colour and self-expression. It’s brought back games about one specific obscure thing, games about one person’s particular obsession.
These games are all around us. Proteus may be a collaboration, but how much of its rugged impressionist vistas tie back to designer Ed Key’s experiences yomping around Cumbria in his schooldays? How much of Spelunky was born from Derek Yu’s youthful enthusiasm for the Nintendo Entertainment System, and how much of its comical, ghastly violence springs from his distinct sense of humour? ‘Auteur’ is one of those words that puts me to sleep, not least because it generally seeks to elevate the subject by drowning it in dogma, but you don’t need to believe in the whole Cahiers du Cinéma nonsense to agree that games have a stronger shot at self-expression when there are five people working on them instead of five hundred.
So, what about the five hundred? That’s the other end of the scale, I guess. As traditional games have become bigger and more expensive bets for publishers, they’ve become consolidated, too. Now every outfit seems to have a mega-game or three – a beast like Assassin’s Creed, which has to generate amazing amounts of virtual real estate at speed while remaining tied to an annual release schedule. 
Aside from the human toll, this stuff comes at another cost, too. The last few Assassin’s Creed games have started with a studio credits list so long you fear it will play silently in the background over the course of an twenty hour adventure, lingering on until you stick in the separate multiplayer disk; married to a weakening, a thinning, an over-spreading of that crucial Single Thing so many good games are about. Ubisoft’s series used to be about the pleasures of descending from a steeple and goring somebody – hopefully the person you intended to gore – straight through the head with a shiv that emerged, coyly, from your coat sleeve. Now it’s about running businesses, upgrading a ship, and making barrels. I suspect that if it had a sole designer we’d be seeing it a lot less frequently – and it would be smaller in scale – but it would still be about the pleasure of speedy violence and the barrels would take a hike.
Smaller teams and bigger teams, then, and while the outputs of the bigger teams aren’t without their pleasures – and are often more inventive than people give them credit for – the smaller teams’ stuff will probably be enough to keep me hooked through to my retirement years, if there’s any industry around to support me. I love the idea of a two-hour game, something that would have been all but unthinkable eight years ago. I love the idea of a game born from a rapid prototype; a game that feels like a sketch; a game that has been shaped by a long period of sporadic development, or from the twists and turns of some nebulous manner of alpha.
A shift in scale often leads to a shift in emphasis, doesn’t it? Looking back over all those Peanuts cartoons after so many years, I’ve long since ceased to see the main foreground events, and I’m increasingly drawn to the little details: the way the grass tufts and spikes around a tree or a fence post, the manner in which the lines of a frame overlap as they join in a corner. I guess what I’m ultimately looking for is a smudge or a fingerprint, something that takes me right back to the period when the strip was drawn. 
That’s what I’m after in games, too, I suspect – a game where you can see the fingerprints, a game that feels authentically hand-made. What a brilliant time to be a player.
 

Getting It
Leigh Alexander
 
One day about six or seven years ago, I took my Nintendo DS out into New York City. I played on the subway, nestled tight among mid-afternoon commuters, enduring their stares. Then I picked up a WiFi hotspot somewhere in Union Square, land of the endless drum circles and chalk murals, and looked to see if there was anyone on PictoChat. 
There was not.
 I felt disappointed, and lonely too, but in a familiar way. Like, you know how when you were little, you’d read all those books about the one special kid who was selected to enter a fantasy world, and you’d entertain this fragile little hope: what if it’s me? You knew it was just a story, and that probably nothing momentous would happen to you if you said the magic words, or searched out the back of your closet for a hidden door, or anything like that. But you tried the rituals anyway, and when you opened your eyes to find you were still just standing there by yourself on the same school playground? A little disappointing, wasn’t it. 
I’d taken my DS out to try and write a videogame article. I’d just started trying to do that – write about videogames professionally, I mean – and I thought it might be interesting to test the brand-new promise of our connected world. There’d been sales figures, news stories, the slow advent of what seemed like it could be wider media acceptance for videogames, all promising that none of it was all that weird or unusual anymore. 
Yet at the time, I didn’t know anyone else like me. The only other people I saw with portable game machines in the city were children, or the occasional monolithic, obsessive man – a stereotype of too-tight nerd reference t-shirt, an ammunition belt of nerd reference button-pins, staring sullenly from the entrance to the specialty store, barring all who didn’t wear the uniform. 
I even felt weird going to GameStop. I wrote an article about that too at the time, because it didn’t make sense to me that I could walk into a retail mecca and find regular people, people whonever beat a Final Fantasy, didn’t have any clue what Silent Hill was or what RPGs to get. Once, I was in a GameStop staring at a shelf, my phone rang, and my ringtone was the Mario invisibility star tune.Two dudes looked at me, startled. Then one went, “YEAH!” And that was it, really. Awkward.
To be someone who was really into videogames was always a lonely condition. You did it after classes in private, maybe with a couple of friends shut in a room, and most people thought you were a slack-mouthed perma-child, wasting your life. Let’s say you go to a party as a teenager, a college student, a twenty-something, even. It’s not like you could crack open a beer and yell WHO HERE HAS A PLAYSTATION.
Or say you start chatting up someone, hoping they might become attracted to you, and start dropping in all these videogame references.  What’s worse: for them to stare blankly, or for them to ‘get it’? Because if they ‘get it’, then you’re really in trouble, because now you really have to force your lives to intertwine. No one else ‘gets it’, you’d tell them. 
I think that’s why I started writing about games: I wanted more people to ‘get it’. And because I thought there were probably more people out there who ‘got it’ than I could observe on any one of those long subway commutes where you aren’t supposed to make eye contact. 
Six or seven years later, everything is different for me. Now I am with games and the people who make and play them all the time. There are a lot of people older than I am breathlessly excited about the next Zelda. We all loved Zelda when we were little. I go to enthusiast events and feel alienated and alarmed, in the lurid marketing-sanctioned neon, sidling among brand partnerships and giant backpacks as heroic knights and soldiers loom on every screen. The most important thing, your average game enthusiast will tell you, is whether it’s fun. I hear the phrase “childlike wonder” a lot, juxtaposed with dark noisome corridors, bright monitors and high price tags.
At first, I’d attend these things with a wire pulling tight on my heart, a knot of anxiety in my chest, nervously mainlining free drinks. I was among the people who ‘got it’, and if I wasn’t accepted, or if I didn’t like it, if it wasn’t for me, then where would I go? You can talk about videogames non-stop at these things. You could theoretically walk into a room and shout WHO HERE HAS A PLAYSTATION and half the room would probably shout back. The other half has an Xbox. 
It’s no longer lonely, but overwhelming. The internet is full of Gamer Noise. If I’m out with colleagues and everyone starts talking about videogames, about half the time a little headache cluster will settle in between my eyebrows. I’ll unplug. It makes me uncomfortable now, people my own age who eat, sleep and breathe it. In the windows of shops I see garish signs and logos and I wonder who is this for? 
Lately on Twitter someone asked me why I write about videogames if I hate them so much. I mean, I don’t, of course. I’m about to go play Symphony of the Night on my PlayStation Vita. I can’t count how many games I played this year. But I see where he was coming from. I clearly hate game culture, “gamer culture”. I found the way in and I hated it. In a lot of those childhood hero stories, the protagonist ends up someplace magical, except it’s evil and they just need to get home. 
 I wonder about my own definition of ‘getting it’. I go to conferences and schools to talk to an ever-diversifying group of people. My friends in Brooklyn, committed to do-it-yourself venues for art and independent music, thought it was only natural that do-it-yourself arcades and indie games should go along, and the Babycastles project was born. Not long ago I was at a theatre event in London, and talked to three actresses who were interested in my work. I talked to them about games, all kinds of them, and the conversation was about creative expression, social commentary, feminism. They asked a lot of questions. They got it. I’m having an adult conversation about videogames, I thought, surrealistically.
It keeps happening. A woman on a business trip starts talking to me in a hotel bar, and we do the so what do you dos and she tells me she doesn’t know anything about games. Three drinks later she knows a lot – and not because of me, but because she’s opened up a little. She talks about everything she used to play with her brother, and how games kept them close. Now, she’s part of a project that’s essentially applying game design to workplace networking. She’s actually making a game, and three drinks ago she said she didn’t know anything about games. 
You don’t have to be sitting in a lonely park, hoping your DS picks up someone else’s signal. You don’t have to stand in line for two hours to try some game demo. You are already participating. The man on the train playing Dots gets it. The friends at the bar who all put hands on your iPad to try Fingle or OLO with you get it. Anyone, anyone who cares about art as self-expression and understands interactivity can be fascinated by the mass democratization of low-cost game making tools and new waves of creative participation. The articles I wrote this year were as much about what games had to say as they were about the games themselves. These are things I can talk about in parties, with adults. For anyone I meet there is a game they might like. That wire looped round my heart is gone. 
There are a lot of traditional fans who will try to say these games, these ideas, aren’t “real”, because they aren’t intentionally exclusive, difficult, graphic, or because they haven’t made millions of dollars. Because the new culture of designed interaction and play isn’t sold at retail under a brand marquee. It just is. 
Not everyone gets it yet. But I’m okay with that. 
 
 

The World Turned On Its Head
Dan Griliopoulos
 
Let me tell you a story. Once upon a time, long ago, in a land far, far away (Wales), where people dug for gold day and night, there was an evil ruler named Margaret. Now Margaret drew all her power from the people who collected gold, not the people who found it. And the people who found it didn’t like her, and she didn’t like them. So she sacked them all.
Most of these diggers didn’t have the skills for any but the most simple jobs – apart from digging, which they were really good at – and no-one where they lived offered any of those jobs. So the diggers became Structurally Unemployed. Most of them still are. 
A longer time ago – 65 million years or so – a lot of people called Dinosaurs lived in the area. They didn’t adapt to a big meteor or a grisly disease or viral Creationism or something so they all died. 
Not everyone survives a transition. There have been several epochs of game development in living memory: the first was a transition from bedrooms to boardrooms; then a consolidation, from boardrooms to skyscrapers. In the indie epoch, development moved from skyscrapers back to bedrooms. In each era, many dinosaurs have died.
In 1970, Alvin Topfler wrote about ‘Future Shock’ – when change is happening too fast for an individual (or organism) to keep up. My contention is that problems start for individuals as soon as they fall behind, whether that’s through choice or accident. Anyone who lets their skills stagnate is gambling that the system isn’t going to change, that the future’s stopped coming. And really, that doesn’t happen any more.
Each transition seems to have piled more pressure on developers, increasing the expectation as to what it is they should be able to do. In the early 1980s, when Jon Hare (Sensible Soccer, Cannon Fodder) and Julian Gollop (X-COM) started, the skillset was minimal. By the time of the 1990s, when Cliff Harris (Gratuitous Space Battles, Democracy) entered the industry, you had to be large to survive. The 2000s saw even mid-sized developers dying off, being swallowed by the big publishers. And then the 2010s saw the world turned on its head, with publishers dying and a proliferation of small studios.
The World Shrinks
The first transition was from the bedroom to the formal development team. The change from the 1980s to the 1990s, for me, initially seemed to be about a change of focus: the developers who survived were independent studios who could handle admin as well as making the games. Most of the names we know today made that jump – save Transport Tycoon and Rollercoaster Tycoon creator Chris Sawyer, perhaps. 
Both Hare and Gollop (which sounds like a pair of bodysnatchers written by Tolkien) think this was only part of the transition. Gollop thinks part of the problem wasn’t just the advent of management, but that you needed to manage working on multiple projects to survive. Both feel that the advent of CD-ROM and 3D graphics massively increased team sizes. 
Hare points to the globalisation of the market, which meant gamers were for the first time playing foreign games on new platforms. In the UK, that meant the arrival of Japanese and US firms and systems. Local developers, facing new competition and facing the need to produce for these new systems, struggled. “We all spent a few years dealing with the extra admin and graphics issues, even those (companies) that succeeded”.
The World is Your Oyster
Few developers survived the globalisation era – though both Hare and Gollop did. Many others were lost to the mists of time. Notably, neither of their studios survived much longer: Gollop moved Mythos Games into independent development in 1997, an era when the trend was going the other way; Hare sold Sensible Software to Codemasters in 1999 and moved into consultancy. 
Jon Hare admits that he struggled with changes after the 16-bit era, but has been continuing to learn. “This new world of communications is the part that is most bewildering to more experienced games makers and publishers. It seems so scattergun compared to meeting a few journalist friends down the pub and getting four pages of editorial in best-selling magazines across Europe… even when a route to market works it is quickly superseded, again increasing risk and diffusing focus.” Julian Gollop is typically self-deprecating; “I didn’t even cope well with the change from 2D hand drawn sprites to 3D rendered images.”
The timeline up to the 2000s was a continuation of this trend – the necessity of experimentation with each new piece of tech, and the ramping up of studio sizes in order to survive. The other problem of this era was that there were ‘adaptable’ types out there – flexible, amoral business predators who started alligator-smiling at naive developers, hungry for their talent and IP. 
These publishers had been around since the early 80s, but in the late 90s and 00s that they started swallowing up developers. Many developers in the 2000s gambled everything on a project, only to find the publisher cancelling it and offering them a slim cheque to take over the studio. 
Cliff Harris says, “there are definitely a lot of developers who are great coders and technicians but had no clue about business or were a bit naive, and it was very easy to get ripped off and just thrown under a bus by one bad deal. I had a retail deal that was worded in such a bullshit fashion that effectively I never earned a single penny in royalties. You have to be pretty sharp and focused to survive in a world where crap like that was the norm. Maybe you had to be paranoid, aggressive and a bit obsessive to survive.” 
The World Turned On Its Head
Steam and Apple’s App Store started the independent publishing revolution, undermining the entire retail cartel by opening up the market to independent developers without publishing affiliations. However as Gollop points out, Apple, Facebook and Nintendo (with the Wii) opened the market beyond core gamers and consequently lowered standards. A game like Ragdoll Kung-Fu, Paper Toss or Farmville was too quirky and low-rent to make it on the open market, but the new consumers didn’t care.
Yet as this change from the mid-2000s settled down, it piled more expertise requirements on the developer, rather than reducing their workload. The typical old-school developer was self-taught, a wonk who specialised in coding and outsourced all the hard business bits. Now the system requires a wider skill set, with many social elements that most developers managed to avoid for years. Modern developers need to be writers, speakers, bloggers, networkers, accountants, programmers, aesthetes – and they might not even be very good developers.
This requirement for the renaissance developer top-sliced developer society, removing anyone who wasn’t capable of doing everything: the Oliver Twins at Blitz might have been good at branded churn and talent discovery, but they didn’t have the core aesthetic skills to adapt to the death of the licensed market. The Romero style of developer might have been great at level design, but has problems with finishing projects. Whatever the grunt processing power of Chris Sawyer’s machine code, it’s pretty useless when companies want developers who can talk to each other and have a basic grasp of Unity. 
It’s also notable that the race for graphical fidelity and technological supremacy is no longer the only race in town. Cliff Harris says “these days I defy 99% of gamers to look at a game engine and tell if it uses DirectX 9 or DirectX 11. The changes in visual fidelity are getting smaller. There is an enormous amount of technical knowledge you need to make a game, but you can outsource or black-box a lot of it. I don’t bother worrying about how music files are streamed from disk any more, I just license some software to do that and forget about it. In some ways, it’s even easier now.” On top of that, the revival of pixel art has lowered the barrier to entry, if not the artistic talent required. Cart Life, a black and white pixelated game built in Adventure Game Studio, won the IGF Grand Prize this year.
The World Is Not Enough
The final change is now. It’s a rule of economics that a profitable market with low barriers to entry will always attract new entrants, who will drive the potential profit to zero as they flood the market. The only way for existing members to stop this is to create artificial barriers to entry and form a closed shop. It could be argued that some of the key indies do this, operating like a guild or masonic lodge, promoting each other’s work and backscratching away. I’ve even seen developers like Hare arguing that Apple should close the App Store to all but established developers. 
Harris makes a key point that undermines the chance of any such a cartel succeeding: “I actually think we may be getting to that rare, almost legendary state of affairs, where a good game idea and execution becomes the new x-factor. I don’t think ultimately that it matters what business model is being used; the key to success is actually making a decent game. Look at Minecraft: a PC game with no demo, no microtransactions, written in Java, no marketing budget, very primitive graphics and nothing really going for it other than its quality as a game, and yet it has phenomenal sales.” 
Minecraft shows that not all indie products are the same. They’re heavily differentiated by quality, theme, price and so on. There will still be a hierarchy of spending and marketing power, as consumers flock to the big sexy new titles. However the classic disruption-consolidation loop, where transitions come along and change all the rules, is now the norm in games. Boxed, digital, F2P, freemium, RTS, FPS, MMO, farming simulation, endless runners, roguelikes. In every direction, the speed of transition is accelerating. In theory, some scurrying agile indies will usually adapt to every transition while the lumbering ones fall. But if variability is the new norm, companies will get used to scaling up and down without long-term cost. A lot of currently independent developers will end up employees – or more likely, indentured contractors – at mid-sized agile companies. Yet the days of mass extinctions are probably behind us. 
As Cliff Harris says: “the business model changed a lot over that time, and I guess a lot of people were just not adaptable. Some developers were focused entirely on retail sales and didn’t notice them crumbling under them, then others didn’t keep an eye on the shifting online marketplace. There was a time when download.com, tucows and Lycos were the big names in internet discovery. Times change! And (likewise for game development) a lot of developers just were not interested in keeping their eye on that ball.”
 

Game Changers
Alan Williamson

 I’m racing through the Finnish countryside in a rally car. My eyes are fixated on the road. The car lurches over ditches and turns, barrel-rolling off a bump before landing on its wheels like only a car in a videogame can. I clip the exit marker and the car explodes over the finish line. I’m playing DiRT 3 with an eye tracking device at the offices of SpecialEffect, and it is rather challenging.
The rolling hills of Oxfordshire are a stark contrast to the perilous pines of Scandinavia. SpecialEffect was founded in 2007 – their first office was a single room, as is tradition for gaming endeavours – and in 2012 they moved to Cornbury Park outside of Charlbury, where deer are grazing in the grounds when I arrive on an overcast Sunday. Here, they’ve opened the UK’s first accessible games room for people with disabilities. I meet Mark Saville, SpecialEffect’s communications officer. We talk about the technology that makes their work possible (their founder, Dr Mick Donegan, is a specialist in assistive technology) and watch video clips of their service users.
So why videogames? SpecialEffect’s aim is to improve quality of life. Thanks to their work, games become an activity that people with disabilities can engage in on the same level as the able-bodied, bringing fun and inclusivity to their lives. Those of us without a disability take it for granted that we can do anything from playing a game to reading a book, playing music or going outdoors. As one user, Ajay, comments in a video, there’s only so much TV you can watch.
Ajay has muscular dystrophy. He is in a wheelchair and has limited control of his limbs. Now, he is able to play FPSs with a chin-controlled joystick, voice controls and custom switches. Another user is Charlotte, a 4 year old who lost the lower parts of all of her limbs due to aggressive meningitis. SpecialEffect modified a Wii controller to drastically reduce its weight so she was able to use it. Their home assessments are carried out in conjunction with an occupational therapist: this ensures the custom equipment is safely positioned, easy to access and, where appropriate, has a therapeutic role as well as being fun.
Predictably, Mark says that people who contact SpecialEffect want to play big-name games like GTA V, Call of Duty and FIFA. “We’re not just giving them a simple Pac-Man maze to play. They want to be able to play online and be competitive. They would complain if the controls weren’t accurate enough!” If you think Dark Souls is a tough game, imagine playing it with cerebral palsy, or paralysed from the neck down. Assistive technologies like voice controls and eye tracking equipment make this as comfortable as possible, and as feasible as using a controller.
As this is Five out of Ten, we were more interested in the people than the technology, but SpecialEffect have a storage room packed with a treasure trove of gadgets. Fightsticks are useful for augmenting with larger buttons, while switch boxes allow remapping of any mechanical button with a bit of ingenuity and soldering. There’s even a bubble machine – which is apparently used as a therapeutic tool, not just for fun.
Mark tells me they previously demonstrated the DiRT 3 eye tracking technology at Eurogamer Expo. “So, that’s DiRT 3… and you’re controlling it with your eyes? I didn’t even know that was possible,” remarked one of the onlookers. He was the lead developer of DiRT 3.
SpecialEffect prefer to work with their users to modify games to their needs – naturally, every person is a unique case – rather than lobbying developers to improve accessibility. But I don’t think it would hurt to make developers more aware of these issues: some games’ controls can’t even be remapped properly, a shocking omission in 2013. The Xbox One ships with a high-definition motion tracking camera in the box, but if the new Kinect supports eye-tracking it’ll only be to check if you’re watching its advertisements. 
The focus of technology like Kinect and Oculus Rift is on those who already have the greatest range of control devices: videogames are becoming more inclusive of able-bodied users from all backgrounds, which is great, but they need to become more accessible as well. Aside from concessions for the colour blind, which are easy to make in puzzle games, I’m not sure that it’s high on developers’ lists of priorities.
The visit to SpecialEffect reminded me of my old job working for a computer retailer in Edinburgh. We once took on a young man called Saad for work experience, a student from the Royal Blind School. He showed me how he used the VoiceOver screen reading feature to operate a Mac without sight, and even create sixteen track music compositions in GarageBand. There’s an impressive amount of work that goes into the accessibility of Apple products: the iPhone’s accessibility options are laudable, but how many iOS games support VoiceOver? I’ve heard it said you can tell a good developer from a bad one by triple-clicking their phone’s home button to test if VoiceOver is activated.
People with disabilities should never be second-class citizens. SpecialEffect’s work is about putting them on a level playing field (no pun intended). It’s about helping them to live a normal social life with their friends and family. That’s important for the service users, but also provides respite and comfort for their family as well: Reece is a nine year old with cerebral palsy, who has borrowed a controller from SpecialEffect’s Loan Library so he can play FIFA with his dad. Dad loves being able to play with his son, even if he doesn’t love losing at FIFA.
SpecialEffect’s work isn’t just limited to games. Their Stargaze project helps people with very severe disabilities – even no speech – to use computers with eye-tracking technology to communicate with their families, such as those who have developed locked-in syndrome or suffered a stroke. One elderly man was able to control a TV remote with his eyes, leading to a different kind of staring contest to decide whether he could watch the football or his wife could watch the shopping channel.
A recent successful fundraiser for a new eye-tracking device raised £7000, but resources are slim: as SpecialEffect loan their equipment to users for as long as they want, they’re in constant need of new hardware to support more clients. The good news is that by buying this magazine, you’ve already helped their great work, but if you’d like to help more their website contains information on upcoming fundraising activities like their GameBlast 24 hour UK-wide game marathon in February.
Games have the power to change us, whether that’s through the simplicity of bringing joy to our lives, or more complicated acts of consciousness-raising and social education. Fundamentally, they are a great leveller: people with no sporting prowess like myself can still enjoy a game of football on the Xbox (theoretically). They bring strangers together to form new friendships across the internet. SpecialEffect take that innate equality of games and extend it to those who aren’t used to having it in other aspects of their lives. Thus, equity of entertainment is social empowerment: changing a small part of the world to make it a more fair and fun place, for everyone.
Thanks to Mark Saville and the rest of the SpecialEffect team for their time and hospitality.
Further Reading
SpecialEffect
http://specialeffect.org.uk/
Accessibility heroes and villains – Matt Gemmell
http://mattgemmell.com/2012/10/26/ios-accessibility-heroes-and-villains/
 
 

Girlfriend Mode 
Helen Lewis
 
The story of the things that we truly savour in life is hardly ever about the things themselves. It was the story of where we were, and with whom. Your favourite song is only your favourite song because it was the one that was playing when you met your husband for the first time. You don’t remember what you ate the day after your mother died.
I’ve been playing computer games for two and a half decades, but it took me until now to realise a simple truth: the story of the games I love is really the story of the people I’ve loved. 
 Worcester, 1993
Emily and I were best friends at school, even though I broke her arm. I maintain to this day that it wasn’t my fault: she stepped off the wonky paving slab just as I stepped on to it. Emily was hard as nails. She played a game of netball against the rival girls’ school with that broken arm, and won.
She lived just around the corner from me, in a house with four storeys, which seemed just about the most exotic thing you could imagine – at least in Worcester. She and her brother had a floor all to themselves for their bedrooms, and a room in the basement to play in. It was there I saw my first games console, that squat grey box that was the Super Nintendo. Yes, I’d played on my brothers’ Acorn Electron before then, with its screechy tapes and Teletext graphics, but this was something new. Inside the SNES lived Mario, Bowser and Yoshi, and that summer, the summer we were ten, we played the hell out of those games. 
I became so good at Mario Kart I could even drive around Rainbow Road, where the smallest mistake was punished with a plunge into oblivion. I’ve never been that good at a game since then, but we were ten and in a world with four television channels, and hand-me-down board games where someone had lost half of the cards or the Hungry Hippo’s hinge had come unstuck. The next summer, Emily went to that rival girls’ school, while I stayed behind. Then puberty hit me like a ton of Twixes and I didn’t play netball very well any more. We lost touch, like ten-year-olds do. But we’ll always have Yoshi’s Island.
Oxford, 2002
Smoke hangs in the living room, where the peeling paintwork continues its slow decline underneath a standard-issue student poster – probably Bob Marley, Che Guevara on a donkey, or the Last Supper reworked with bongs. It’s my second year at university, and my interest in the finer points of the Canterbury Tales has been sapped by a lethal combination of Smirnoff Ice, onion bhajis and the invention of the Xbox. Unlike the SNES, the Xbox didn’t want to be cuddly. It seemed to have been modelled on the obelisk from 2001: A Space Odyssey. It crouched, brooding, in the corner of the living room, beckoning us with a junkie finger to play just one more game of Halo.
That year, I lived with three guys: Max, Bill and Chris. There had been some talk of a “boys’ house” and a “girls’ house” and somehow I defected to the other one. The girls’ house had magazine racks and throw cushions. We had a fridge full of beer, pre-grated cheese and a games console. I knew where I belonged.
Halo was the perfect game for a houseful of students, offering a lather-rinse-repeat of alien battles carried out with pistol and assault rifle – nothing too fancy. That didn’t stop Max complaining: he always wanted to play Dead or Alive, where his flailing thumbs served him just as well as Bill’s icy precision. Sometimes, we co-opted Matt from the house down the road to play when Max retired to his bedroom to read some Kant. He was better than any of us. That damp Oxford winter, I learned what it was like to play a game with friends. 
Coincidentally, so did thousands of other people: it was the year that Xbox Live launched, and 14-year-olds the world over got a chance to share their love of teabagging and air their thoughts about “fags” to a wider audience. It was the five of us against the world, or at least those parts of it with decent internet connections and headset microphones. We had our own language, our own codes of conduct; we passed the squat controller round like a spliff, and complained bitterly when someone new turned up and couldn’t cope with an inverted thumbstick.
Sometimes, Bill would complain that the games we played were too easy. He now works for EA. The universe does have a sense of humour.
 Canada Water, 2004-2010
Tom and I played a lot of Guitar Hero and Rock Band. I’m talking ‘96% on Bark at the Moon’ standards here; hitting that high note on Creep in a way that made neighbourhood cats uneasy. I’m talking about performances of Say It Ain’t So that brought a tear to the eye for the right reason.
Freebird was a source of constant bafflement to us. It was a creature of pure evil: as a guitarist, you had to plod through four and a half minutes of somnambulant hillbilly noodlings before you even got to have a crack at the metacarpal-shredding solo. Then after thirty seconds of that, you inevitably crashed out, one hand grasping the other as it spasmed like a fish out of water. The singer, meanwhile, was surplus to requirements for the final five minutes. (I formulated a theory that Lynyrd Skynyrd’s frontman had set this up so he could sneak off and have a piss at live gigs.) If ever there was a song that should not have appeared in a group-based rhythm action game, Freebird was it. 
But we loved it. We had a lot of time to kill, Tom and I – he was studying medicine, and had found himself marooned in student life while everyone else was trying to pretend they were fully fledged adults, not screaming children trapped in too-big suits. I worked the night shift, rolling into work at 5pm after a day spent perfecting pointless arpeggios.
We played war games too, but it wasn’t the same any more. We were getting older, but the people on Xbox Live were getting younger. Their pristine teenage synapses were just too much for us. It was always a relief, after another crushing defeat on Halo’s Last Resort (apart from that glorious one time a guy tried to use a Spartan Laser inside a bubble shield and fried himself), to pick up the plastic guitar and mic and desecrate Texas Flood.
“It’s flooding down in Texas, 
and all the telephone lines are down …”
Clerkenwell, 2012
When I left him, he kept the 360. We didn’t talk about it: I just blurted out, a few days after it happened, that all I wanted was my books and my clothes and my laptop. Then I went back and sat in my new empty flat and watched the trains rush past the window, and realised the Xbox was the least of my worries. I didn’t have any curtains. I didn’t even have any friends.
For the first time since I was ten, I didn’t have anyone to play videogames with. My new flatmate Claire wasn’t even that bothered about getting a telly, let alone a console: she planned to bathe her broken heart in the finest cocktails east London could provide. 
But when I picked up my stuff, I found he’d thrown a few games in the box: my old friend Dead or Alive: Xtreme Beach Volleyball had made it over, as its core game mechanic involved buying swimsuits for ungrateful female assassins on an inexplicable beach holiday. That had always been more my thing than his. But the rest were missing, the save games obliterated. The FemShep he’d made to look like me was gone.
I felt lonely those few months in a way I had never done before, and I realised that the child’s lament – I’ve got no one to play with – isn’t just a privileged whine. What’s the point of laughter, of fun, of the endorphin swing from despair to exhilaration as you score the goal, land the headshot, ace the corner, snatch the winning kill in the final seconds, if there’s no one to turn to afterwards and exclaim: YESSSSSSSS! 
How happy can you ever be on your own?
Holloway, 2013
As I write this, Jonathan is in the spare bedroom. We’ve nicknamed it the ‘Rome: Total War Room’, mostly because I like saying “No fighting in the Rome: Total War Room!” and we’re both from thrifty families where no bad joke goes unrepeated.
He never played games before we got together; now, for the first time, when I play RPGs, I do the fighting and my boyfriend does the smithing. I smiled when I read a game developer outline his plan for ‘girlfriend mode’, with easier controls for noobs. Believe me, in this house, we need a boyfriend mode.  But over the last two years, he’s softened up. I’ve introduced him to first-person shooters, which he hates, and he has started playing an alarming amount of Candy Crush Saga. He stubbornly refuses to pay money to skip the boring levels. 
Sometimes, resting my head on his chest, he lets me line up four of the little pastilles to make a stripy sweet, and even though I have no idea what the point of it is, and I want to be snobby and insist it’s not a real game – not like Halo – I stop myself and think: I have someone to play with. I couldn’t be happier.
 

Time and Memory
Joe Martin
It’s 2012 and I’m out for a meal on Bethesda’s dime. The steak I’ve ordered should be here soon; in the meantime, my head is awash with free red wine and new ideas. I’m at the table with peers from almost every games publication in the UK, among the first to have finished Dishonored.
“What did you do with the Lord Regent?”
“Who is Granny Rags?”
“Did you see the Executioner?”
Questions run up and down the table, stirring up more praise with every lap. I declare the ‘Blink’ ability as the best thing to happen to games for years. Someone else lauds the choices presented; the world simulation; the art style.
The longer we prattle on, the emptier the hyperbole becomes. Dishonored is a great game, deserving of both praise and attention, but the more our group speaks the less certain I am we’ve got anything meaningful to say. Choices in games may well be great, but just saying things like that doesn’t feel like an activity that requires a roomful of paid professionals. 
I remember Jonathan Blow’s Braid for the ninetieth time in a hundred games, another title we loved before we understood. If Dishonored has a message, why aren’t we discussing it? And if it doesn’t, then why are we talking about it at all?
Heady with wine, I try to explain myself to the table, but I’m told to stop taking things too seriously. I counter that taking things seriously should be part of our responsibility as journalists. If we’re not serious and we’re saying these things don’t matter because Dishonored is just a game then... why are we even here?
The argument catches like a struck match. I hear accusations of corruption countered with positions on ‘New Games Journalism’ and realise, in a moment of wine-clarity, that I should be excited to have this debate. But I’m not. I’ve had these conversations before; I’ve heard the same half-answers from the exact same people and I know none of them lead to the satisfaction I want. Realising how miserable games-as-art conversations make me, I wonder if it might be time to leave them behind. 
Wasn’t I once happier as a journalist?
It is Christmas, 2008, and I’m home for the first time in months. The whole family is together and merry, and I’m trying to tell Dad about the job that finally lured me to London. I’m trying to convince him games journalism is a proper job. I’m using Braid to make my point.
“It’s kind of about nuclear war,” I tell him. “About how the scientists must have regrets and how choices have consequences. There’s this city in flames at the start and...”
Dad nods, barely listening. I tell him about Braid’s jigsaws and time-bending puzzles, its faulty narrator and talking dinosaurs. He just keeps nodding.
It’s not the first time I’ve told him all this, and it won’t be the last. In 2010 I’ll take a holiday and dominate the TV for a week, going so far as to fake getting stuck in the hope he’ll offer help. It won’t work and I’ll be left still desperate to show him that I’m not just someone who plays games; that games are art. That he should approve. 
We sit down to eat. Arguments stir as dishes pass up and down the table, but my mind is still on Braid. I point to one of Dad’s paintings on the wall, which reminds me of the game’s painterly animations. He nods, asks if I can pass the carrots and I open my mouth to press on further.
My brother snaps, asking if I could stop going on about games for a few minutes. I tell him to shut up and then Mum butts in. She bulldozes over us in the same way she always does – with a distraction. She asks if I like my presents and, mouth full, I can only force a smile and nod. 
Good, she says: Dad and her are finding it hard to shop for me now. My new job means I already get everything I want for free. 
It is Lunchtime, 2005, and the house is quiet. Everyone’s on holiday except my brother and I’m back from university for a fortnight. I should be out seeing friends, but due to the drizzle and lack of places to go, I’ve spent most my time reading old issues of PC Format – research for some work experience I’ve arranged next month.
When I finally run out of magazines I drift through the house and sift through the relics of my childhood: an old Thundercats toy here, a discarded Amiga disk there. Eventually, I settle in front of the computer with a copy of Raising The Bar: The Making of Half-Life 2 open on the desk while I play.
I’m so invested in my book-game comparisons that my brother startles me when he walks over and asks what I’m playing. By the evening, he’s been playing Half-Life 2 for hours and has grown frustrated. The Antlions won’t follow where he wants, but even more frustrating, I’ve moved from a background noise to a guided tour. I dribble trivia about the upcoming journey to Nova Prospekt and hold up pictures of early concept art for him to look at. I ponder about the difficulties of a silent protagonist. 
He tells me to shut up, for the hundredth time. 
“Can’t you just let me enjoy the game, for fuck’s sake?”
By supper he’s had enough and quits in a rage. He mumbles that he’ll play more tomorrow, but when he returns at breakfast it’s clear the moment is gone. He leaves one of the best games ever made unfinished, then a few weeks later buys an Xbox and finishes it alone. 
It is February, 1992. With a dozen packed shelves in front of me, I’m deciding which game I want to buy with my birthday money. It isn’t a difficult choice. “This one,” I say, grabbing the Amiga version of Street Fighter II and thrusting it into Dad’s hands. The decision is based solely on the box cover, filled with karate kicks and bandanas. Dad doesn’t look at it as he pays, just leads me back into the drizzling, midland grey.
The next day, my brother and I are squabbling over the Amiga’s stiff, cheap joysticks. Dad walks by and his ambivalence switches to disapproval. As he turns off the Amiga and takes it away, there are tears and fruitless screams, but he stays calm and explains: Street Fighter II is far too violent for a seven year old.
Years later, I wonder if it was the violence on-screen that bothered him, or the violence in front of it. With a year between us and not much else to do but fight, the Amiga was the one place my brother and I didn’t always argue. Instead, it was a place to solve puzzles and talk. On good nights Dad would join in too, and we’d fall asleep in an armchair as he waged war in Dune or lead Lemmings to safety. I kept a list of level names and passwords, my brother drew maps – we weren’t really helping, just joining in and having fun. 
Back in the shop, Dad stands before the dozen shelves, deciding which game I’m going to buy with my birthday money. I shake my head at every box he passes down, then grab one of my own at random. Wary of the big skull on the front, Dad takes his time to study it before paying. 
The next day, I’m playing it with my brother. He’s giggling as I read pirate insults aloud, each retort leading us closer to the Secret of Monkey Island. This is an experience we’ll share again with its sequel, and again with another sequel and a new younger sister. There’s a lot of childhood built around that game.
But that’s in the future. In 1992, Dad walks by and asks if we’re fighting. No, I call back; it’s just a game. 
It’s 2013 in Winchester. My brother’s stag party has been hastily organised and there’s no real plan to speak of, but the suggested rhythm of pubs, food and poker should be enough to go on. Right now it’s too early for drinking, so we slump on the couch, controller in hand. 
I could fill countless pages of complaints about Army of Two: The Devil’s Cartel, but that’s not my job any more and my brother reminds me when I start to forget. I gripe at the poor enemy foregrounding and he sighs, tells me he’s not asking me to score it, just play it.
I’m barely thinking about the game anyway. The levels become little more than background noise and even the regular gun-building screens pass by unnoticed. Sam talks about his wedding, his puppet-building business, the latest show he did with his friends. He tells me about the time he took over Winchester library for Halloween and told an elaborate spook story that bought in trick-or-treaters by the dozen. 
When he’s not talking, I am. I tell him about the last stag I organised, old friends back home, my new job. I don’t say anything about the time I interviewed Army of Two’s developers, nor the furore kicked up by some of the more scenes we face. The only game I mention is poker and, as I promise to whoop him later, I take a tank shell to the face on-screen.
I wait for him to dash over and save me, but he puts the pad down instead and laughs. He asks how I ever got a job as journalist when I’m clearly so bad at games. He says this must be the hundredth time I’ve died. I fight like a cow. 
I shrug. It doesn’t matter, does it? After all, it’s just a game.
 

The Heroine of Time
Maddy Myers

I played The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time in the wrong order. I saw the ending first. That shouldn’t be the end of the world for a game about time traveling – and also, as it happens, about the end of the world – but I saw Princess Zelda at her worst, first.
I was at a friend’s house after he’d gotten to the latter half of the game, so my first impression of Zelda was not an empathetic young girl wise beyond her years, nor an ass-kicking, cross-dressing, magic-wielding Sheikah warrior. I didn’t see either of those versions of Zelda until years later. 13-year-old Maddy’s first impression of Zelda was a weeping, broken woman, hardened by days spent encased in a crystal by the evil Ganondorf. A woman who trailed after the hero Link like a shadow: opening doors for him, reciting over-the-top dialogue, or clutching at her heart overwhelmed with misery.
After the battle against Ganondorf, Zelda turns to Link and apologises. It’s her fault, she explains – her fault for being kidnapped, her fault for destroying her entire kingdom.
The first time I saw this scene, I believed Zelda had something for which to apologise. I didn’t realise how many times over the course of the game she would attempt to change her own fate, to wrestle it away and make it her own, to transform into someone else in an effort to hide from the dismal future available to her. In the end, her dark and depressing path caught up with her – but certainly not for lack of trying. 
Throughout my early adolescence, I felt resentful and jealous of Zelda. She was the Virgin to Lara Croft’s Whore, the king of women who the game-playing guys I knew wanted to settle down with. I often saw myself as a side character in my own life; I had trouble identifying with Link, growing up, and I played Zelda as one of my mains in the spin-off fighting game Super Smash Brothers. Link represented all of the guys who weren’t interested in me, growing up: pretty guys who had every girl in town fawning over them, smart guys, popular guys. And Zelda was just the kind of woman they’d fawn over – or, so I imagined. I was more of a Malon. No, probably one of those clucking chickens that Link has to herd around in occasional mini-games.
Growing up as a nerd meant that my cultural touchstones for femininity and physical attractiveness were a little unusual; Lara Croft was the bastion of sexiness among my male friends, Princess Peach the epitome of irritation, and Zelda the perfect happy-medium. She could do tough and hands-on while in her magical Sheikah warrior disguise, but at the end of the game, she was back to her royal fate: high femme, pink, poised, passive, deferential, and – of course – apologising. She even played hard-to-get, eternally ‘just friends’ with Link, but that only increased her allure.
In my adolescent days, I felt torn between trying to negotiate a “one of the guys” persona with wanting to be wanted. I had the body of a 12-year-old boy, braces, and more acne than any human should have to endure – plus, all I really wanted was an invite to my guy friends’ LAN parties, month after month, and I didn’t need a frilly pink dress for that. Quite the opposite, actually. I needed Sheikah warrior attire, if I wanted to play back-up on the battlefield, but I also wanted to prove that I could transform into a princess at the end of the day. 
At 19, I bought a sewing machine for the sole purpose of creating a Zelda dress of my very own. I finally had my first serious boyfriend, the first guy to teach me how to play Counter-Strike. The problem was, he didn’t like my new dress-sewing hobby. I was ready to transform from Sheik back into Zelda and settle down, but he had no such thing in mind. I think I forgot that none of the Legend of Zelda games end with a wedding. 
I struggled a lot with objectifying myself, back in college. I saw myself as a supporting character; I still do, sometimes. I felt like my story had already been set up, and that there was nothing I could do to change it ... like all I could do was go along for the ride. I wasn’t happy in my relationship, but it was all I knew. He was the one. It was fate. It wasn’t about being happy. Right?
In Ocarina of Time, Zelda contrasts her feminine pink dress with golden metal pauldrons. I painted those pauldrons painstakingly on my spare room floor. Meanwhile, the guy and I grew further and further apart. That small set of armor was the first set I ever built, and with every layer of foam, I firmed up my own denial.
I made my first real female friend that year. Yes, me, a woman who had for so long thought that she “just didn’t get along with girls,” that I was a “guys’ girl,” and that women were frankly inferior (including myself): I found a friend who liked making costumes and playing games just as much as I did. She made a Sheik cosplay to go along with my Zelda, and we attended multiple conventions together that year with no boyfriends in tow.
I wish I could tell you that this gave me the confidence I needed to realise I should lose the guy. I wish I could say my other half – my Sheik – is still my best friend. That I learned how to forgive Zelda for ending Ocarina with an apology, or that I believe Ocarina perfectly balances Zelda’s penchant for war with her gift of wisdom, that it balances her masculinity and femininity harmoniously. But I can’t. I can’t say any of that.
That year didn’t end smoothly for me, and neither did Ocarina of Time. Zelda closes out the game with a desperate hope to do everything all over again. She has the power to try it, so she gives it a shot. She sends Link back in time to his childhood; after the end credits, we see young Link and Zelda in the garden once more, innocent and unknowing as Adam and Eve. Zelda’s plan doesn’t work, though. All she does is create multiple divergent timelines, none of which go the way she hopes they will. She gives each timeline her best shot, again and again and again … and she fails. She gets kidnapped, again. Ganondorf returns, again. And again. And again.
In my story, the guy left me, and I sobbed and apologised to him as he walked out the door, to my shame. As for the once-best friend, Sheik? I took out my sudden loneliness on her until she turned around and walked out, too. Much like Zelda at the end of Ocarina, I spent a lot of time languishing and believing that my youthful naiveté had been my downfall. If only I’d known then what I know now, I thought. But unlike Zelda, I didn’t have access to a time machine.
Also unlike Zelda, I was not doomed to repeat my past again and again. I’m not fated to be anything or anyone in particular … and thank goodness for that.
Now, almost a decade later, I’ve been replaying Ocarina of Time on the 3DS. It’s all coming back to me as I play it: how resentful I had felt about Zelda as a teen, and how much I grew to love and hate her as I got older. I didn’t sense my own transformation into a more confident person who made decisions for herself: it happened so gradually, I hardly noticed until the change was complete. Nor did I see Zelda’s transformations as significant, in the moment. I only realise the importance of those changes when I look back. I see young Zelda, teen Zelda, and adult Zelda doing all that they can in the moment.
Zelda games are always about predetermination and the repetition of cycles. In spite of those themes, Zelda herself finds a way to change: her gender presentation, her personal agency, and even her involvement in the narrative. The fact that the game is about time travel seems no accident; Ocarina’s theme is changing the past and doing things differently, if you can. In Zelda’s case, that means grasping at any possible opportunity to save her kingdom. Even if it means being a man, even if it means literally turning back time. Too bad neither of those does the trick. The only one who can do the trick, every time, is Link. Always Link.
Allow me to revert back to my ranting middle school self, just for a moment: how can Zelda, supposedly the embodiment of the Triforce of Wisdom, make so many tactical errors? Why does she get shackled with the Wisdom Triforce piece, rather than Power (Ganondorf’s third) or Courage (Link’s part)? Zelda has the latter two in spades; Ganondorf seems to be the all-knowing character here, so perhaps Wisdom would be a better fit for his actions in-game. Link, meanwhile, follows directions in silence, never questioning the status quo; how does that make him courageous? And if he really wants to be with Zelda, then wouldn’t he have the “courage” to ask her out by now? Does Link care about anything?
I’m not sure which third of the Triforce Zelda deserves. I’m not even sure it matters which symbolic corner of the triad she gets handed. I do know she deserves more than the pink crystal that Ocarina confines her in, both literally and figuratively.
Every time Ocarina acts like it’s about to subvert Zelda’s expected path, it shies away. Young Zelda has the foresight to know Ganondorf can’t be trusted, but this leads her to give Link pre-emptive advice about the Master Sword; adult Zelda gives her young self no credit for fortitude or courage in this moment. Then, the teenaged cross-dressing warrior version of Zelda comes up with a disguise so good that even Ganondorf can’t find her ... until she lets her guard down for, like, two seconds. 
I didn’t learn how to negotiate my feelings about Zelda’s femme persona until I realised I didn’t always have to mentally associate it with weakness, with capture. As soon as Zelda changes out of her masculine Sheikah attire and into pink-and-white gauze, she transforms into a passive tool once more. The game’s core trio had seemed somewhat thin, but in that moment, all three characters transform into literal objects: they become three pieces in a terrifically boring puzzle, with Zelda getting the least compelling slice of all. All because she had to go and put on a dress, probably to show off for this hero boy. What a foolish girl! Some “wisdom” she’s got!
Up until now, Legend of Zelda games have offered Zelda little escape from the fate offered to her in Ocarina. In fact, Sheik is one of the most self-directed personas that Zelda’s ever participated in. Tetra, her pirate personality in other games, comes close – but those stories end up the same way for Zelda, complete with a pink dress and imprisonment. It’s getting old.
Ocarina blurs between timelines, fates, experiences, and predetermined roles, but it still gives Zelda the short end of the stick. She does what she can to transform into someone else; she hides in another skin, for a little while, to feel freedom a little longer. But her fate is not just a pink dress, it’s victimization. No amount of supposed magical Wisdom can help her out of that trap – or, at least, not that we’ve seen so far.
I hid in disguises, too, growing up. I saw myself as a passive player in my own life; I waited for other people to tell me what to do, and I did what I was ‘supposed’ to do. I did what I could to escape myself: I didn’t want to know me, and I didn’t want anybody else to know me, either. If you think Zelda apologises a lot, well, let’s just say I put her to shame. I felt angry at Zelda as I played because I saw myself in her, especially as she tried on new personas and obsessed about getting things right. I found her story damning, haunting. Was this my future?, I wondered. How would she – how would I – ever break the cycle? I never had to find out. 
With each subsequent game after Ocarina, I’ve grown less and less hopeful that Zelda will ever escape in kind. Ocarina tells the story of a woman who attempts to create her own path and has it stolen by force. She never really gets it back. Too often, Legend of Zelda stories mimic this pattern. If Zelda always ends up in a pink dress, fair enough – I have grown to love pink dresses without shame, in spite of their connotations. But must Zelda always also end up in the background, or in a crystal, waiting, doomed to apologise for daring to try to save the world … or daring to save herself? Must her femme presentation and her princess-ness go hand-in-hand with destroying her kingdom, with dooming her safety? I hope not. But so far, the Zelda games offer little alternative.
What should Zelda’s new Legend be? Maybe a heroine who can change her fate, rather than one who must resign herself to it. Maybe that sounds unrealistic – but I managed. And I think Zelda can, too.
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Epilogue
“If history is to change, let it change.”
— Magus, Chrono Trigger
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