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And from my pillow, looking forth by light

Of moon or favouring stars, I could behold

The antechapel where the statue stood

Of Newton with his prism and silent face,

The marble index of a mind for ever

Voyaging through strange seas of Thought, alone.

—William Wordsworth, The Prelude, Book 3


Choose Your Own Introduction

You just made a choice.

SPECIFICALLY, YOU CHOSE TO READ THE FIRST SENTENCE OF THIS INTRODUCTION. You probably don’t feel particularly excited about this. There’s nothing novel about decision-making; life is a continuous series of choices, from the minute (do I scratch that itch?) to the monumental (do I get a divorce?). Choices define who we are and the life we lead, but it’s the thought behind our choices—and their results—that are interesting, not the act of choosing itself.

Yet there’s a specific area of our lives where we typically abdicate choice. I speak of stories. When you volunteer to hear another’s story, you relinquish the driver’s seat and take a passive role: listening, observing, and reflecting. This is particularly true when that story isn’t told by another person (where there is at least a potential for narrative interference) but is mass-produced, in the form of a novel, a film, a poem, a TV show, or even a song. It wasn’t until the latter half of the 20th century that a different kind of medium emerged, one that allowed the consumer to actively change a story rather than simply absorb and interpret it. This was the video game.1

Video games have been with us in some form since at least 1962’s Spacewar!, and even earlier than that depending on how one defines the medium.2 By 1978 the arcade game industry was in full swing, with the Japanese title Space Invaders becoming an international sensation that drew many contenders to the arcade game field. A few bumps along the way notwithstanding,3 games have grown increasingly ubiquitous in the following decades, with greater numbers of games developed, released, and sold with each coming year. Yet while much attention has been paid to their increasing influence and financial clout, there have been only a few books examining the video game as the exciting new platform for storytelling that it is; and of those few, none have done so within a broader historical framework. That’s where this volume comes in.

Games are bringing something new to the table. As the first widely adopted form of interactive media, video games have served as the testing ground for interactive storytelling techniques. When a medium is new, experimentation is prevalent, and this book shines a light on some of the more successful and daring of these experiments over the medium’s relatively short history.

Of course, tens of thousands of games have been created since the medium’s inception. Most can be safely ignored; the rule of any medium is that for every innovator there are ten (or a hundred!) derivative followers. And of course, this book has a narrow focus on storytelling games, those that aim to create an evocative narrative experience for the player. As the etymology of “video game” might suggest, these are a minority of titles, particularly in the ’70s and ’80s. And yet the field is so crowded that even if we select only the narrative games with some historical significance, we’re left with at least a couple hundred titles. Tackling all of those in any detail would be far too large a task for any volume.

So I chose to focus on a mere 13 video games released between 1983 and 2010. I can (and do) vigorously defend their importance, but at the end of the day there is a good deal of subjectivity to their selection; there are many equally important games that I simply couldn’t fit in.4 These are games that are not only important to the field as a whole, but were important to my development as a gamer and my growing appreciation of interactive storytelling. This is not a memoir, but it would be disingenuous to pretend that the selection of these games was wholly objective, and I’ll introduce personal anecdotes if I think they’re helpful in illustrating what’s great about a given game.

Despite the game-oriented structure, this is a book dedicated to a greater history, and if I’ve done my job a narrative of its own should emerge from these disparate chapters, a story of a medium growing increasingly confident in its own abilities and increasingly aware of how interactivity changes traditional storytelling.

This is an account of artists who used interactivity to advance their story rather than constrain it. Every game in this book borrows storytelling techniques from other media—video games don’t exist in a vacuum—but the best use these techniques in service to an interactive narrative, rather than as a replacement for it. That’s the driving question here: what do we do with interactivity? How do games make choice—not just the individual choices, but the act of choosing, of influencing a narrative—interesting? How does the joint authorship of an interactive text change the sense of ownership and immersion in the consumer, and what constraints does it place on the creator? How have game developers tackled these constraints, and what new types of games and stories have their solutions created? I can’t answer any of these questions in the definitive, but these will be the threads that tie the often disparate chapters of this book together. Each of the 13 games surveyed used a combination of choice and immersion to create works laden with intensely personal meaning for their players. In the following chapters I’ll break down what they did, the drawbacks of the choices the game developers made, and why the games achieved greatness anyway. I hope that you’ll appreciate them as much as I have.

A Note on Narrative…

This is a book about game narratives. Unfortunately, “narrative” remains a shaky term, with numerous conflicting definitions in use by literary theorists. Running through all of these would be a small book in itself, so I’ll just say that for this text, I’m using one of the broader and simpler definitions that defines a narrative as “a representation of a series of events.”5 Note that the actual happening of a series of events itself is not a narrative; but since the video game is a representative medium (and one that largely avoids nonfiction), this is something of an academic distinction. “Story” refers to the actual series of events that is planned or exists before the intervention of the player—that is, the series of events that is being represented by the narrative. “Narrative” refers to the end product, the representation of those series of events within the game’s specific form; and “narrative experience” refers to the unique perception of the narrative created in the player’s mind as he or she interacts with the game. Even these definitions have some gray area, but context should make it clear what I mean.

…And a Few Other Helpful Pieces of Information

If you’ve read the bio in the back of the book, then you know at least a little bit about me. I, however, know nothing about you. So I’ve tried to cover all my bases.

Chances are you’re a gamer: the fact is that most people won’t read a book on video games if they don’t actively play them. I’m assuming you know the general gaming lingo and basic concepts, and so I’ve tried not to bog the book down with redundant explanations and definitions.

But maybe you’re not a gamer: maybe you’re someone who’s just beginning to get interested, or is interested in narrative design in the abstract. That’s great. I’m glad you’re reading this. You’ll probably pick up some of the lingo from context, but I’ve included a comprehensive glossary in the back of the book. Terms introduced for the first time and included in the glossary will be bold-faced, although a few key terms will also be footnoted so you don’t have to flip to the back of the book.

Speaking of appendixes, I also have a FAQ back there. If you’re wondering why I don’t cover multiplayer games, or didn’t include game X, please consult that.

Finally, this book contains spoilers. I’d have to sacrifice a lot of transparency and clarity if I didn’t give any examples from scenes past the start of the game, and so I’ve made the difficult decision to not worry about spoilers and, in fact, to ignore spoiler warnings altogether. (The exception to this rule is Heavy Rain; I’ve avoided spoiling the central mystery, as it’s so key to one’s enjoyment of the game.) I encourage you to play these games before reading about them if you have the time, and information on how to get and play each game can be found in Appendix B: How to Play.

I think that covers the basics. Now it’s time to head into chapter one—starting, out of order, in 1990, because this was the first real computer game I played, the game that launched my interest in game narratives; and while it may have come later than our titles from the ’80s, it would inform my perceptions of every game I played after.

It also introduced the compound word “rubber-chicken-with-a-pulley-in-the-middle” into my vocabulary—and if that’s not worth a chapter, what is?
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The Adventure Begins

The Secret of Monkey Island (1990)

IN 1992 MY PARENTS BOUGHT A PAIR OF COMPUTER SPEAKERS.

I remember this only because the speakers came with a few games that embodied the cutting edge of computer sound design. I was four years old at the time, and my memory of the titles is fuzzy. But two I remember distinctly: Lucasfilm Games’ Loom and The Secret of Monkey Island. These would become the first two video games in my collection that were designed for an older audience, a world away from the interactive storybooks and Magic School Bus games that had previously dominated my leisure time.1

There’s a widespread perception that video games are primarily targeted towards youth, if not children than at least teens and twenty-somethings. This isn’t true now2 and was even less so then, at least as far as personal computers were concerned. While the audience of game consoles such as the Nintendo Entertainment System was made up mostly of minors, the PC was a different ballpark. In 1990, when Loom and Monkey Island were released, only 15% of American households owned a personal computer, and ownership of these expensive machines was understandably dominated by adults old enough to be drawing a decent paycheck; less than 30% of computers were owned by people under 34.3 If a child had the opportunity to use a computer, it was a result of great privilege; the child’s caretaker was willing to share a work computer, was a well-to-do hobbyist, or was a gamer herself.

So The Secret of Monkey Island was, like most of its peers, strictly targeted towards adults. It was a consummate video game, synthesizing many new game design techniques into a hilarious adventure through the Caribbean in the Golden Age of Piracy,4 and it served as a perfect entry point into the world of narrative gaming.5

The opening screen of The Secret of Monkey Island displays a postcard view of a high island at night [Fig. 1-1]. A subdued rhythm plays in the background. Descriptive text appears along the bottom of the screen, reading “Deep in the Caribbean. The Island of Melee.” The music swells, and the highly stylized title appears, covering nearly the whole screen. A rousing theme song in the best tradition of John Williams plays as the opening credits roll.
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Fig. 1-1: Dramatic, isn’t it? Monkey Island’s bypassing of the typical opening menu recalled Star Wars’ omission of the traditional opening credits sequence.

As the credit sequence ends, the camera zooms into the lookout’s post on top of the island. A lanky, ill-dressed boy wanders in and approaches the apparently blind lookout [Fig. 1-2]. Dialog follows:


Boy: Hi! My name’s Guybrush Threepwood, and I want to be a pirate!

Old Man: Yikes! Don’t sneak up on me like that!

[The Old Man faces the camera.]

Guybrush: Er... I’m over this way.

[The Old Man turns to Guybrush.]

Old Man: Ah! Well, then, Thriftweed--

Guybrush: THREEPWOOD. Guybrush THREEPWOOD.

Old Man: I see. So, you want to be a pirate, eh? You look more like a flooring inspector. But if you’re serious about pirating, go talk to the pirate leaders. You’ll find them in the SCUMM Bar.
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Fig. 1-2: Guybrush’s introduction.

The scene made an immediate impression on me. Part of it was the cohesive, filmic nature of the opening. The score was catchy, the visuals (for the time) beautiful. I was already obsessed with Star Wars at this young age, and Monkey Island directly aped the cinematic stylings of George Lucas (which should come as no surprise, given that it emerged from Lucasfilm Games, the game development company he started). I was hooked.

For a few minutes, anyway. Like most four-year-olds, I couldn’t read, and Monkey Island was released a few years before the early advent of voice acting in computer games. I was unable to understand the comedy of the opening dialog, or the instructions it contained. So The Secret of Monkey Island went back on the shelf for a couple of years.

Around the age of six I got a babysitter from down the street. One evening I nagged him to play Monkey Island with me, and he relented. While having relatively little experience with computer games, he was a sharp kid who figured out the gamic systems quickly. Even better, he was already a trained actor. We played through the game—me operating the mouse and telling my character where to go, him acting out all the dialog and giving suggestions on the puzzles. Despite my illiteracy, I was able to fully experience the game’s pleasures, and it has been a favorite of mine ever since.

In order to understand the role of narrative in video games, we must first discuss a basic feature of gaming that guides narrative: genre. In video games, genre refers not just to the narrative themes and tropes used but to the fundamental construction of the gamic structure; disparate genres almost end up being entirely separate forms, with a flight simulator bearing almost no similarity to a role-playing game. By 1990, games had already split into a variety of distinct types, and in these first few chapters I’ll be providing some background on the main genres for those unfamiliar with their history or construction.

A Brief History of the Adventure Game

“Adventure” is a curious name for a game genre. Unlike the names of most other gamic genres, the moniker tells much about thematic content and almost nothing about its mechanics. This is at least partly because the designation was coined before the idea of video game genres really solidified. In fact, the first form of the genre, the text adventure, emerged before the age of computer graphics and personal computers. The first text adventure—whose title, Adventure, gave its name to the genre—was developed around 1975.6 The creator, Will Crowther, was an experienced spelunker, and he created a computer game to capture the joys of exploration and adventure that caving provided. The game sets the player as an explorer in Kentucky’s Mammoth-Flint Ridge Cave System, which is conveniently littered with treasure for the taking.

The player interacts with Adventure—as with all later text adventures—by typing text into a “parser,” a command line that accepts natural language input. For instance, the game may describe the entrance to a cave system to the north, and the player will respond by typing “go north.” The game will respond by moving the player to a “room”7 to the north and describing the new location. Apart from describing the physical characteristics of the setting, the text will typically list any objects in the area. For instance, the player finds an electric lamp near the start of Adventure. The player can then type “get lamp,” followed by “turn on lamp” to use it [Fig. 1-3]. The nouns and verbs the parser recognizes are extremely limited, as are—by extension—the number of potential interactions available to the player. Additionally, there is no plot or characters to speak of, merely a combination of exploration and puzzle-solving, making Adventure more akin to a story-light session of Dungeons & Dragons or a series of riddles than an interactive novel.
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Fig. 1-3: The phrase “get lamp” became so synonymous with text adventures that it became the title for the first documentary film on the medium.

Crowther freely distributed Adventure on ARPAnet,8 and it was eventually patched and partly rewritten by Don Woods, an employee at Stanford’s Artificial Intelligence Laboratory. This collaborative version was distributed to mainframes across the country, and it is the canonical version of Adventure that most people have played. It’s worth noting that Adventure was programmed on, and only playable on, a mainframe computer, and thus was never intended as a commercial or widely available product. The fact that its audience was limited to small groups of academics and bored government researchers did not, however, prevent it from being widely influential.

Adventure spawned a series of imitators, most notably Zork, programmed on an M.I.T. mainframe by four students in 1977 and revised a number of times in the following two years. Zork was similar to Adventure in its setting and goals (the exploration of a series of caverns in search of treasure) but significantly expanded the fantasy elements that Adventure touched on, as well as adding a healthy dose of humor. These students would go on to found Infocom, a company that produced text adventures (or as they preferred to call them, “interactive fiction”) in a variety of genres throughout the 1980s.

The text adventure would quickly evolve. As the graphical capabilities of computers advanced, it became more viable to illustrate the detailed descriptions found in games like Zork. The “graphic adventure” genre started remarkably early with Roberta Williams’ Mystery House [Fig. 1-4], released in 1980. While this game was a solid financial success for the time,9 the graphic adventure did not achieve wide renown until the release of Williams’ King’s Quest in 1984. Rather than use images to simply illustrate the text, King’s Quest had the player controlling an on-screen protagonist, complete with a basic walking animation. Yet while King’s Quest emphasized the graphical fidelity of its fantasy world, it played like a text adventure; all actions other than movement were input into a text parser.
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Fig. 1-4: Mystery House’s wiry graphics were primitive, but provided an experience distinct from pure text adventures.

The next year, ICOM Productions’ Déjà Vu introduced the point-and-click interface, popularized by the recently released Apple Macintosh computer, into the graphic adventure genre. This interface involves selecting from a list of displayed verbs, such as “walk to,” “open,” and “pick up,” and then clicking on an object in the displayed environment. The advantage of this system is that it removed the frustrating “guess the verb” situations commonly encountered in text adventures, in which the player would have to continually rephrase commands until she happened to use verbs recognized by the parser.

Lucasfilm Games was founded by director George Lucas to expand his film company into making video games for Atari systems. While its first titles were action games, the company quickly moved into the graphic adventure genre with 1987’s Maniac Mansion. Like Déjà Vu, it used a point-and-click interface; but unlike previous graphic adventures, it was designed from the ground up to be comedic. The game centered on seven teenagers confronting a mad scientist and a couple of anthropomorphic tentacles in the titular mansion. Serving as both a parody of horror B-movies and a whimsical romp in its own right, Maniac Mansion breathed new life into a traditionally self-serious genre.10

Maniac Mansion lead designer Ron Gilbert decided that his next game would be a serious pirate adventure, largely inspired by the Tim Powers novel On Stranger Tides.11 Gilbert invited two other Lucasfilm Games programmers, Dave Grossman and Tim Schafer, to implement the design for his pirate adventure and assist in writing the copious amount of dialog he planned to have in the game. Grossman and Schafer wrote sarcastic and comical placeholder dialog during the creation of the game’s rough draft, and Ron Gilbert liked it so much that they all agreed to create the game as a full-out comedy.

In October 1990, the game—now titled The Secret of Monkey Island—was released.

Back to Monkey Island

So I loved playing Monkey Island, but that didn’t really mean much. As noted, it was my first true computer game; I had no baseline to compare it against. It was going to be fascinating regardless of what it was.

Well, I had no other games to compare it to. I actually had another preexisting frame of reference: film. As evidenced by the title sequence, this game is a member of the first wave of “cinematic games,” a movement that had been slowly developing since the mid ’80s, most notably with the titles of developer Cinemaware (1985-91) and Square’s Final Fantasy (1987). The developers of these games recognized that the medium currently lacked the narrative force and complexity of film, and so they aimed to introduce these elements into the gaming sphere by more or less directly aping the cinema. This trend (which has only grown more pronounced in the 20 years since Monkey Island’s release) was not started by Monkey Island, but Gilbert’s game served as a key milestone in the development of the aesthetic of the cinematic game.

Monkey Island’s chief contributions to this movement were visual. The graphics not only portrayed depth but had distinct camera angles, and while the game usually went for variations of profile shots of the environment, there were instances of rather complex “crane shots” of large areas. The game was also the first to feature parallax scaling, a technique that allowed characters to get smaller or larger as they moved towards or away from the camera.

The camera also played a prominent role in the many conversations between characters in the game. Key sequences would see the camera zoom in on the faces of characters during dialog and convey emotion not only through dialog but through their facial expressions [Fig. 1-5]. While innovative, this feature proved controversial and was dropped in the sequel, as the shift in visual presentation and graphical fidelity was radical enough to jar some players out of the immersive space. A truism of gaming is that current graphics always look good. It’s only when we’re shown something significantly better that other graphics look dated or pixilated. Monkey Island’s graphical prowess in certain scenes only made the rest of the game look poor by comparison. This is an issue that has dogged game developers to the present day, with debates about the value of graphically superior sequences (such as those using pre-rendered graphics) occurring on a regular basis.
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Fig. 1-5: One of the first pirates Guybrush encounters in the SCUMM Bar.

Of course, none of this occurred to me when I first played the game. There was a wondrous novelty to the face that gazed at me through the screen. I was talking to a pirate. This sort of thing is passé to the modern gamer, but at the time it was simply magical.

Yet good use of filmic technique alone does not a good game make. Even the cutting-edge graphics of the time still paled in fidelity to any live-action or animated feature you could catch in a movie theater. The video games of today—much less the ones of 1990—can’t win a direct comparison. Interactivity is the sole trump card of the video game, the one thing it can do that no other popular medium can. Good content can go a long way towards making a game enjoyable, but it’s ultimately how a game mediates the player’s involvement that determines its quality.

True to its text adventure roots, The Secret of Monkey Island engages the player primarily through its writing. I should note now that this is a very funny game, filled with clever puns, witticisms, and a playful surrealism. As I said, content does matter. But the peculiar structure of the adventure game enhances the game’s comedy and allows it to be funny in a way that a film simply couldn’t be.

A film’s script is fixed, and the comedy inherently tied to the plot. Even in comedies without a strong central story, the comedy is locked into a series of events, and each line must create a natural bridge between the one preceding it and the one following. The comedy of Monkey Island comes not just from this sort of dialog, but from protagonist Guybrush’s observations on the world. I click on a poster; he reads it for me and comments. I examine an object; he tells me what it is and provides a quip. It’s as if I were given the opportunity to walk around a town with a stand-up comic beside me, pointing at random objects and instructing him to say something funny about them. The decentralized structure of the graphic adventure makes it harder to tell a dramatic story, but it’s a blessing for comedy, allowing lines that have no real bearing on anything to shine on the basis of their wit alone.

That said, dialog is key to Monkey Island, and navigating it is one of the principal pleasures available to the player; after all, we don’t want to spend all of our time with Guybrush alone. Note the lines of text in Fig. 1-5. This is an early example of the now-ubiquitous dialog tree, the most common method for simulating the back-and-forth manner of conversation. Instead of hiding the possible dialog options from the player in an effort to preserve the illusion of freedom, as is done with the text parser of earlier text adventures, the game simply lists them for the player to select. This system has a number of advantages. It’s easy for the developer to program, and it’s intuitive for the player, who need only decide which of the limited conversational options is most appealing and then click it. While the point of the dialog tree is to make scripted conversations at least somewhat interactive, there are different degrees to which this can happen, and three distinct (if loose) forms that dialog trees take.

The first is the one illustrated in Fig. 1-5, which I shall dub “exploratory dialog.” This particular scene opens with the pirate greeting Guy-brush with “Ahoy there, stranger. New in town?” Guybrush is presented with four dialog options (although effectively only three, given that the bottom dialog option always ends the conversation). Each chosen option will provoke a different response from the pirate and reveal different information, but all the options are paths to the same goal: there is key information that will inevitably be revealed. In this case, the pirate will reveal some history about the governor of Melee Island and will tell Guybrush to go talk to the pirate leaders in the next room. The player is asked to make an experiential choice, not a consequential decision. There are no wrong dialog choices and no negative repercussions to choosing one option over another, other than missing out on a particularly funny joke. In fact, many of the options presented aren’t mutually exclusive, and sometimes the player will get the chance to choose all possible initial conversational paths, if not all the possible responses to follow-up questions. The principal point of this type of dialog tree is exposition and character building.

A second, and much simpler, form is the “false choice” dialog tree [Fig. 1-6]. The pirate leaders in the SCUMM Bar ask Guybrush, “What ye be wantin’, boy?” Guybrush is presented with three options. The first one (“I mean to kill you all”) and the last one (“I want to be a fireman”) are patently absurd and will simply elicit the response “Go away, boy, ye be botherin’ us.” Only the middle option—“I want to be a pirate”—will initiate a new dialog and move the plot forward. The purpose of these dialog trees is to maintain the game’s lighthearted tone during an otherwise straightforward scene, allowing the player to play within the drama, saying the silly things that we often wish protagonists would say to shake up an overly self-serious exchange. These choices also maintain an illusion of player control, but it is an illusion, even more so than most forms of gamic interactivity. These dialog trees are used for flavor and because they are easy to program, but overuse can make a player feel cheated. There are games whose dialog trees are entirely made up of these false choices, and the developer’s hesitancy at relinquishing any narrative control is so obvious to the player that a typical fixed script would have been preferred.
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Fig. 1-6: The pirate leaders.

The final, and most complex, type of dialog tree is the “decision-making” one, in which the player is forced to make a decision that will have lasting consequences within the game world. The Secret of Monkey Island possesses almost none of these, and the few it does include are relatively inconsequential. Late in the game, the player can choose whether to let a ghost pirate live (or, er, unlive) or die; but even if the ghost is left undead, he doesn’t appear in the game after the conclusion of the scene. The reason these dialog trees are used the least in this title should be self-apparent; they require far more work on the part of the developer to implement, as numerous permutations of the story must be created to account for the player’s choices. The experiential difference to the player is most substantial if the player chooses to replay the game, which the vast majority of players don’t.12 That said, these decision points are valuable even without a replay, as it gives the player a sense that her actions are valued, that her choices are having a real effect on the game world. Of course, creating the illusion of control is considerably easier than implementing the real thing, and a savvy developer can construct a scenario that makes it seem like a choice changed the direction of a story even if an actual replay will prove this untrue.

Again, dialog trees are the preeminent form of implementing conversation, despite the basic problem that they are inherently scripted and thus can only offer branching pathways through the story chosen by the designer, not implement player-created narrative. Some developers are fine with this limitation; others have struggled against it, and we will look at a few different ways that games tackle this conundrum in later chapters. But for six-year-old me (and, to a lesser degree, 23-year-old me) they all have a certain magic to them; they are a clear way of giving the player choice over the game’s script. They offer a direct connection to the game world, an instant feedback mechanism where characters respond to what you ask them. As noted in the introduction, one of the great appeals of game narratives is player choice, and even the limited choices offered by dialog trees can have a significant positive effect on the narrative experience.

By the Way, You’re Immortal

Monkey Island’s dialog and presentation are distinctive, but weren’t entirely novel. As noted before, these systems were borrowed and improved from preexisting cinematic games. Yet Monkey Island has one contribution that is fundamentally radical: the player can’t die.

Death has been a constant presence in video games since their inception. In most arcade games of the ’80s, death was inevitable; the challenge in classics like Space Invaders and Missile Command was merely to see how long you could survive before your destruction. While these death systems were originally implemented out of necessity—at the arcades, you need to kill players off quickly so that the next player can take a turn and insert more quarters into the machine—they followed gaming to home systems even when the economics no longer demanded it.

The lead designer of Monkey Island, Ron Gilbert, was frustrated with the cheap deaths of early adventure games. In an editorial titled “Why Adventure Games Suck,” Gilbert opined, “Every time the player has to restore a saved game, or pound his head on the desk in frustration, the suspension of disbelief is gone. At this time he is most likely to shut off the computer and go watch TV, at which point we all have lost.” Gilbert saw death as an unnecessary obstacle in the enjoyment of the game’s narrative.

Monkey Island’s staunch refusal to kill Guybrush eliminated the key source of tension that most games operate on. Death is both an obstacle to be overcome and a constant threat that drives a game forward. Monkey Island used puzzles as the exclusive obstacles, but these didn’t really provide the game with a narrative thrust. The result is that Monkey Island emphasizes dialog, and occasionally cutscenes, far more than its predecessors. The game uses positive rather than negative reinforcement, with the jokes functioning as carrots on sticks that compel the player to continue.

The lack of player death lowered the barrier of entry. True to Monkey Island’s cinematic origins, no reflexes or number-crunching are required to engage with the game. All the player needs is the ability to read, lateral thinking, and some patience. In its pacifism, Monkey Island was the closest thing to the children’s games I had played before. It was aptly suited for a novice gamer like me, although the puzzles would have served an equally strong obstacle without my babysitter’s assistance. This death-free style is also aptly suited for comedy, where a lackadaisical pace and unthreatening world contribute to the positive mood. This may be why almost all of Lucasfilm Games’ subsequent adventures followed in the comedy mold of Monkey Island and Maniac Mansion.

The Adventure Game Is Dead (Long Live the Adventure Game!)

By 1990 the text adventure was finished, having enjoyed roughly a decade of success before rapidly developing graphical technology, and game design that made use of it, left it commercially unviable.13 Less than a decade later, the graphic adventure would join its ranks, declared dead by game publishers and commentators.

Lucasfilm Games—renamed Lucasarts shortly after the release of Monkey Island—and its chief competitor, King’s Quest maker Sierra On-Line, made graphic adventures their bread-and-butter genre for most of the ’90s. Both explored other genres, Sierra with more success than Lucasarts, but each maintained a string of critical and commercially successful adventure titles.

But by the late ’90s the tide was turning against adventure games, and sales were dwindling. The key turning point was the 1998 release of Tim Schafer’s Grim Fandango, an extraordinarily imaginative tale that brought film noir into the Mexican land of the dead. It was visually fantastic, beautifully acted, and featured what is—in my personal opinion—one of the greatest scripts in gaming. It won numerous awards, including the coveted Game of the Year award from lead gaming website Gamespot.

Yet Grim Fandango, unlike every previous Lucasarts adventure, was not immediately profitable.14 Given the universally positive reception by those who did play it, it seems unlikely that Grim Fandango was itself to blame. Rather, it was the victim of a backlash against the genre.

What caused this? There are many theories, but one of the more widely accepted ones is that the advent of 3D graphics left adventure games distinctly unsexy. Point-and-click environments were inherently two-dimensional, and on the heels of the fully 3D worlds found in titles such as Duke Nukem 3D (1996), these storybook backgrounds were less appealing to the gaming public.

An issue closer to this book’s topic was the genre’s total lack of narrative evolution. Monkey Island’s model basically boiled down to “talk to everyone, pick up everything, use objects with the environment to solve puzzles that in turn open up new areas, so that you can go there and talk to everyone, pick up everything….” In a medium that greatly valued immersion and verisimilitude, the graphic adventure had a distinctly visible structure. Additionally, the genre was best suited for exposition, not decision. Practically every adventure game released in the wake of The Secret of Monkey Island was entirely linear, and the player often spent more time reading and listening than playing. A common refrain from this period, seen in countless debates in internet gaming forums, was “If I just wanted a good story, I’d go read a book.” The cinematic elements that made Monkey Island successful ultimately did it in, as it could only emulate great cinema, not replace it. The game’s stilted temporal structure prevented the quick pacing that popular cinema was built on.

Finally, as adventure gamers became more accustomed to the sort of lateral thinking required to solve the game’s puzzles, designers were forced to make puzzles increasingly convoluted and far-fetched to up the difficulty level. Analyzing the death of the adventure game in 2000, game writer Erik Wolpaw presented a puzzle from 1999’s Gabriel Knight 3, in which the player must construct a fake moustache by placing masking tape over a hole in a wall and then chasing a cat through it. After pointing out the numerous absurdities in the puzzle, Wolpaw concluded, “Who killed Adventure Games? I think it should be pretty clear at this point that Adventure Games committed suicide.”15 By the end of the decade, the adventure game had jumped the shark.

Lucasarts pulled out of the graphic adventure market after releasing the fourth Monkey Island game, Escape from Monkey Island, in 2000, officially marking the death of the genre. But it would not be dormant for long. A number of former Lucasarts employees founded Telltale Games in 2004, with the dream of using the rising digital distribution network to bypass conservative publishers and deliver their games straight to the consumer. The lack of physical production timetables allowed them to shift the fundamental release paradigm. Telltale decided that it would model its new adventure games on television, not cinema, and instead of making a single long game, would have four to six episode seasons for an individual property. The first real test of this approach was a new tale featuring Sam & Max, a duo that starred in the 1993 Lucasarts game Sam & Max Hit the Road. Telltale would release an episode each month, and each episode would last for about three to four hours of playtime.

The gamble was a huge success. Gamers liked the regular delivery of a favorite game, and the regular cash flow allowed Telltale to fund future projects immediately. The genre was a perfect fit for the episodic format. It had predictable gameplay elements and structure, just as almost all television series fit into an easily predefined genre box; but it was also very malleable, with any number of characters or stories being presented.

The story would come full circle when Dave Grossman—now a Telltale employee—worked with Ron Gilbert and Mike Stemmle16 to create Tales of Monkey Island, a five-episode series continuing the story of Guybrush Threepwood. Released in 2009, it was Telltale’s best-selling series to date, and proved that the graphic adventure was—for the time being—alive and well.

Back to the Time Machine, Sherman

Game design and the technology that powers it has developed at an enormous clip, going from the abstract arcade pleasures of Pac-Man (1980) to the complex nonlinear storytelling of Deus Ex (2000) in 20 years—about as long as it took Hollywood to refine the teen sex comedy. What is groundbreaking when released can be antiquated a mere 3 years later, and experience a retro resurgence 10 years after that.

A truly thorough history of video games would span thousands of pages, so I won’t pretend to cover even most of the breadth of game narratives. But I do want to jump back a little. My gaming journey began with The Secret of Monkey Island, but there were many influential games that came before it, and I want to take a close look at two that would play a particular influential role in game storytelling. The first of these is 1983’s Planetfall, one of the more popular text adventures, and the game that introduced the medium’s first great character, a bumbling robot named Floyd.
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“Can a Computer Make You Cry?”

Planetfall (1983)

IN 1982 TRIP HAWKINS FOUNDED ELECTRONIC ARTS, A SMALL STUDIO THAT WOULD BECOME THE LARGEST THIRD-PARTY1 GAME PUBLISHER BY THE EARLY 2000S. Hawkins and his early employees pushed the games-as-art rhetoric, taking out a series of full-spread ads in magazines. One of the most famous of these was an ad whose title asked, “Can a Computer Make You Cry?” [Fig. 2-1] Answering their own question, Electronic Arts wrote:


Right now, no one knows. This is partly because many would consider the very idea frivolous. But it’s also because whoever successfully answers this question must first have answered several others. Why do we cry? Why do we laugh, or love, or smile? What are the touchstones of our emotions? Until now, the people who asked such questions tended not to be the same people who ran software companies. Instead, they were writers, filmmakers, painters, musicians. They were, in the traditional sense, artists. We’re about to change that tradition. The name of our company is Electronic Arts. 2
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Fig. 2-1: The artists dominate the centerfold.

EA clearly intended this as a thought-provoking ideal, a far-off goal for the industry to strive for. But within the year, a small game company called Infocom would release Planetfall, a game that offered a definitive answer to EA’s provocative question.
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Fig. 2-2: The first “page” of Planetfall, as displayed on a DOS computer. The parser can be seen at the bottom.

Fig. 2-2 shows what the player would see when initially launching Planetfall, but it’s not where the story begins. Games of this era typically came with sizable manuals, which usually contained at least some backstory in addition to the typical instructions. Infocom’s games went above and beyond their competitors, including not just a manual but also what they called “feelies,” various game-related tchotchkes. Apart from the game disks, the Planetfall box included a folder containing a recruitment brochure for the Stellar Patrol (the in-game spacefaring navy); a Special Assignment Task Force I.D.; three postcards from in-game locations; and a small personal diary from the player character (PC). These items painted a backdrop of the game’s universe and helped bring the imaginative text into a physical reality. The recruitment brochure, for instance, included a humorous entrance exam for the Stellar Patrol. Taken together, these materials served as a sort of cold open for the game proper.3

Like many a cold open, these materials ended up being only loosely related to the bulk of the game. Only a few turns4 into the game, the player’s ship meets with some sort of mechanical failure and the player must rush to the escape pod to avoid being killed. The escape pod auto-locates the nearest habitable planet and crash-lands on it. The player finds him or herself (Planetfall does not assign gender) amongst the uninhabited ruins of some bygone civilization. The rest of the game is spent trying to survive on this world, figure out what happened to its inhabitants, and find a way to return home.

Since Planetfall is the only text adventure examined in this book, I want to take a moment to examine some of the key narrative advantages of the form (circa 1983) before moving on to the unique feature that made the game famous, as well as looking at the consequences of the unforgiving game design of early video games.

A Video Game without Video

The first thing to note about Planetfall is that, as a text-based game, it’s capable of environmental detail and description well beyond the graphical games of the era. Even ignoring the inability to show small details such as objects, most graphical games struggled to display visual depth (such as with an isometric viewpoint), instead displaying the world from a bird’s-eye view or directly from the side. Graphical games could accurately present only abstract environments [Fig. 2-3]; attempts to emulate real-world locations tended to fall (and look) flat [Fig. 2-4].
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Fig. 2-3: In Lode Runner (1983), the player must progress through some 150 ladder-filled levels, collecting treasure and evading guards.
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Fig. 2-4: Despite portraying a lived in fantasy world, Ultima III: Exodus (1983) still offers only visual abstraction due to technological limitations.

In this way the old technology of text is capable of more advanced “visuals” than the newest computer graphics of the time. Planetfall, it should be noted, is not a particularly verbose game; it rarely uses more than a paragraph to describe any particular location or action (see the description of Deck Nine in Fig. 2-2) but allows for detail when necessary. Almost all of the obstacles in the game can be overcome by the proper application of objects (e.g., “use screwdriver on loose screw”), but this approach would not necessarily be possible in a graphical interface; resolutions are simply too low to portray small-scale objects such as a screwdriver lying on a table. More important for narrative purposes, graphical interfaces only allowed for extremely limited text in a given space (see the bottom-right corner of Fig. 2-4), thus preventing the game from having extensive dialog.

A feature of Planetfall less distinct from its peers is the frequency with which it gleefully kills the player. As mentioned in the previous chapter, games of the time were notoriously unforgiving. When the ship begins to explode at the start of Planetfall, the player will perish if she does not make it to the escape pod. If the player has disobeyed orders from her obnoxious superior officer, she will find herself in the brig, unable to escape, and will die. If the player gets lost in the ship and fails to make it to the escape pod in time, she will die. If, in the escape pod, the player doesn’t buckle her safety webbing before landing, she will die. If the player doesn’t quickly exit the escape pod before it sinks into the ocean it crashes in, she will die. There are, in fact, 41 different ways to die over the course of the game. Planetfall does a good job of providing helpful hints about what will kill the player, so the deaths are not random or unavoidable, but the sheer number of life-threatening situations makes a few restarts inevitable. The solution to this is to save the game frequently and restore one of these save-states should death occur.

Less avoidable are two features in Planetfall that are distinct from other Infocom games. The player must regularly eat food lest she starve to death. In addition, it’s eventually revealed that the people in this civilization died from a plague, and the player has a set number of days (and, by extension, turns) to find a cure and complete the game before succumbing to the disease. Unlike obstacle-based deaths, these cannot be avoided by a quick restore. The player may use all of her rations before finding new food or—in a worst-case scenario—squander too many turns in the early portions of the game to be able to finish the remaining portions in time, thus forcing a full restart of the story. These features have not aged well; mid-’90s interactive fiction author Gareth Rees referred to the need to “eat and drink twice every day or else die of thirst and hunger” as “not only tedious, but ridiculously unrealistic.”5

This raises an interesting issue about narrative flow—namely, that a “pure” narrative experience and suspension of disbelief are impossible in a game with frequent player deaths, saves, and loads. In his groundbreaking work More than a Game, English professor Barry Atkins treats computer games as texts and zeroes in on the issue of player death. “The presence of the ‘save game’ option,” he writes, “and its frequent use by players, indicates a recognition that it is common to read ‘badly’…. A failure of reading that is not quickly resolved results in frustration as there is a collapse into unreadability, and the player of a commercial game-fiction is more likely to blame faulty authorship than his or her own reading ability.”6

Atkins highlights one of the common situations in which the basic structure of the video game comes into conflict with the player’s narrative experience. Saving and reloading makes absolutely no sense within the game’s fiction, but are necessary features to account for the presence of death. Games that give the player only one life (a feature known as “per-madeath”) are intensely punishing, and are finished by only a skilled few; anyone attempting to tell a scripted story or engage a wide audience must allow for some sort of retry function.

At one level, all games are competitive, a series of challenges to pit your wits (or reflexes) against in order to win, and the avoidance of death is the ultimate challenge. Yet a traditional story is not competitive but inclusive—attempting to bring all who would hear it into the story-world and to carry them smoothly from beginning to end.7 These two aspects of the game work against each other. The challenge of death seeks to stymie your progression; the draw of the story seeks to compel it. The near-ubiquitous solution is to divorce the two parts entirely. The competitive aspect, revolving around the struggle for survival, isn’t really recognized by the scripted story; it only acknowledges the protagonist’s continued existence. If you “read badly,” you reload to the point right before your mistake. As far as the story is concerned, it never happened.

The whole life/death dynamic is theoretically in the service of choice. Choosing whether the protagonist lives or dies is one of the key forms of gamic interactivity; but make the avoidance of death too difficult and the player might as well be illiterate with regards to the game, as she can’t proceed with the story. Outside of certain circumstances,8 the fundamental choice of player life or death is no more a choice than whether to continue reading a book or to close the cover. Really, death is present as a feedback mechanism, a way to add consequence to the player’s actions, though this consequence is real-world inconvenience rather than in-game repercussions. Some later games attempted to tackle this power struggle between story and gameplay,9 but most future games would address it simply by making games easier and deaths less frequent and less frustrating.10

Despite distinctive features like its unorthodox time pressures and a playful sense of humor, there is a single feature that defines Planetfall more than any other, and that is the principal reason for its fame and influence. His name is Floyd.

The Ballad of Floyd

After exploring most of an abandoned scientific complex, the player will stumble upon a robotics workshop. “Only one robot, about four feet high, looks even remotely close to being in working order,” explains the descriptive text.

The player can choose to turn on the robot. After a brief pause of one turn where “nothing happens,” the description continues:


Suddenly, the robot comes to life and its head starts swiveling about. It notices you and bounds over. “Hi! I’m B-19-7, but to everyperson I’m called Floyd. Are you a doctor-person or a planner-person? That’s a nice old battery you are having there. Let’s play Hider-and-Seeker you with me.”


After this relatively low-key introduction, Floyd proceeds to follow the player from room to room throughout the rest of the day, frequently chattering, running away and returning, and serving absolutely no functional purpose.

Two key features distinguish Floyd from previous non-player characters (NPCs) in gaming (notably Infocom’s earlier games). The first is that Floyd is capable of expressing a wide range of emotions. Play with Floyd and he will laugh excitedly; turn off Floyd and he will be “shocked by the betrayal from his new-found friend.” His emotional states come not only in response to prompts from the player, but also as a reaction to his environment, as when the player wanders into a medical lab:


Floyd, rummaging in a corner, finds something and carries it to the center of the room to examine it in the brighter lights. It seems to be the breast plate of a robot, along with some connected inner circuitry. The entire piece is bent and rusting. Floyd stares at it in complete silence. A moment later, he begins sobbing quietly, awkwardly excuses himself, and runs out of the room. You look at the breast plate, and notice the name “Lazarus” engraved on it.


The above scene is entirely scripted, and therefore does not directly embellish Floyd’s complexity as an interactive character, but the presence of such emotional display in a being who is serving as the player’s companion in an interactive role gives his character that much more weight.

Admittedly, Floyd is not the first interactive NPC in gaming. At the very least, the suspects in Infocom’s Deadline (1982) were capable of conversing with the player. But as Stanford student Kirk Shimano noted in a paper on Floyd’s importance, “the suspects still act more like plot devices than actual people.”11 Additionally, he observes that “the relationship between the player and these NPCs remains an antagonistic one, and the mystery setting gives the NPCs an excuse to be intentionally evasive and unhelpful.”12 In short, while they function within the plot of the game, they aren’t people one is likely to grow attached to or even remember.

The curious thing about Floyd—and the second important breakthrough for him as an NPC—is that he isn’t necessary to the plot at all. The (admittedly rather thin) plot centers entirely on exploring this complex and discovering a cure for the disease. Floyd doesn’t help with either of these tasks, and the two puzzles he’s used for in the game could easily have been changed to remove him as a component. One gets the impression that they are present only to allow the player to build a stronger bond with Floyd. Floyd’s existence is justified only by the appeal of his character. While on one level it may have been ideal for him to be further integrated into the game’s puzzles, it also demonstrates author Steve Meretzky’s ambition to create an NPC that was more than just another tool in the player’s inventory.

So Planetfall was successful in establishing Floyd as an unusually likeable character for whom the player would feel affection. Naturally, he had to die, and his death would cause the first documented teardrops in gaming history.

Late in the game, the player must retrieve an object from a mutant-filled room. The player would be instantly killed were she to attempt to retrieve it herself: Floyd has a solution. Floyd will enter the room while the player locks the door behind him; he will rebuff the mutants with his solid metal exterior, retrieve the object, and knock on the door so the player can quickly open it and let him back in. The plan succeeds, but at the cost of Floyd’s robotic life:


Floyd staggers to the ground, dropping the mini card. He is badly torn apart, with loose wires and broken circuits everywhere. Oil flows from his lubrication system. He obviously has only moments to live.

You drop to your knees and cradle Floyd’s head in your lap. Floyd looks up at his friend with half-open eyes. “Floyd did it…get card. Floyd a good friend, huh?” Quietly, you sing Floyd’s favorite song, the Ballad of the Starcrossed Miner….As you finish the last verse, Floyd smiles with contentment, and then his eyes close as his head rolls to one side. You sit in silence for a moment, in memory of a brave friend who gave his life so that you might live.


Melodramatic? Sure. But the importance of Floyd’s death can’t be underestimated. In Hamlet on the Holodeck, digital media professor Janet Murray states that Floyd’s death marks the point where “the game changes from a challenging puzzle to an evocative theatrical experience….the death of Floyd is a minor milestone13 on the road from puzzle gaming to expressive narrative art.”14 The relative quality or nuance of Floyd’s death is almost irrelevant. In the field of gaming, this had never been done before, and there are numerous examples of players crying at Floyd’s death, a reaction almost certainly helped by the novelty of the event.15

Floyd’s death proved fleeting. In the game’s happily-ever-after ending, the plague is cured, the planet’s population revived, the player promoted in the Stellar Patrol, and Floyd repaired to his former glory. The effect of his death in the sphere of narrative gaming wasn’t so temporary. Apart from the fact that NPC companion death became a common trope in game stories, Floyd led game developers—and gamers—to realize that the sky was the limit for games characterization, that not only were games capable of forging emotional connections with the player, but that they were capable of doing so with current technology and not only in some far-flung virtual reality.

Yet it also demonstrated the way an interactive form changes the effects of a passive narrative. Planetfall’s plot was entirely linear, and the player had no real choice in the path she could carve through it. Yet Floyd’s death was remarkably powerful, because it took place in the narrative of the player’s journey, and most players felt a sense of ownership of that narrative and of the only fleshed-out character in it. Floyd’s death was a personal loss, leveraging the intimacy of the form to heighten the sense of grief. Later games would implement dialog trees and other mechanisms to allow the player to choose their relationships with NPCs, and many of these later efforts are more complex and nuanced than Planetfall. But this is the story that started it all, that proved that not only could a computer make you cry, but that it could sometimes do so more effectively than a page or projector.

Words Still Have Power

The video game is a truly multimedia affair, and a necessary step in its development was the emulation of the media that came before it. Early video game designers were so excited about the unique possibilities of the technology that they attempted to reinvent the wheel. The result was a number of games that veered from electronic simulation (Pong) to outright surrealism (Pac-Man, Dig Dug), but uniformly avoided telling stories. I say this not to denigrate these early efforts; I believe there’s great value in games whose sole purpose is the facilitation of play. But I also believe in the importance of a medium exploring every possible permutation of its potential, and if the storytelling game was going to evolve, the designers first needed to find ways to successfully meld the techniques of literature and film to computer code. Planetfall’s accomplishment was not simply the successful implementation of character-building, but the well-applied usage of the ancient art of writing to a medium that had typically rejected words in favor of images and sound.

In recent times, as games have become an increasingly visual medium, the foundation of the text adventure, and the key to Planetfall’s success, has been largely forgotten. In a 2007 article, games journalist Kieron Gillen declared that “Words remain one of the more enigmatic yet efficient tools available to a professional game designer, and certainly one of the most overlooked.”16 Gillen, and a host of contributors, lay out a string of arguments in favor of writing in games. Words are cheap. Words are malleable. Words can be integrated into nearly any story or system. It may seem silly to make an argument for words, but they are consistently deemphasized by game designers, who seem loathe to employ such an “old” method of communication in cutting-edge technology. Planetfall is an example of a great game created using only words. And unlike the graphics of the time, text looks just as good today as it did thirty years ago.

Text Adventures Forever

1983, the year of Planetfall’s release, would prove to be the last profitable year for Infocom. While the company continued making games until dissolved by game publisher Activision in 1989, attention was already shifting towards graphical games. Although Infocom could likely have continued to scratch out a living for a while longer were it not for fiscal mismanagement,17 the fact is that the United States had long since transitioned to a fascination with visual media over written or auditory forms, and advancing graphical capabilities allowed games to rival other visual storytelling media, particularly with the graphical advances of the 1990s.

Yet the text adventure didn’t die. In 1993 Graham Nelson created and freely distributed Inform, a programming language that allowed anyone to make interactive fiction. Many authors flocked to the format, releasing a string of free games over the internet. In the early 2000s I discovered the genre of interactive fiction through the fruits of these individuals’ labor. At a time when I was feeling somewhat burnt out on commercial game narratives,18 these games were a breath of fresh air, complex fictional worlds created by single authors through the power of language. Only through my engagement with this relatively ancient game genre did I first begin to understand the breadth of narrative possibilities for the medium, and to this day I hope that the text adventure will experience a popular resurgence. It is, after all, a form well suited for those most reluctant to engage in the current crop of video games.
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Moral Gaming

Ultima IV: Quest of the Avatar (1985)

THE FIRST EDITION OF DUNGEONS & DRAGONS WAS PUBLISHED IN 1974, AND ITS INFLUENCE ON BOTH GAMING AND INTERACTIVE STORYTELLING IS PRODIGIOUS. While emerging from a framework of wargaming,1 Dungeons & Dragons augmented its dungeon-crawling combat with a comprehensive storytelling system, with the dungeon master2 not only reading descriptive text to the players but also improvising descriptions of the environment and dialog for non-player characters. D&D’s massive success is due in part to the void it filled in the world of social entertainment; as of 2004, some 20 million people had played the game.3 The genre it established—the “role-playing game”—not only created an entire industry within pen-and-paper gaming4 but also served as one of the bedrocks of video game design.

Dungeons & Dragons took a few years to transition to the computer, with only a couple of RPGs5 released before 1979. Even these early RPGs were not true D&D games, but imitators, produced in the carefree days before aggressive enforcement of copyright law. The most popular of these faux-D&D RPGs were the Ultima and Wizardry games, the first installments of which were released in 1981. Alas, they (and all their cohorts) were variations on the hack-and-slash dungeon crawl that formed the basis for many an amateur dungeon master’s campaign, lacking the more complex storytelling elements. While different in mechanics and interface, both games featured the same scenario; an evil wizard is threatening the land and has holed up in a massive underground complex. The player must create a character from the typical D&D character classes (or in Wizardry, a party of such characters) and lead them through the complex, battling monsters, dodging traps, and solving puzzles before taking on the archvillain. There is little to no extraneous plot or dialog; these games are overtly focused on the mathematical systems that drive the combat and party management—how many magic points spell x costs to do y damage to kill monster for z gold. This doesn’t make these bad games—indeed, they’re remembered at all because they were a cut above their contemporaries—but they weren’t designed to be engaging storytelling experiences.

Richard Garriot—the lead creative force behind Ultima, and better known by his pseudonym Lord British—decided to change the paradigm for the fourth game in the series. Garriot was motivated by letters from players and parents noting that Ultima I-III rewarded the player for looting and stealing. While there had been increasing complexity in the worlds and combat systems throughout the first three Ultima games, each came down to the same goal. “The first three were ‘Go kill the evil bad guy’ stories,” explained Richard in an interview in 1992. “You know, ‘Go kill the evil wizard. You’re this great hero.’ How do you know? Says so in the documentation. Ever see the bad guy take advantage of people in the world? No. What do you do while you’re there? You take advantage of everyone you meet and hoard lots of treasure so that you can kill the bad guy who never did anything to you!”6 He would later explain the shift in focus by saying, “If you think of the first three as ‘Richard learns to program,’ Ultima IV was where I learned to tell a story.”7

An Unorthodox Start

Ultima IV: Quest of the Avatar opens with the player character walking through the countryside. A portal opens, and out pops a metal ankh8 and two books wrapped in a cloth map (a book of the history of the game’s world, and a book describing the game’s magic system). These items are, not coincidentally, included in the game box. In fact, shortly after narrating the items’ appearance, the introductory text reads, “You read the Book of History,” followed by “No, really! Read the Book of History!” The first “you” refers to the player’s character in the game, but the second addresses the player directly, both to emphasize the necessity of reading the game’s backstory-as-manual and to blur the traditional lines between player and character. In this respect the game builds on Infocom’s tradition of including tchotchkes from the game’s world.

Immediately afterwards, the player stumbles upon a mysterious Renaissance Fair, with a fortune-telling gypsy inside. The gypsy has a deck of eight cards, each representing a virtue such as Honor, Compassion, or Honesty. As the gypsy lays two cards on the table at a time, the player is asked a series of moral questions concerning the two given virtues [Fig. 3-1]. Upon answering these questions, the player is teleported into the land of Britannia as one of eight classes.9
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Fig. 3-1: One of the binary choices the player must make in the fortunetelling section. There are seven choices in all, with the questions asked determined by what the player has previously answered.

Anyone playing this game in 1985 would be more than a little puzzled by this sequence. Previous Ultima games (and RPGs as a whole) let the player select his or her class from a list. Ultima IV ties the class selection to moral dilemmas, with each virtue tied to a class (humility representing the Shepherd, honor representing the Paladin, etc.). The purpose of this approach is two-fold. First, it introduces the game’s new moral tone right off the bat. Second, it emphasizes the degree to which the moral themes won’t restrict themselves to the game’s story, as in previous games, but will infiltrate and guide the very structure of the player’s quest.

The very idea was radical. Every video game is composed of numerous interlinking parts: its graphics, its audio, its challenges, the code that ties it all together. Each of these components is important. But the most evocative (and, to me, interesting) part of the gaming experience are the choices the player is invited to make, the weighing of risk and reward that directs every decision, from movement to combat to dialog.

Without consequence, choices are meaningless. And so every game strives to have direct and clear consequences for the player’s choices; as discussed in the previous chapter, this usually takes the form of dying or not dying. The RPG is often more nuanced, but all decisions ultimately tie into this framework. For instance, gaining more gold allows me to buy better equipment, which increases my chances of surviving an encounter with monsters.

Ultima IV dares to attach moral significance to choices, an entirely separate consideration from the struggle for survival. The player, used to asking “Is this wise?” must also now ask “Is this just?” Of course, Ultima IV could have easily done this through a series of moral decisions completely divested from the RPG mechanics, a series of decision points that would alter the direction of the story but leave the looting and thieving untouched. The fact that Ultima IV managed to implement its moral thrust at every level of the design made it all the more revolutionary.

Role-Playing Morality

The integration of the themes into the mechanics is key to what makes Ultima IV so important. As Garriot notes, it’s easy for a writer to tell the player that she is the Great Hero; but if the player has any agency, it’s all too easy for her to deviate from this blueprint. If story pretends that the player character is someone she isn’t, it loses all veracity; and if the game-play actively rewards the player for looting and pillaging with gold and experience points, then the story and the gameplay are working at cross-purposes.

Of course, “story” and “gameplay” is a pretty shaky separation. In the book Computer Games: Text, Narrative and Play, media education professor David Buckingham provides a more useful set of terms. “The pleasure or displeasure we experience in playing a game is…at least partly determined by its ‘gameness,’ or what might be called its ludic qualities.”10 These qualities are the elements that most influence the playing of the game, and include the rules that define the value and interaction of objects; the procedures the game requires the player to perform to achieve a goal; the physical layout of the world; and the user interface. “Yet what attracts and motivates players,” Buckingham continues, “may also be the visual spectacle of the game, the storytelling, the emotional appeal of the characters, the humour…and so on. In other words, games have a representational dimension that may be crucial to their appeal.”11 In the adventure games we looked at previously, the separation between these elements wasn’t that great; the ludic qualities all emerge from puzzles within the representational elements (world and objects). In the RPG, however, there is a layer of ludic abstraction, principally in the large number of statistics that determine everything from character strengths to combat damage. Garriot was fighting an uphill battle within his chosen genre.

The first place where the integration of ludic and representational elements takes place is in the game’s documentation. Both before and after Ultima IV, almost all manuals have either separated the backstory from the instructions or (more recently) omitted the backstory altogether. Ultima IV’s principal manual is titled “The History of Brittania, as told by Kyle the Younger,” and it includes sections on Political History, Geography, Transportation, and so forth. All useful gameplay information is integrated into this guidebook format; information on the classes can be found under Fellowship, on the combat system under The Skills of Combat. There is no in-game tutorial or initial guidance, and much of the game system isn’t particularly intuitive. Most players will have to read the backstory to get information necessary to navigate the game. Once the fortunetelling sequence is complete, the player is dropped next to one of the game’s eight principal towns [Fig. 3-2]. The only way she knows what she’s supposed to do is the hint in the manual that suggests she talk to Lord British, the ruler of the land of Britannia (and Richard Garriot’s in-game alter ego). The only way she knows where he is—and how to get there—is gleaned from the Geography section.
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Fig. 3-2: A screenshot of the initial location of a Ranger outside the island town of Skara Brae. Ultima IV is played entirely from a top-down perspective, with the exception of the dungeon exploration segments, which are in first-person (as is the entirety of its chief competitor, Wizardry). Despite its graphical simplicity, the display is informationally dense, and includes the wind direction and phases of the moon.

Once this meeting takes place, Lord British lays out the game’s primary quest. With the three Big Bads12 from the previous titles defeated, peace is restored to the land of Britannia; there is no great evil that needs slaying. But that just isn’t good enough. The land needs a moral leader, a shining light of humanity, a person who embodies the eight virtues. The player’s goal, then, is to become this Avatar, by exemplifying Compassion, Justice, Honesty, Honor, Humility, Sacrifice, Spirituality, and Valor.

The introduction of this moral bent to the RPG framework is curious in and of itself, but it’s just as strange that the documentation, Lord British, and pretty much everyone else leaves the player ignorant as to how to accomplish the quest. Discussion with NPCs will eventually yield information that the player has to accomplish a series of discrete chores to gain “avatarhood” in a given virtue. This part is standard game fare—find the Powerful Thing (a rune of virtue), go to the Place of Power (a shrine for that virtue), and Combine (meditate on the rune). But before meditation, one must already have stridently followed the virtue; the player must be incredibly humble before meditation at the Shrine of Humility, or naught will come of it. The NPCs don’t tell the player how to become humble. It’s up to her to use common sense and her own moral compass to guide her character to enlightenment.

This changes the fundamental structure of the RPG. Previous games were essentially linear affairs. While there was a degree of world exploration and MacGuffin-hunting, these were usually done in a set order, and little was accomplished by dallying in the quest other than farming for more gold and experience. Ultima IV has a finale, but it can be reached only when the player has become the Avatar and acquired a string of virtue-related items. Each of the processes can be undertaken in any order. There is no time limit, and death, while inconvenient, doesn’t end the game. Lord British will always resurrect the player and her companions and give them a small stipend of gold and food to get started again. There are monsters to fight, but there’s no inherent point in fighting them. The player has nothing to do but strive to make her moral mark on Brittania.

This lack of direction is almost as unusual as the moral system itself. Despite gaming’s emphasis on choices, game designers figured out long ago that most players like direction, some helpful hints on how to progress through the game. Sometimes this is made unnecessary by a game’s linear structure, but in open-world games like Ultima IV it’s generally a given that the player will be given some direction forward.

At least, that’s the case in current game design. This was considerably less true in 1985, before focus groups and extensive play-testing made game design friendlier. Gamers of the ’80s, then, had to have a more developed sense of self-reliance. In the absence of direction, they’d fall back on a set of standard genre actions. In the RPG, downtime was used to become more powerful. I’d fight monsters, loot treasure, and explore the world until I found something that compelled me along the main quest.

Ultima IV threw a wrench into the gears of this automatic metagaming. Early in my playthrough, I found a secret room in Lord British’s castle that led to the treasury. There were literally 15 chests filled with gold, just waiting for the taking. Without even thinking about it, I filled my pockets; the RPG and the adventure game share a commandment that reads “Thou Shalt Pick Up Everything Not Nailed Down.”

Shortly thereafter I discovered that I was considered a greatly dishonest individual. I had stolen from the king, and I was even farther from achieving Avatarhood in Honesty than I was when I had started the game.

Even playing this in 2010, I was shocked. Nobody told me it was wrong. How was I to know that taking all the king’s gold would land me in trouble?

I immediately realized the ridiculousness of this line of thought. I was surprised only because I was an experienced gamer, and video games tend to operate on their own internal logic separate from the wider world. Ultima IV had told me not only that the game would have a moral framework, but that I would have to use my internal moral framework—from real life—to navigate the games. This epiphany is what made Ultima IV so influential to a generation of gamers and game designers.

Of course, every design decision comes with a drawback. The great weakness of the game’s approach to its virtue system is the simplicity of the structure underlining it. The player is assigned a mathematical score from 0 to 99 in each of the eight virtues; she must max out this score in order to attain Avatarhood. The ways in which a player can increase the scores are limited and frequently counterintuitive. Some make sense and can be solved with the general, common sense “do the right thing” approach the game encourages. Answering questions in a humble fashion raises humility; answering pridefully lowers humility. Other stats are not so simple. Justice is lowered by killing “nonevil” creatures—but the player’s never told what creatures are or are not “evil.” As the gamic structure becomes more apparent, the player’s efforts will inevitably shift from applying her own moral compass to second-guessing the developer’s ideas. Only through careful tracking of her Justice rating will the player discern what creatures have been semiarbitrarily deigned evil (orcs and giant squids, evil: bats and snakes, not evil). Even more straightforward situations can fall prey to manipulation. The only way to raise Honesty is by paying the proper amount for spell reagents to the blind reagent seller. To advance, the player must make a certain number of discrete transactions with the seller, which leads to absurd situations such as buying a single clove of garlic 25 times in a row.

In short, the linearity of the game’s moral design does it in. It presents a simplified version of a moral spectrum, but only one end of the spectrum is rewarded. The players will inevitably treat the virtues system like any other obstacle placed in their path. They’ll game it, and this system ends up serving the same function within the gameplay (and to an extent, the narrative experience) as the monsters that must be slain to reach the bottom of a dungeon.

Ultima IV can’t be condemned outright for this flaw—to so do would be to condemn a game for being “just a game,” for placing adventuring challenge before experimental storytelling. Moreover, the fact is that advances in video games—whether they be in graphics, ludic structures, or interactive storytelling—are almost always greater or lesser steps, evolutions rather than revolutions. While most games do nothing new at all, Ultima IV introduced a radical new concept into the world of gaming, and deserves accolades for it.

Passing Judgment

TV Tropes, a website dedicated to cataloging tropes across all media (not just television!), has dubbed Ultima IV’s morality system the “karma meter.”13 This concept—of ranking the player’s actions on a moral scale and having consequences within the game world—was invented by Ultima IV, and has gone on to define many a game. Oddly, despite the game’s release in the middle of the ’80s, its karma-meter model didn’t become widely prevalent until the 21st century, where (at the end of the first decade) various permutations of it are approaching—or have already become—cliché. Now almost every Western RPG14 offers the player choices between Good and Evil, though they rarely ask the player to explore the gray areas in between. Even action games, such as Star Wars: The Force Unleashed (2008) and inFAMOUS (2009), have asked the player to decide between virtuousness and vindictive destruction, with each path changing the player’s play style and creating a different narrative permutation.

Yet these systems uniformly avoid judgment of the player; they are merely different paths through the game’s experience, each equally valid and (generally) neither one more difficult or more rewarding than the other. This is a marked change from Ultima IV; and while it reduces frustration, I can’t help but feel that it’s also a cop-out, a way to implement moral systems as just another game dynamic without really challenging the player, as true ethical conundrums inevitably will. People rarely want to feel judged, of course, but there is space in the gaming sphere for this sort of engagement. I suspect game developers avoid creating truly difficult moral decisions because they don’t want to make the player feel the discomfort and self-doubt that such decisions inevitably bring, much less the controversy that including real-world complex moral issues (abortion, institutionalized capital punishment) would cause. But this is only a theory: I don’t have a clear answer as to why the Moral Binary has become dominant. All I know is that it’s inherently more simplistic and, for me, consistently less engaging.15

The premise behind the use of morality systems—and indeed, behind the general thrust and evolution of game narratives that this book tracks—is that the subjective experience of an interactive narrative is improved by greater player investment, and greater player investment is attained by giving the player more decisions to make and more control over how the story plays out. In the interest of serving as at least a simulacrum of human drama, the evolving tendency is to give these decisions weight in terms analogous to the world outside the game. They become not about maximizing points, but about building emotional bonds between characters, increasing self-worth, making the game world a better (or worse) place. As game narratives began to resemble the narratives of other popular media, a single question came to dominate all discussion: how do developers emulate the positive aspects of other narrative media without abandoning the unique elements that make gaming distinct? The moral choices introduced by Ultima IV are one way of doing this, and—when used properly—represent one of the most interesting. Passive media often asks us to make judgments—the entire genre of reality television was built on the visceral joy of making judgments about “real” people—but it is only in video games that we can act on those judgments. Later games would go beyond the binary virtue structure and use this framework to explore the ethical gray areas that dominate our society, and while I find this experience considerably more enjoyable than Ultima IV’s “my way or the highway” dictation, it simply would not have been possible had Richard Garriot not decided to address the angry letters of parents in the most effective way he knew how: building a better game.
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The Immersive Sim

System Shock (1994)

FOR MOST OF THEIR HISTORY, GRAPHICAL VIDEO GAMES HAVE PRESENTED A PERSPECTIVE DISTINCT FROM BOTH NOVELS AND FILM. Their whole concept of perspective was, like cinema, visually oriented, but computer graphics lacked the visual sophistication and depth of live-action films, and so most established cinematographic techniques were unavailable. Games typically displayed their action from either an overhead or side-on viewpoint. However, as early as 1973’s mainframe game Maze Wars, game makers were experimenting with first-person perspective, much as avant-garde filmmakers had done. First-person cinema was, for whatever reason, a dead end, with the last mainstream film shot entirely in first-person released in 1947.1 Video games were the opposite, with first-person originally a gimmick that eventually became one of the dominant visual perspectives of the medium.

A key reason to present a game in first-person is to facilitate verisimilitude, to create an immersive experience that emphasizes that the player and his avatar are one and the same. The other principal (and more abstract) effect is to shift the player’s focus to the avatar’s minute actions and their effects on the world, rather than simply moving an avatar icon through a larger structure. The first-person perspective emphasizes detail, both in the visual and the game-design sense.
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Fig. 4-1: Atari’s Battlezone (1980). The only objects—outside of the enemy tanks the player must battle—are abstract geometric objects in the foreground and mountains in the background (and a crescent moon, for those romantic moonlit tank duels).

However, early first-person games such as Atari’s Battlezone (Fig. 4-1) were able to portray first-person only in wireframe graphics,2 and thus lacked both the visual realism and the environmental complexity necessary to emulate a real-world first-person perspective. First-person remained something of a rarity until the early 1990s, when a low-key Ultima spin-off called Ultima Underworld pioneered the use of first-person in 3D graphics,3 and the first-person shooters Wolfenstein 3D and DOOM simultaneously invented the genre and launched it to enormous popularity.

It was in the shadow of DOOM that Ultima Underworld developer Looking Glass Studios released System Shock, a first-person game that went far beyond the relatively simple “kill ‘em all” gameplay of competing first-person games and towards a truly complex, immersive experience.

It told a pretty cool story too.

Talking Heads and Killer Robots

System Shock opens with a prerendered cinematic that drops the player straight into the game’s cyberpunk universe. Over shots of a Blade Runner-esque metropolis, the voice-over narration provides a chronology of the game’s scenario. In New Atlanta, 2072, a hacker is caught attempting to access protected files relating to the corporate-owned Citadel Space Station on the TriOptimum Corporate Network. Edward Diego, a TriOptimum executive, offers the hacker a deal. If he performs a service for Diego, the charges against him will be dismissed, and Diego will throw in a military-grade neural interface to boot. The service: to remove all ethical constraints from SHODAN, the artificial intelligence that controls Citadel Station [Fig. 4-2]. After completing the task, the hacker is fitted with a neural cyberspace interface and placed into a six-month healing coma.
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Fig. 4-2: Edward Diego looks on as the hacker reprograms SHODAN in the opening cinematic.

After the cinematic, the player is shifted to a first-person view from the hacker’s perspective, as he wakes up from the healing coma. The surgery room is abandoned. Lights flicker. Something, quite predictably, has gone wrong.

The player will quickly find that the only exit is locked. Across from it is a storage closet with a stash of items inside. Apart from the key to the exit door, the stash includes a medical healing patch, a pipe (for use as a weapon), a mapping unit implant, and a few other knickknacks. Yet the most important item is a multimedia data reader, which can play and display e-mails, voice logs, and data acquired in cyberspace. Picking up the reader, the player receives an e-mail:


“Employee 2-4601, listen carefully. My name is Rebecca Lansing, and I’m a counterterrorism consultant to TriOptimum. We’re tracking a disruption on Citadel Station, something involving an onboard AI called SHODAN. You are TriOp’s only contact on station. Communications are out, and there is evidence of biological contamination. The mining laser is charging for a possible strike against Earth.”


Lansing continues by providing the player with a contact who may know how to disable the mining laser, and information on where to find SHODAN’s housing once that task is completed. She notes that TriOp knows all about the deal with Diego, and can wipe the player’s record clean if this task is completed.

Upon exiting the healing suite, the player receives an automated e-mail from SHODAN herself.4 “Welcome back to Citadel Station. We hope your somnolent healing stage went well. Today is the sixth day of November, year 2072.” Voicemail-SHODAN then helpfully provides the player with information on the layout of Citadel Station.

While listening to this e-mail, the player may be distracted by the fact that the medical bay is littered with corpses and that all the medical robots are trying to murder him. After dispatching these robots, the player will find an audio-log next to one of the corpses, recorded by one David Honig on October 11. Honig reports, “SHODAN security is closing down on us… the elevators are frozen…Myra keeps saying that it’s the cameras, and the medical CPU core, that SHODAN is using these to hold on to the level. That’s all fine but I don’t see how it helps…the thing is everywhere.”

And thus we begin to see a pattern in the game’s narrative. Minor spoiler: Lansing’s contact is dead. Larger spoiler: everyone on the station is dead. In a few instances the player will receive e-mails from survivors, but they will inevitably be killed before the player can catch up with them. As such, the game has no dialog in the traditional sense. The story develops through e-mails from SHODAN and Lansing—tied to the player’s progress in the game—and logs found scattered throughout the station, which aren’t presented in chronological order and predate the player’s awakening. The player is thus thrust into the role of detective, trying to piece together the sequence of events that led to SHODAN’s takeover and the fate of the many reoccurring characters in the logs. The resulting framework proves surprisingly complex.

In a 1999 article on the state of the computer RPG, producer Warren Spector revealed the origins of this peculiar system. Spector wrote, “Clicking through a bunch of conversation options doesn’t feel much like a conversation—an interrogation, perhaps, but not a conversation. Additionally, keywords and branching trees turn the conversations themselves into puzzles. Can you guess which branch the designer wanted you to go down?”5 Frustrated with this system after using it in the Ultima Underworld games, Spector and designer Doug Church set out to improve it. However, Spector recalls that “though it pained us to admit it, even to ourselves, we had no idea how to do any better.” The result was that “the team designed around an unsolvable problem—we killed everyone off. It was an elegant solution…if we can’t make you believe you’re talking to a real human being, we just won’t have any in our game world.”

Despite—or perhaps because of—its utilitarian origins, the system worked. Previous narrative delivery systems required active gameplay to screech to a halt for a cutscene or a static dialog tree. The static nature of the audio-logs and e-mails allowed them to be played as the player explored the station or engaged in combat. It also allowed for a nonlinear approach distinct from the branching path system employed by dialog trees. While the story itself was fully scripted, the amount the player engaged with it was left to his sole discretion. A player more interested in the combat portions, or in speeding through the game, could ignore the logs entirely and encounter only the need-to-know information conveyed in the e-mails. Alternatively, the player could scour every level and corner of Citadel Station in search of additional logs that provided that much more detail. Optional backstory had previously existed mostly in the pages of extra-game manuals; System Shock made it a cornerstone of the exploratory gameplay.

The Tools of Immersion

Focusing on a hacker and a rogue AI on a megacorporation-owned space station, System Shock has a plot inspired by William Gibson’s Neuromancer 6 and the cyberpunk novels that followed. One concept shared between the two tales is the idea of a “neural cyberspace interface,” a device that allows a user to have data overlaid on his normal vision and to navigate computer networks through the visual representation of cyberspace. This conceit, combined with some clever game design, allowed System Shock to achieve something that few, if any, games had previously—complete visual diegesis.

Diegesis, in this sense, refers to the distinction between what elements of the game are real within the fiction of the game world (diegetic) and what elements are extraneous (extra-diegetic). For instance, film scores are typically extra-diegetic, as the music is not actually being played within the film. System Shock does feature an extra-diegetic score, but all other elements of the game exist within the game world, most notably the game’s HUD (see Fig. 4-3 and 4-4).
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Fig. 4-3: Screenshot from 1993’s DOOM, the second first-person shooter from id Software, the developer of Wolfenstein 3D. The HUD, seen along the bottom of the screen, displays the vital information the player needs for the title: health and ammo. This HUD is extra-diegetic; there’s not a magical bar floating in front of the player’s vision. This matters little for DOOM, which makes no attempt towards realism. The game is very narrowly focused on the adrenaline rush of surviving against hordes of demons.

The purpose of maximizing diegetic content is simple—to create immersion. Not all games need or want plausibility or internal consistency (see DOOM, above), but suspending disbelief allows the player to give more weight to the narrative’s events. One of the goals of System Shock—as with all of Looking Glass’s games—is to function as something of a simulation, above and beyond an abstracted representation. “Everything that might have reminded you that you were just playing a game was just stripped away,” explained Warren Spector. “All that was left was the convincing stuff.”7 The player was asked to take the game seriously and engage it not as a series of reflex-based challenges, or levels to be memorized, but as a fully dedicated experience to be navigated, one that demanded the player’s full cognitive attention.
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Fig. 4-4: Screenshot from System Shock. Here the HUD is a projection from the hacker’s neural interface and is customizable with different information windows. Displayed here is a map (lower left) and the multimedia reader (lower right) used for accessing data such as received e-mails (lower center). The multifunction displays can also be used for target information, weapons data, cameras, and other functions. Since the HUD is a part of the game world, it can be affected by it. For instance, entering areas with heavy radiation will create interference that disrupts the visual elements.

Another gesture towards realism was the decision to have all speech and even e-mail fully voice-acted at a time when silent text was still the standard.8 This would become central to the game’s design, as there was no room in the game’s cluttered interface to display the walls of text necessary for a voiceless storytelling.

The final element of realism was the player’s control over the avatar. Previous first-person games had basically treated the player character as a camera on treads; he could move around horizontally and maybe (in the case of Ultima Underworld) look up, but not much more. In System Shock he could lean around corners, peek over ledges, jump, crouch, even crawl around on his belly. All of this was governed by one of the first physics systems in gaming. Doug Church explained, “The head tilts forward when you start to run, and jerks back a bit when you stop. If you run in a tight circle, you lean a bit towards the center. When you run into a wall, or are hit by a bullet, or are run into by an enemy, your head is knocked in the direction opposite the hit, with proportion to mass and velocity of the objects involved, and so on.”9 This physics system also extended to the objects populating the space station.

If this all sounds a bit divorced from narrative structure, well, it is. But the tools the developer can and does use to deliver a story and immerse the player in the environment can’t be ignored on the basis of their mathematic roots. Since the beginning of the medium, games have adopted the conceit that the player is in the game, not merely a puppeteer. But as soon as games moved towards graphical rather than textual presentation, this conceit was undermined; the characters on the screen were clearly not us. As a result, many games (including almost all graphic adventures such as The Secret of Monkey Island) chose to treat the player himself as an extra-diegetic element, with established protagonists that the player guided along, but did not embody or interact with. The technology available in System Shock allowed games to return to a player-as-protagonist model and actually make it work.

These are the components of System Shock, but like most great games it is more than the sum of its parts. All of the elements combine to create an unprecedented immersive experience, something beyond play. The experience is enjoyable, yes, but “fun” would not be the first word used to describe it. “Terrifying” would be a choice adjective, as the immersive experience enables the player to feel vulnerable in ways he couldn’t if he were consciously aware that he was sitting in front of a computer screen. Running through a decaying space station, knowing that every single being you encounter wants to kill you, that you are outnumbered and (in the case of SHODAN) outsmarted—there is a sense that the entire world is against you, and you must use every tool, weapon, and brain cell at your disposal in order to survive. It is an immersive simulation of a frankly horrible scenario, one that no rational being would want to be a part of. But it’s enjoyable precisely because it’s so alien to our real-life experience, a fantastical journey that will test us in ways that reality simply doesn’t. This has always been a principal joy of the video game: the ability to offer completely novel experiences to all comers. The fact that these experiences could be crafted at a fraction of the costs of any special-effects laden film is simply another feather in the medium’s cap.10

System Shock’s immersive qualities are enhanced by its nonlinear structure. The space station is composed of many different levels, each with a multitude of rooms, corridors, and landmarks. I often have a general idea of where I should go to advance the plot, but I am also encouraged to explore, not just by the possibility of more data logs and loot, but to avoid the fear of the unknown. System Shock seeks to emphasize the fact that, by and large, you are alone. The lack of an obvious guiding hand intensifies this sense of solitude and instills me with self-reliance. I will make this space my own, and the enormous degree of customization I have over which tools and weapons to use, and even what the HUD looks like, allows for a great degree of self-definition. System Shock places more emphasis on player choice than any of the previous games we’ve looked at, and does so by allowing the player to make thousands of small but significant decisions rather than a few major plot-driving ones.

Finally, a special note should also be made of SHODAN herself. Previous game antagonists were typically cardboard-cutout villains that existed solely to block the player’s progress. Even the few memorable villains (such as The Secret of Monkey Island’s LeChuck) were absent for vast swaths of the story, appearing only intermittently until the denouement. SHODAN, however, fights, mocks, and threatens the player every step of the way. SHODAN’s existence as an AI networked into every part of the station allowed her to be literally omnipresent. The tenacity of SHODAN’s appearances provided drive to a narrative that might otherwise have languished for want of characters against which the player could define himself.

The Legacy of System Shock

Planetfall, Ultima IV, and The Secret of Monkey Island were all commercial successes by the standards of the time. System Shock was not. While not a complete failure, the game sold poorly at first and achieved only moderate sales through word-of-mouth.11 At best, it was a cult hit, and it isn’t well known in the broader gaming community.

For most of the industry’s history, the influence of a game was significantly tied to its financial profits; the more people bought it, the more game developers wanted to emulate its success. This is a truism in every mass medium, but was particularly so in early game development.

By 1994 this was changing. The industry had expanded and diversified, with numerous genres split across numerous platforms, and a large enough user base that experimental games could make a profit (even if they usually didn’t). The sheer number of games flooding the marketplace encouraged developers to diversify, and there weren’t yet a lot of franchises big enough to sell a game by name alone. Of the few decades in gaming’s history, I’d argue that the ’90s were the strongest for original IPs.12 Many of these became the basis for gaming’s most enduring franchises; many more were one-offs, ideas left behind in gaming’s furious scrabble towards ubiquity. Yet by this point, a game’s influence was measured as much or more by who played it as by how many people bought it, and System Shock was a game that was so fresh, so innovative, that its player base was bound to cherish it. Some of these players became long-time fans, raising websites in its honor and gathering on internet forums to discuss the glories of the game. Others were game developers, and this is what caused System Shock to form the basis for an entire philosophy of game design that would lead to some of the biggest names in first-person gaming.

In a 2006 retrospective of System Shock’s influence, Ubisoft13 game designer Patrick Redding wrote, “‘Pre-Shock, shooters defined a narrow category of player experience more or less unchanged since the days of Wolfenstein 3D. It wasn’t until the genre was ‘post-Shock’ that richer titles—in terms of game mechanics, story design, and emergent gameplay—started to appear (notably Half-Life and Deus Ex).”14 System Shock pronounced that first-person action and intelligent storytelling were not only compatible, but could provide a narrative experience distinct from the more filmic third-person perspective.

System Shock’s most direct influence would be on a sequel, System Shock II, released in 1999. This in turn led to Bioshock, a “spiritual sequel” released in 2007. Unlike the moderate success of its forebears, Bioshock took the games industry by storm, eventually selling four million units and achieving countless awards, including being named “Best Game of the Decade” by The Onion A.V. Club. While featuring some changes in setting and gameplay mechanics, System Shock II and Bioshock copied the structure of a “macabre radio drama” told by a “collective diegetic narrator”15 to a tee. In fact, System Shock’s “system” never underwent any obvious evolution, merely being copied wholesale by its sequels while other games took the log mechanic and used it as a piece of a larger (usually more traditional) narrative structure. But while its “ghost storytelling” approach was the most obvious part of its legacy, it was the design ethos of the immersive sim—a game whose every component meshed into a single, cohesive whole, rather than a string of loosely connected and specialized systems—that was its most enduring legacy.
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“The Greatest Story Ever Told”

Final Fantasy VII (1997)

“THE GOOD PART ABOUT FINAL FANTASY VII IS THAT, LIKE SUPER MARIO BROS. OR PAC-MAN, IT’S SO INGRAINED INTO THE GAMING CULTURE [THAT] YOU REALLY NEED NO SETUP FOR THE READER TO UNDERSTAND WHERE YOU’RE COMING FROM. Choose an event or character, make a joke and odds are the audience will get it.” So explained Steve Napierski, author of the gaming webcomic Dueling Analogs, in a blog post accompanying his latest spoof of Final Fantasy VII.1

Napierski’s observation is an understatement. Over a decade after its release, Final Fantasy VII (commonly referred to as “FF7”) is ubiquitous in gaming culture. Its most famous scenes and tropes are a requisite part of the canon, and even gamers who have never played it are familiar with its basic plot and construction.

Final Fantasy VII doesn’t just remain famous, but incredibly popular; in most open-voting polls of the Greatest Games of All Time, FF7 typically takes the #2 spot behind perennial favorite The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time.2 Unlike most of the other “Great Games,” discussion of FF7 focuses almost exclusively on the narrative. Why? How did the story so capture players’ imaginations, and how did Final Fantasy VII use the medium of the video game to weave such a powerful tale?

The impact of Final Fantasy VII’s release can’t be understood without realizing that it was released into something of a narrative vacuum, at least in terms of American console games. While the Japanese had been releasing story-heavy RPGs for many years before FF7, few had made their way stateside (some of the earlier Final Fantasies being part of that exclusive group), and those that were released in the U.S. had achieved, at best, a modest success, known mostly to a niche of gamers who favored the Japanese RPG.3 The vast majority of popular console games were all but text-free, inspired principally by the arcade games of the ’80s such as Pac-Man, Galaga, and Donkey Kong, and the various puzzle, shooter, and platform games that followed. In short, console gamers weren’t used to having to do a lot of reading.

In comes Final Fantasy VII, featuring a 120,000 word4 script that tells the story of Cloud Strife, a mysterious mercenary who joins a band of ecowarriors in their battle against the monolithic Shinra Energy Corporation. This familiar “rebellion against the empire” set-up only drives the game through its opening hours, and the story and world soon open up into a globe-spanning epic. The principal overarching plot concerns Cloud’s pursuit of an antagonist from his past, thought dead, and the simultaneous exploration of the reasons behind their antipathy. However, this quest is merely the driving force behind the game’s narrative, and over the 45-plus hours of this epic, the player will encounter numerous friends and foes in all sorts of exotic locations. FF7’s narrative is characterized not so much by literary heft as by its sheer mass; the total number of characters, locations, and subplots is far greater than the films the game is modeled after, comparable to a dense season of a television show or an encyclopedic novel. The game also possesses a remarkable diversity of scenarios; before the game is over, you’ll have raced chocobos5 in a desert casino, ice-climbed the world’s tallest glacier, captained a submarine, gone into space, and conducted a manned exploration of Cloud’s own repressed memories.

In terms of narrative bulk and literary ambitions, it could not be further away from its forebears.

A Random Encounter

I first encountered the game at a neighbor’s house when I was 11. I was awed by its graphics, but even then—as a relatively novice gamer who had never played an RPG—I saw greatness in it. When the game was finally ported to the PC in 1998,6 I bought it without a second thought. By the time I had finished it, I had developed an obsession, and immediately began playing it a second time. I wasn’t the only gamer so enamored: the original Sony Playstation release sailed off the shelves, and players and industry insiders alike wondered how this game had seemingly come out of nowhere to become “the game that sold the Playstation.”7

At the time I could only explain my affection for the game in terms of content: the plot and characters captured my imagination in a way that no story (in any medium) had done before. And there was certainly a charm to the narrative, a tale that drew many a trope from ancient epics and brought them into a fantastical setting, as Star Wars had years before. But revisiting the game 12 years after my initial playthrough, I realized that the explanation for Final Fantasy VII’s popularity lies as much in the distinctive way it presented and executed its story as the content of the script itself. And make no mistake: this was a game sold by its narrative, not the brilliance of its combat system or the cutting-edge graphics (although they helped).

As noted earlier, FF7 is massive. Fortunately, its structure remains largely consistent throughout the game, and an examination of its opening hours should shine some light on what made it so distinct.

Every Story Begins with a Name

Selecting “NEW GAME” at the opening menu launches the player into a graphically splendorous cutscene. The camera pans around outer space, stars shifting across the screen, for a full 40 seconds. Finally, the stars turn green and coalesce into a young girl’s face. The camera zooms out: we see her standing in an alley. She walks towards us and stops when she reaches the streets. Automobiles and motorcycles cross in front of the camera as it continues to pull back. It accelerates, running past people, through an arch and a reactor’s smokestack, until we see a grand overview of the city [Fig. 5-1]. The logo splashes on the screen and holds for a few seconds. The camera then begins to zoom into the cityscape. As it does so, there’s a jarring cut to the wheels of a train, then its side, as it races along a track. The camera approaches a station where the train is pulling in from above, then eventually sinks onto its left side. A number of characters jump off the train, dispatching two guards on the platform. The leader turns to a man with spiked blond hair. A dialog box pops up [Fig. 5-2] with the instructions “C’mon newcomer. Follow me.” The leader runs away, and the player is left controlling the mysterious man.
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Fig. 5-1: The transition from microcosm to full overview gives the city a sense of life, in stark contrast to the sterility of most game locales.
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Fig. 5-2: The speaker is not identified here because he is, as yet, nameless. Later, all text boxes will carry the character’s name above the box, as if showing the script directly.

It’s difficult to overstate the importance of this introductory sequence. In slightly over two minutes, it introduces a number of elements that will shape the future of gaming.

The first innovation is the degree to which it manages to competently emulate cinema. As we saw with System Shock, pre-rendered cutscenes had been employed in some form for at least a few years before Final Fantasy VII’s release. In these earlier games, the principal difference between the cutscenes and the subsequent in-game sequences was in graphical resolution and detail: the cinematics were otherwise as or more still than the in-game environments, featuring limited animation and still camera shots. FF7’s introductory cutscene—and the nearly 40 minutes of pre-rendered video interspersed throughout the game afterwards—is indistinguishable from a (computer-generated) film. Making full use of the cinematographer’s toolbox8 and featuring smooth animation, FF7’s cutscenes served as a gateway to the gamic sections to follow, not only functioning as vital visual exposition but attracting buyers used to the medium of film but unused to the world of video games. The Secret of Monkey Island was modeled after cinema; the opening of Final Fantasy VII was cinema.

There are clear problems with Final Fantasy VII’s entry into cinematic territory—ones that we’ll explore in the following chapter—but at the time this was hailed as a breakthrough, another milestone towards the holy grail of total immersion, coveted by Trekkies (think The Next Generation’s holodeck) and virtual reality researchers.

The second novel element was the seamless transition to gameplay. Earlier pre-rendered cutscenes ended by dumping the player into an in-engine sequence, inevitably uglier than the cutscene that preceded it. The rough transition emphasized the artificiality of the complex worlds of the cutscenes and the relative simplicity of the interactive sections. Time and time again, the player would see his avatar perform tasks in cutscenes that couldn’t be emulated in interactive gameplay, including such rote physical actions as jumping or climbing ledges. Final Fantasy VII avoided this conundrum by using pre-rendered backgrounds and some graphical trickery. When the train stops at the station, the game has in fact switched to a static background: this is why the characters that leap off the train are rendered in real time. This transitional trick is used repeatedly throughout the game, and the effect is that the player accepts the cutscenes as part of the game world. The jarring transition between the reality of the game world and the fantasy of the cutscenes is diminished, allowing FF7 to employ pre-rendered graphics to aid the imagination and flesh out the world without undermining the real-time, interactive portions of the game.

The Importance of Battles

After the unnamed leader instructs the player character to follow him, he runs off, leaving the player with no choice but to follow him. Before our mysterious soldier can exit the area, two guards intercept him. The screen twists, as if it was water running down a drain, and we’re shifted to the battle screen [Fig. 5-3].

Here the illusion of a contiguous world ends, mere minutes after it has begun. Our previously cartoonish character has transformed into a realistically proportioned young man; the sidewalk he was occupying has turned into a road. Menus occupy the bottom of the screen. The player, who so recently transitioned from viewer to controller, is now put in the place of director. We give our character (identified, confusingly, by the title “Ex-SOLDIER,”) commands, and he follows them, combating the enemies in a strange, turn-based system. As we do this, the camera pans around and zooms in on the contestants, making a stilted affair feel at least somewhat dynamic. Upon defeating his opponents, the character performs a victorious swing of his sword; a screen comes up detailing his gains in experience (in typical RPG fashion); and we are dropped back onto the train platform. There are no corpses; it’s as if the battle never happened. Gamers are so used to this divide that we rarely even notice it, but it remains surreal and ridiculous to an outside observer.

This sort of entirely separate, unpredictable combat is referred to as a “random encounter” or, usually, “random battle.” Originally created in 1986’s Dragon Quest (the father of all Japanese RPGs) to avoid having to use graphical memory to display enemies and animation over the already detail-intensive background, the system had become a rigid tradition by the time of Final Fantasy VII’s release. In this instance, the enemy was shown beforehand, but for the rest of the game battles will usually take the form of an invisible ambush, where enemies appear out of nowhere to attack the player. While the game’s script will acknowledge the presence of enemies in dangerous areas, the individual battles are never remarked upon. They don’t even make sense; if the area between two sectors of the city is swarming with monsters, how the heck do the townspeople go to the mall? There is a strong division between the combat—the area where the player has the most control over the game’s proceedings—and the narrative. There are a number of reasons for this, including simple adherence to precedent, but it serves as a clear acknowledgment of the problems inherent in making an interactive film. The game, as noted before, has a script, and doesn’t allow for the player to significantly deviate from it. Full interactivity can be achieved only in fantasy-battles that operate on an entirely separate level from the narrative.
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Fig. 5-3: When a character’s turn comes up, the player can issue commands from a series of menus, including attacking, casting magic, using an item, and fleeing.

Any game can be examined through the binary lens of ludology9 and representation, but this is usually more academic than with Final Fantasy VII, which practically runs the game on two separate planes. In the combat, the play is the focus, with representational elements merely window dressing; in the cutscenes and noncombat portions of the game, play mostly consists of moving the protagonist from one location to another, controlling the pace of the story but not the content.

Why does the game do this? In a certain sense the combat scenes exist to justify the form, to provide the interactivity the gamer expects, and the two halves make for a greater whole. Without the combat the narrative would be an endless series of text boxes, a poor man’s graphic novel; without the narrative, the combat would be repetitive and without context. The video game is adept at a certain variety, and Final Fantasy VII is a great showcase for it. There are other games, particularly in later years, that combine the ludic and narrative elements more eloquently. The fact that FF7 does a rather sloppy job of making them cohesive and remains so compelling is a testament to just how powerful the desire for dramatic ebb and flow is: give the player action when the tone calls for action, and dialog when it calls for something more subdued. It may not mesh its disparate elements seamlessly, but it employs them in an intelligent fashion.

The Unimportance of Being Eloquent

After leaving the train platform, our protagonist catches up with the other characters, who are standing around a door as one party member attempts to circumvent the lock. Dialog is initiated as soon as the player maneuvers the protagonist to the group.


Biggs: Wow! You used to be in SOLDIER all right! ...Not every day ya find one in a group like AVALANCHE.

Jessie: “SOLDIER? Aren’t they the enemy? What’s he doing with us in AVALANCHE?”

Biggs: “Hold it, Jessie. He WAS in SOLDIER. He quit them and now is one of us.”


At this point it becomes apparent that the translation is less than stellar—something that had long dogged Japanese RPGs in the U.S., including previous Final Fantasy titles. The key difference was that Sony was considerably less keen on censorship than Nintendo, on whose platform all previous series entrants had been published. As a result, the American release of Final Fantasy VII remains uncut, and so the player is able to experience the full breadth of the story, including a risqué scenario in which the protagonist is forced to cross-dress in order to infiltrate a corrupt pimp’s mansion.

Yet the frequently awkward writing didn’t stop the gaming press from proclaiming Final Fantasy VII one of the greatest stories ever told. “The question you must ask yourself,” wrote Gamespot’s Greg Kasavin, “is: are you prepared to dedicate a good portion of the next month to take part in a powerful story unlike anything you have ever witnessed before?”10 Even today the game hasn’t lost its luster, with gaming website IGN recently listing Final Fantasy VII as the number-one example of “games as art,” writing, “With its environmental themes, compelling characters, stirring music and carefully-crafted perspectives, Final Fantasy VII does what all great art should do: evoke emotion.”11

The sales and the glowing press demonstrated that video game players, by and large, took a pragmatic approach to the game’s script. As long as the translation accurately conveyed Final Fantasy VII’s ideas and information, it was golden: the eloquence of this conveyance was unimportant. At the end of the day, there’s no one-to-one correlation between eloquent writing and intelligent storytelling, and it’s folly to assume that because the former is missing the latter is also absent—a folly that has long plagued outsider analysis of game narratives. This isn’t to dismiss the importance of good writing, but to point out that there are many ways to tell a compelling story, and that good use of form is as or more important than eloquent conveyance of content. Let me give you an example of what I mean.

In general, Final Fantasy VII uses the same dialog conventions and expositional techniques as the films it emulates. Yet one classic construction—the flashback—is given new life through interactivity. While the game offers quite a few flashbacks that simply serve as cutscenes, there are also a number of playable flashbacks; the longest of these goes back a number of years to a formative event that ended with the destruction of protagonist Cloud’s hometown. Cloud is telling the story to the other characters, and his commentary regularly interrupts the playable sequences he is sharing. If the player chooses to visit Cloud’s mother, for instance, we only catch fragments of the past Cloud’s dialog with his parent, as the scene skips forward with interspersed flashes of static before present-day Cloud finally begs his companions to let him move on with the story. The static is a rather avant-garde representation of Cloud rushing through the storytelling, embarrassed by his mother’s doting. It’s a novel (and slightly disorienting) experience, wholly unexpected, and demonstrates that while the developers were using the language of a well-established form, they could employ it in service of an exploration of interactivity.

Additionally, the interactive nature of these flashbacks gives them a certain verisimilitude; I know this is a true story because it is happening, I am there. This makes it all the more shocking when the initial telling is revealed to be a fantasy constructed by Cloud. Over the course of the game, the player will return to this distant story and reconstruct it, playing his way towards the truth. The role of the player outside the game becomes inexorably tied up with the identity of Cloud, and the way the story introduces unreliable narration into this normally explicit bond is one of its most effective moves.

My point is that Final Fantasy VII focuses its storytelling energies not on its surface elements, such as florid sentence construction, but on the formative aspects, particularly the ones that will work better in a video game than in a film. Its consistently conscious use of the medium’s strengths goes a long way to explain why it’s so celebrated by gamers.

Who Am I?

Immediately after the aforementioned exchange between AVALANCHE members Biggs and Jessie, Biggs turns to the character identified only as Ex-SOLDIER. “Didn’t catch your name…,” he says, and a screen comes up that allows the player to name the protagonist, thus presenting the player with his first choice of the game. The default name of Cloud is provided, but the player may choose to name his character whatever he wishes, including after himself. In short, the player can choose to have the protagonist embody himself or exist as a truly separate character. But this is a tenuous compromise.

Both Planetfall and Ultima IV were able to address the player directly and maintain an illusion that his avatar really was him because the avatar was defined only by the player’s actions, with no scripted details that might conflict with the player’s self-image. Cloud, on the other hand, is a fully developed character, initially functioning as a silent, stoic protagonist but eventually developing into a fully distinct personality. The option of naming, then, is more a relic of the game’s D&D origins than a true form of character creation. A common idiosyncrasy in players’ accounts of game sessions is the way they refer to an avatar. When referring to player-controlled actions, the account is usually in first person (“I ran down the hallway,”); when referring to scripted or representational elements, the third person is used (Cloud was forced to confront his past). The avatar is both you and not you, and while most games generally try to stick to one side of the fence, Final Fantasy VII straddles it, creating a greater investment in Cloud but also a great potential for frustration when he “disobeys” the player’s desires.12

An illustration of this tension occurs within the first hour of gameplay. Cloud is brought along as muscle on a mission to bomb a power reactor in the industrialized city of Midgar; Barret, the leader of AVALANCHE, insists that the reactor is “sucking the lifeblood out of the planet” and must be destroyed for the sake of ecological stability. Even in a fantasy world, such actions will inevitably come with civilian casualties—something the script admirably admits, if not fully explores. After infiltrating the reactor, Barret tells Cloud to set the bomb. Instead of having this done in a cutscene, as so many other noncombat actions are, control is handed over to the player: he must instruct Cloud to walk up to the controls and set the bomb. On one hand, this creates complicity in the bombing, leaving blood on the player’s hands; but the player has no true choice, as the story insists that the bomb must be set. The game won’t proceed without the explosion. This conundrum—of how to make the player truly responsible for his actions in a scripted narrative, and whether the burden of such responsibility is desirable—is an issue that starts emerging in the late ’90s, particularly with the rise of increasingly violent action games. Final Fantasy VII does not solve the problem, but makes a valiant attempt to address it.

The bomb sequence also highlights a disjunction between Final Fantasy VII and most of the games in this book: the narrative is entirely linear, and the player has no significant choices in any representational aspect of the game. The storytelling is frequently contested between Cloud and the player; neither has ultimate control, and FF7 ends up in a strange limbo, not static like a film but lacking the wholly player-driven story of the interactive ideal. Some critics have therefore dismissed FF7 as a bastard child of the two media, but I see it as something else—a marvelous hybrid that immerses the player through its blend of old-school storytelling and dazzling new technology, and through its content more than its form. The medium has room for games that stick a bit closer to the passive storytelling of other media, as long as the experience can justify the designer’s choice to make a video game rather than a film.

As mentioned in this chapter’s introduction, the plot of Final Fantasy VII slowly but surely outgrows its roots of binary conflict. The increasingly complex story offers many famous scenes, but one in particular stands out as the most famous dramatic scene in all of gaming.

Another Christ Figure Bites the Dust

By the end of the first disc,13 Cloud has amassed a party of nine traveling companions and overcome numerous obstacles and subplots. For complex (and somewhat mysterious) reasons, one member of the party—Aeris—leaves the group to return to an ancient city and do something for the salvation of the planet.

Finally catching up, the group finds their wayward companion in the sunken ruins of the dead metropolis, praying. Suddenly, antagonist Sephiroth flies down from the ceiling and impales Aeris on his katana.14 She dies. Cloud cries. Sad music plays, a soliloquy is delivered, and, one boss fight and burial later, the game continues without her.

The scene is, in fact, masterfully delivered, using the same fusion of visual splendor and pitch-perfect scoring examined in the introductory sequence. That said, there have been countless character deaths in literature, and an ever-increasing body count in the wide world of gaming since Floyd kicked the bucket in 1983. It’s therefore not immediately apparent why this moment is so famous. The internet is awash with stories of grown men crying at the loss of this faithful companion, far more so than in Floyd’s case. In fact, many players staunchly refused to believe that her death was irrevocable: rumors spread of secret and convoluted steps the player could take to resurrect her, all of them false.

Much of this sense of loss can be explained through the script—Aeris is a well-developed character who, it’s suggested, has a brilliant future, possibly including saving the world and a satisfying romantic engagement with Cloud. But the scene’s emotional power—of the sort that game designers have been striving for since it was proven possible with Planetfall—can’t, and shouldn’t, be explained in purely literary terms. I would argue that it couldn’t be fully replicated in a passive medium, for the same reason that Cloud’s role as the player’s representative is so confused.

To put it bluntly, Aeris’ death combines a traditional emotional loss with a loss of utility. The player has spent time leveling her up, buying her equipment, and teaching her skills. Her dual role as story character and fighter is less divisive than Cloud’s because the player doesn’t expect Aeris to mirror himself; and yet Aeris is an irreplaceable tool in the player’s inventory, and to have that tool taken away without explanation or apology is a wrenching shock indeed. Thus her demise contrasts sharply with that of Floyd, who served no function other than in two puzzles designed explicitly for him, and who died right before the end of the game, his future utility minimal.

Such utilitarian talk may seem distasteful, but a game designer can’t ignore the potential generated by syncing the ludic and representational elements in service to the narrative. Aeris’ death scene wouldn’t have been effective had it not been preceded by effective character development, but neither would it have been as effective had she not been a playable character. Games have the capacity to generate an extremely powerful sense of loss; the fact that games so rarely attempt to do so makes Final Fantasy VII’s stab at it all the more sensational.

You Played the Game Wrong

A final note should be made of the way Final Fantasy VII does allow for narrative control. Like System Shock, the principal form this takes is as a control of focus. But while in System Shock the decision was pretty much entirely about searching for or disregarding audio logs, Final Fantasy takes a somewhat more complex approach. After roughly six hours of gameplay, Cloud’s party escapes the urban confines of the city of Midgar and reaches the world map. The map is a globe in miniature, allowing the player to travel from one location to another in minutes instead of weeks. This feature brings with it a degree of nonlinearity, as some locations are merely incidental to the story and do not require full exploration—or visitation at all—to proceed.

The largest thing the less-thorough player will miss is two hidden characters, the young ninja-thief Yuffie and the ambiguously vampiric Vincent. The game is written in such a way that these characters are never key to the plot, and the player who misses them won’t realize he has missed anything. This is an ideal construction, rewarding the player who puts in more time and effort without punishing the player who lacks obsessive-compulsive tendencies.

The situation becomes problematic only when a canonical account of Final Fantasy VII’s events must be established. In 2005, Square released Final Fantasy VII: Advent Children, a film sequel to the game. The film does feature Yuffie and Vincent along with the rest of the cast, and the player who never encountered them will be left scratching his head. Player choice in game narratives has a lot of advantages, but this is one the key drawbacks: a sequel or prequel must treat its predecessor as a static work for the sake of consistency. There are, as yet, few solutions to this problem, and most gamers are accustomed to it; but it remains, at best, an inconsistency in the interactive thrust of many game narratives.15

The Greatest Game of All Time

My fascination with Final Fantasy VII lasted for a few years. I played the game three times in short order, and while I was disappointed in the game’s relative linearity, I remained consistently engaged with the story.

But Final Fantasy VII was only the beginning of my journey into the RPG. In subsequent years I’d not only play numerous other Square JRPGs,16 but many western RPGs as well, starting with Baldur’s Gate (1998) and proceeding to contemporary classics such as Fallout (1997), Planescape: Torment (1999), and Deus Ex (2000). These games not only had stronger writing,17 but also a dedication to nonlinearity, to true role-playing. After all, the meaning of “role-playing” is that you define the role that you play, that there is a choice as to who you are; Final Fantasy VII is therefore an RPG only in the sense that many of its ludic systems fall within that genre. Over the years I came to view FF7 as something of a relic, merely a prominent example of an antiquated genre that had failed to advance past static plots and random battles long after the Western RPG had largely abandoned such conceits. The fact that the game often topped internet lists of “The Best Games of All Time” only increased my grumbling. Final Fantasy VII represented an important moment, yes, but not what games should aspire to be.

Yet as I replayed the game in preparation for writing this chapter, any ill will towards it faded away. I was engrossed in the game’s events once again, and while nostalgia was a factor in my enjoyment, I realized that the game wasn’t just merely well constructed, but that it provided a remarkable breadth of content. There was something for everyone here. Final Fantasy VII not only broke the gender barrier (anecdotally, I know just as many women into Final Fantasy as men) it broke the genre barrier. It offered elements of horror, romance, cyberpunk, western, thriller, and family drama, all imbued with the love of fantasy that characterizes the series. FF7 was not just a cold triumph of programming, but something heartfelt, an entirely digital product that was unmistakably a product of a human mind.

However, the game’s lasting legacy was in its aesthetic. Games such as The Secret of Monkey Island kicked off a race to make a truly cinematic game, one that embodied all the virtues of cinema rather than simply imitating them. The cinematic game would have numerous advantages over its more ludic brethren. It was easily marketable to a wide audience familiar with cinema, and game designers and writers could use familiar techniques from cinema rather than having to reinvent the wheel for the interactive narrative. Final Fantasy VII was the game that showed the commercial viability of this approach, and the cinematic game would go on to become the dominant style in commercial narrative games. In the years since its release there have been many games slicker and more cinematic than FF7, but their breadth is restrained by contemporary gaming design’s increasing attention to minute visual detail and the developer’s limited sense of what is really possible. Final Fantasy VII was a true epic, modeled more after the fantastical, globe-trotting journeys of Odysseus and Hercules than the more limited spectacle of its gaming peers. Look at any one aspect of it, and you’ll realize that plenty of games do that aspect better. But look at it as a whole, examine its breadth and narrative ambition, and its dominant place in the history of game narratives becomes clear.
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The Rise of Cutscenes

Metal Gear Solid (1998)

“THE WORD SOLID IN METAL GEAR SOLID HAS THREE MEANINGS,” EXPLAINED CREATOR HIDEO KOJIMA IN A 1999 INTERVIEW. “First of all, Solid Snake is [the main] character’s name. Then Solid also suggests three dimensions—you know, a 3D game. The third meaning deals with Square…the company that does Final Fantasy. A square is a two-dimensional thing. And I guess the president of Konami wanted this to surpass Square. They wanted to make it a cube, you know, like solid 3D.”

Kojima’s reference to Square makes it clear that both he and Konami were well aware of Final Fantasy, and that they considered Square’s series to be a competitor of sorts. While Final Fantasy VII was not a direct inspiration for Metal Gear Solid—development on MGS started in mid-1995—they both emerged from the same ambition towards a cinematic game.1 As a result, the two games have a number of elements in common, namely a penchant for cutscenes, expositional dialog, and unusually complex cinematography.

However, the two games have notably different goals for the player experience, and the developers make some distinctly different choices in the way they shape that experience. Metal Gear Solid is ultimately a very different type of cinematic game from Final Fantasy VII, both in its aesthetic and in the way it mediates the player’s involvement. Metal Gear Solid is remembered mostly for its sheer amount of passive exposition, and it ignited debates about the place of cutscenes and other “noninteractive” storytelling devices in games. This is an important part of its legacy, to be discussed in the second half of this chapter; but I want to highlight its subtler accomplishment before addressing the elephant in the room.

An Alaskan Cold Open

The game starts with an extensive cold open. We hear a conversation between the protagonist, a former special forces operative code-named Solid Snake, and his commanding officer, one Colonel Campbell. The colonel lays out the scenario: an American special forces group called FOX-HOUND has gone rogue and taken over a nuclear disposal facility on Shadow Moses, an island off the coast of Alaska. The FOX-HOUND soldiers have acquired an active nuclear weapon and have the means to launch it,2 and they will do so in 24 hours if the American government fails to deliver to them the corpse of Big Boss, one of the greatest soldiers of the Cold War.

Except for the rather strange terms of the demand, this sounds like the beginning of a typical Tom Clancy plot—nothing too unusual. What’s striking is the presentation. It makes use of the same advanced cinematographic techniques as Final Fantasy VII, but changes two key elements. The first is that all dialog in Metal Gear Solid is voice-acted.

This is nothing new. We’ve already seen voice acting in System Shock, and this is four years later, when the feature was no longer novel. What was influential was the sheer quality of the MGS dub. In System Shock the acting was done principally by members of the development team. Metal Gear Solid’s American localization featured stellar performances in all the key roles, largely from established voice actors. The benefits of this are pretty straightforward. The cast’s enthusiastic performances brought a liveliness and immediacy to the dialog that was lacking in the text-only presentation of Final Fantasy VII. More important, the use of voice allowed the developers to juxtapose image and speech much more thoroughly than in Final Fantasy VII, where almost all cutscenes were dialog-free to avoid having subtitles mar the visual splendor. This is a rather predictable evolution of gamic representation, but an important one to note all the same.

The second key distinction between Metal Gear Solid and Final Fantasy VII were the graphics. Compared to FF7’s jaw-dropping intro, Metal Gear Solid’s was downright ugly. All of its graphics were rendered in real time, and the blocky models, fuzzy textures, and aliasing that accompany Playstation graphics were readily apparent [Fig. 6-1].

The initially negative effect on spectacle is counterbalanced by what this decision does for the verisimilitude of the game world. Instead of segregating the more dramatic scenes into a separate world of pre-rendered video, Metal Gear Solid tells its entire story on the same canvas, creating a coherency that eases the transition between cutscene and gameplay. Doing so also furthers the game’s principal goal: realism. “If the player isn’t tricked into believing that the world is real, then there’s no point in making the game,” explained Kojima.3 “Tricked” is a key word. The game is obviously not real, containing a number of fantastical elements, both in its script and in the construction of its gameplay. But as long as the player accepts the rules of the world, and the actions of the protagonist in that world, suspension of disbelief is maintained.
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Fig. 6-1: Metal Gear Solid’s less-than-stellar graphics. This screenshot is from the higher-resolution PC release, as shots from the Playstation release are hard to take. Picture this blown up to full size, blurrier, and filled with moving jagged lines.

In Final Fantasy VII, the player is largely an observer to the story, and the consumer’s pleasure emerges from the same place as reading a good book. Metal Gear Solid takes a different approach. It attempts to tie the player’s perspective to Solid Snake’s, so that she sees the world and plot unfold from the inside rather than from an omniscient viewpoint. While the story lacks the narration of the first-person novel, it maintains its perspective, with the player knowing only what the protagonist does. By the end of the cold open, both Solid Snake and the player have been briefed on the mission and possess the exact same information and expectations.

Bridging the Knowledge Gap

An obstacle in implementing this approach is Metal Gear Solid’s status as the third game in a series. The original Metal Gear was released on the MSX2 home computer, a platform practically unknown in North America. First released in 1987, Metal Gear was ported to the NES for American consumption, albeit with some plot changes.4 The sequel—which features considerably more character development for protagonist Solid Snake—was never released outside of Japan.

The problem is that the character Solid Snake is obviously aware of his own past, and of previous events and characters that return in Metal Gear Solid; the American player, meanwhile, will have no knowledge of this past. The game attempts to solve this conundrum in two ways. First, the main menu features a section titled “previous operations,” which synopsizes the events of the previous games. Second, the script exposits the player’s past relationships, sometimes subtly but more often not. When Snake snaps at Colonel Campbell upon their first meeting, Campbell replies, “That’s no way to greet an old war buddy.” Although sometimes clunky, the script is entirely functional, such that the player eventually feels like she has played the previous games. While Metal Gear Solid admirably overcomes this issue, it is one the games industry needs to be ever conscious of. The short life cycle of game consoles (typically five years) combined with consumer reticence to play “old” games means that a video game will typically have an active lifetime of only a few years.5 It’s safe to assume with any sequel that a significant portion of the audience hasn’t played the original, and developers must decide to what extent they will rely on the players’ knowledge of the original game’s design and story, and what efforts (if any) they will make to ease the learning curve for newcomers.6, 7

The main menu of the game contains another unusual section outside of “previous operations,” titled “briefing.” Selecting this switches the screen to security camera footage, showing Snake sitting in a cell-like room. Colonel Campbell enters, and after a brief confrontation and some background-establishing dialog, Campbell starts briefing Snake on the mission. After this initial video, a menu comes up with additional tapes to watch. Selecting the tapes—each a section of the briefing presenting information on one distinct aspect of the operation—not only plays that video but unlocks more options for viewing. The player will soon realize that the dialog presented in the cold open is merely excerpted from the much more extensive briefing here. While the player does get to choose which tapes to view, this section is otherwise entirely passive. The player’s only choice is to sit and watch the exposition or skip the process entirely.8

While this briefing section does contain plot details that will be referenced later in the game, its principal purpose is distinct from the cutscenes we’ve seen in other games. The point is not merely to “set the scene,” but rather to provide the player with useful information on such matters as the layout of the base, the opponents she will face, and the support she will receive. This is a ludic cutscene; it is not a distraction from the gameplay but an integral part of it.

Two Parts Exposition, One Part Action

Metal Gear Solid’s structure can be divided into three discrete categories: cutscenes (which we’ve already covered), active gameplay, and Codec sequences. The gameplay has the player controlling Solid Snake from a third-person perspective. Solid Snake is constantly reminded that he is on a “one-man sneaking mission,” and his goal is to avoid combat with enemies lest he be overwhelmed by enemy forces. This leads to an emphasis on observation of enemy movement patterns and knowledge of the level layout. Part of this surveillance is provided by the cutscenes and the briefing sequence—but the other key source of information is Snake’s Codec. The Codec is a radio built into Snake’s ear that can be accessed at any time. The Codec sequences leave the game world, showing only the face of Snake and his correspondent [Fig. 6-2].
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Fig. 6-2: One of Metal Gear Solid’s many fourth-wall breaking moments. Snake must call Mei Ling for the player to save his game, after which she’ll dispense a traditional Chinese saying and translate it into a gameplay tip.

The Codec serves two functions. The first is as a radio drama, allowing for extensive dialog exchanges without the distraction of irrelevant visual stimuli (as well as being cheaper to produce). The more unusual use is as a sort of information hotline. When stuck, Snake can call a variety of individuals for information: Colonel Campbell for general mission information, Master Miller for tips on survival, Naomi Hunter for medical advice and analysis of the members of FOX-HOUND. Throughout the game Snake will acquire Codec numbers, increasing the complexity of character relations and the information available to him. This allows not only for an ever-present cast of characters who can participate in the story regardless of their physical location, but also for a wide array of information sources. The system serves as an in-game emulation of the pay-per-minute hint lines that video game companies ran in the days before the internet.

The most distinctive of these characters is Natasha Romanenko, an expert on nuclear weapons. She will rarely offer insight into the plot or share useful tips. Rather, her purpose is education. Natasha will teach the player the history of nuclear weapons, including such topics as historical nuclear tests, the Cold War, and the START treaties. Simultaneously, she’ll cover the current difficulties surrounding nuclear weapons, including the overabundance of nuclear waste, the flaws of nuclear deterrence theory, and the proliferation of nuclear weapons and scientists after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

The player does not need to know this information to complete the game. Rather, Kojima is using the medium of video games and the mass appeal of the action-adventure to engage an unwitting audience on issues of great importance. The player is almost never required to talk to Romanenko, but expositional sequences on nuclear weapons, overlaid with documentary footage, are woven into the narrative. This area is so important to Kojima that he ends the game with a black screen, filled only with the following paragraph:


In the 1980s, there were more than 60,000 nuclear warheads in the world at all times. The total destructive power amounted to one million times that of the Hiroshima A-Bomb. In January 1993, START2 was signed and the United States and Russia agreed to reduce the number of deployed strategic nuclear weapons to 3,000 to 3,500 in each nation by December 31, 2000.

However, as of 1998, there still exist 26,000 nuclear warheads in the world.


It’s extremely rare for video games to address politically charged issues. One clear reason is that publishers are afraid to ignite controversy or upset audiences, but another is that such material simply does not sell: video games are generally marketed as fun escapism, and bringing up upsetting truths can undermine that space. Yet Metal Gear Solid sold well beyond Konami’s expectations, showing that commercial games could proselytize and still achieve popularity. Metal Gear Solid’s merging of the edugame with mainstream entertainment serves as one of its most important contributions to the field.9

A third and equally strange usage of the Codec is for gameplay instruction. At the very beginning of the game, the colonel calls Snake and gives him some advice: “If you need me, contact me by Codec. My frequency is 140.85. When you want to use the Codec, push the select button.” The select button is not something in the game world, but a button on the Playstation controller.

This willful breaking of the fourth wall permeates Metal Gear Solid. In one of the most famous sequences of the game, the psychic boss Psycho Mantis demonstrates his telekinesis powers by instructing the player to place her controller flat on the floor; the game then activates the controller’s built-in rumble motors, causing it to move. Defeating this boss requires equally fiction-breaking thinking. Being a psychic, he can read the player’s every move before she makes it; the only way for the player to overcome this is to unplug her controller and plug it into a different controller slot, breaking the psychic’s mental connection.10

In short, the fourth wall is broken here for the sake of novelty and surprise, taking advantage of the fact that the player wouldn’t expect an otherwise self-serious game to engage in the practice. Subverting player expectations is a key thrust of Metal Gear Solid’s narrative, and this sort of gameplay twist often accompanies the story’s numerous plot twists.

Yet like every other seemingly random idiosyncrasy in the game, this technique is narrowly targeted at the player experience. As mentioned before, one of the key goals of the game is to get the player to inhabit the same mental space as Solid Snake. The game doesn’t just tie the player’s knowledge to Snake’s, but also does its best to create an emotional symbiosis. This is best demonstrated in one of the tensest scenes in the game, when Solid Snake is captured and strapped to a torture device.

Before proceeding, the torturer—a sadistic member of FOX-HOUND named Revolver Ocelot—gives a typical villainous speech outlining the program. He will flood Snake’s body with electricity for short periods of time. Snake must either endure the pain as long as the process goes, or surrender (essentially, “yell uncle”). But if he submits, Ocelot will kill Meryl, another character that has been developed as Snake’s love interest. The torture is extremely painful for Snake, but not so much for the player, seated on her comfy, pain-free couch.

So Ocelot raises the stakes: “When your life reaches zero, the game is over. There are no continues, my friend. Snake, it’s been a long time since you saved your game….do you really wanna travel down that long road again?” Essentially, the game is denying the normal “continue” option after death. If Snake refuses to surrender and dies, the player will have to replay a significant portion of the game. This puts a pressure on the player to submit, just as Snake is pressured to submit by the pain of the torture. On top of that, if the player does press on, she can survive only by repetitively and quickly pressing a button on the controller. Doing so inevitably causes arm soreness, and so the player is sharing not just an emotional sympathy with Snake, but actual, physical pain. In fact, if Snake survives the torture sequence, he even complains that his arm hurts.11

Video games—particularly ones that make extensive use of cutscenes—tend to forcefully separate the story from the gameplay. Metal Gear Solid does not. Earlier, I talked about how Metal Gear Solid used its expositional segments to inform the player’s gameplay; in scenes like the torture sequence, the game is using its knowledge of the player’s state to inform the exposition.

The torture sequence is also significant as the sole branching point in the game’s story. So far, the player has been given only two options: overcome the obstacles placed in her path, or die and try again. In the torture sequence, it’s permissible to submit; and true to his word, Ocelot will kill Meryl if this happens. If the player successfully resists the torture, Meryl lives (and Snake gets to feel macho). The path chosen will alter some conversations for the remaining portion of the game, and lead to one of two different endings.

By 1998 branching endings were firmly established (having been introduced in 1989’s Maniac Mansion, if not earlier), but Metal Gear Solid is the first game we’ve looked at that uses them, which presents an opportunity to examine this common method of creating interactivity. The advantage of the branching ending is that, in a single stroke, it can turn a predetermined plot into one that allows the player to exercise free will. Even a single instance of choice, as offered in MGS, can provide significant rewards for the player. The vast majority of video games function, at some level, as power fantasies, casting the player as a being with atypical influence upon the world the protagonist inhabits. However, most games allow the player to affect only the game’s environment or undefined NPCs within it (generic enemy soldiers, etc.) This limitation creates the fundamental disconnect between ludic and representational elements that MGS seeks to avoid. By implementing a choice that affects characters beyond the protagonist, the game throws the player a bone. Doing so also has the effect of making the player responsible for the effects of her actions. The death of Aeris produced feelings of sadness in players; the death of Meryl produces guilt.

The branching ending does have its drawbacks. It’s a binary choice, and the only sacrifice the developer has to make is the time it takes to implement an additional permutation. The player has control during the moment of choice, but afterwards the story is as passive as it ever was, and the player knows this; creating even the illusion of choice requires more complex systems than a forking path. Additionally, the system is often a crutch used by developers to make their games replayable—rather than having an obvious and significant choice affect everything afterwards, small differences in the player’s play style dictate one of a multitude of different ending cutscenes, with no clear indicator as to why a given ending was chosen. Metal Gear Solid’s split works (as far as it goes) because of the distinct way it’s tied to the torture sequence. However, this trick would work only once, and later games in the series abandoned the approach altogether in favor of linearity. Yet, simultaneously, the idea of directed endings would become more prominent in the years after Metal Gear Solid’s release (see the chapters on Façade and Heavy Rain), and its distinctive implementation in MGS was a cut above the pseudorandomized results of so many contemporary Japanese games.

Yet despite all of the distinct design decisions covered in the last few pages, Metal Gear Solid is remembered principally as the poster child for the cinematic game,12 and for its unusually high ratio of passive exposition to gameplay. There was a significant backlash against Metal Gear Solid and its formal impurity by a substantial number of players and developers, who maintained that cutscenes were at best a necessary evil and at worst an unacceptable means of wrenching control away from the player.

The Cutscene Debate

In an early article on the question of games-as-narratives, game studies professor Jesper Juul wrote, “There is an inherent conflict between the now of the interaction and the past or ‘prior’ of the narrative. You can’t have narration and interactivity at the same time; there is no such thing as a continuously interactive story.”13 The accuracy of his statement depends on how one defines interactivity,14 but in a strict sense Juul is right: narration is, by definition, scripted. The player can’t control a cutscene15 any more than he can control the films they are modeled after. This simple fact has led cutscenes to be the most critiqued form of game storytelling. Game writer Lee Sheldon refers to cutscenes as a “common trap” and singles out Metal Gear Solid for employing them such that it “brings gameplay to a halt [and] segregates it from the storytelling.”16 The most common criticism of the cutscene is that it simply belongs to another medium, resulting in the common reaction, “If I wanted to watch instead of play, I’d go see a movie.”17

Rune Klevjer, a media studies professor at the University of Bergen, argued against this dismissal.18 In “In Defense of Cutscenes,” Klevjer attacks the ludological ideal, espoused by theorists like Juul, of games without narrative exposition. “There is a deliberate confusion of ‘game’ as a discursive mode and ‘computer game’ as an actual cultural product. This implies, rather conveniently, that the relevance of narration in any given computer game can be denounced simply by referring to the fact that ‘games’ and narratives are two different things.”19 Such critics dismiss “multi-discursive” games out-of-hand by virtue of the fact that they’re bastard creations, neither text nor game but a combination of both. Prominent ludologist Espen Aarseth took a dim view of cutscenes, writing, “There seems to be a limit to these kinds of modal crossovers, in that an audience will want to perform as either one or the other, and their own role to be either that of player or observer.”20 Klevjer challenges this statement’s inherent assumption of the separation of cutscenes from game-play. He notes, as we have seen before, that cutscenes can be used as “a surveillance or planning tool” [Fig. 6-3]. Above and beyond that, Klevjer observes that a cutscene can serve as a “gameplay catapult.” Essentially, a cutscene can be used to ramp up the tension and energy of a scene while speeding through the less thrilling lead-ups. In Metal Gear Solid, each boss fight is preceded by an interaction between Snake and his opponent that sets the stakes for the battle and reveals possible strategies. When the cutscene ends, the player is thrown directly into combat, starting the showdown off on an adrenaline high—rather than the less dramatic approach of stumbling through a door and immediately engaging in a gunfight.
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Fig. 6-3: A cutscene provides the player surveillance of…a surveillance camera.

Klevjer also links the world of games more closely with the “make believe” of youth than with the rules-oriented board games that the ludologists envision. “We do not just want to play,” he writes, “we want to play make-believe….Yes, we want to be free, to play, to master, to conquer, but we also want our actions to be meaningful within a mythical fictional universe.”21 In Metal Gear Solid, the theory is that the player doesn’t want simply to exist in an unspecified role within the game world; she wants to embody a mythical action hero, and a certain amount of context-building is necessary to provide a world to contain the role. When a great obstacle is overcome, Solid Snake’s reaction confirms the player’s accomplishments; her actions are woven into the story of Solid Snake, just as the character of Solid Snake will naturally guide the way the player controls him.

Finally, there is a populist argument nested in Klevjer’s defense. “The puristic ludological approach will leave us relatively helpless,” he concludes,” forcing us to conclude that players are stupid, that they have been duped by the industry, or that they do not really like games.” 22 The enormous success of Metal Gear Solid shows that many players enjoy the hybrid form of the filmic game, and this form has failed to go away but has become ever more prominent in the decade since. To say that it is artistically impure is one thing; to say that it is without cause, or merely a symptom of lazy developers, is to assume happenstance where there is (usually) a reason.

Putting It All Together

In an article titled “Computer Games/Cinema/Interfaces,” Geoff King and Tanya Krzywinska examine all possible connections between the two media.23 One conclusion they draw is that narrative is fundamentally more important in film than in games. “Narrative remains a central component, a major aspect of the dynamic architecture, of even the most noisy and special-effects or action-packed Hollywood blockbusters.” On the other hand, while accepting that narrative in games has a role to play and is often useful in framing or driving the action, King and Krzywinska conclude that “narrative is a rather secondary [focus]…secondary to engaging in more active or frenetic gameplay, for example, or secondary to the process of solving puzzles or exploring new worlds.” Games occupy a wide spectrum as far as narrative focus goes, but even the most story-driven ones, such as Final Fantasy VII, tend to use representation elements as a framing device for the core ludic ones, or separate the two elements entirely. The story of Final Fantasy VII has no effect whatsoever on the way the player organizes his character’s equipment, or the tactics she uses in battle.

The key achievement of Metal Gear Solid is that it significantly overcomes this disconnect, certainly more so than previous filmic games. The Final Fantasy series took a preexisting game format and grafted more and more techniques of cinema onto it over time. Metal Gear Solid designed its game and story in conjunction so that they would support each other. The disconnect of the cutscene and the gameplay belies the seamlessness with which they transition from one to another, and the unifying effect of Solid Snake. Unlike in previous film-games, Solid Snake will never perform an action in a cutscene that the player can’t also perform; he is the same character throughout. The gameplay is constantly driven and reinforced by the goals assigned through the course of the narrative, and all combat and puzzles arise not only out the of the framework of the narrative but also out of narrow temporal needs within it. There aren’t long stretches of cutscenes followed by long stretches of gameplay, but a frequent switch between the two, with the Codec serving as a permanent tether. In some sections ludic actions take precedence—the boss fights tend to interrupt the flow of the story for the sake of providing varied combat and challenge to the player—but even these are explained and justified by the game’s story. There is nothing arbitrary about Metal Gear Solid, and the player not only consistently knows what she needs to do but why she needs to do it. The game’s linearity is a side effect of this tight control of the player experience, and does not overcome the challenge of creating truly player-driven narrative, but the game more than makes up for this with its aggressive bridging of the representational-ludic divide.
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One Camera, One World

Half-Life (1998)

FEW PEOPLE KNEW OF HALF-LIFE BEFORE ITS RELEASE. FEWER STILL HAD GREAT EXPECTATIONS. It’s yet another first-person shooter, based on an aging graphics engine, developed by an unknown studio, released at the end-point of what is widely considered to be one of the best years for PC gaming. And it changed everything. Of all the games featured in this volume, Half-Life is the most emulated, revered not just by those who play games but by those who make them. Its initial obscurity only spurred the ebullient word-of-mouth once discovered—a treasure unearthed, first by a few game reviewers, later by the entire PC gaming community.

It’s all the more surprising that a major advance in storytelling techniques would come from a first-person shooter. Unlike the RPG or the adventure game, the FPS doesn’t significantly integrate storytelling into its design. It’s a thoroughly ludic genre, revolving around its rules of play, and the player’s sole concern is in using a combination of reflexes and strategy to overcome the game’s obstacles. Those first-person shooters that do employ story tend to use an establishing cutscene or block of text to provide a loose context for the bullet-spray to follow. The traditional FPS thus shares more in common with sports than with narrative media; the only story being told involves the actions of the player, and this becomes a narrative only if, after the fact, the player chooses to recount his actions.

Yet Half-Life did tell a story—a story that starts, not with the action-filled bombast of Final Fantasy VII’s bombing mission or Metal Gear Solid’s thrilling infiltration, but with a scene than can only be described as banal.

Black Mesa Commute

For a few seconds the title flashes over a black screen, which fades into a view of a rail [Fig. 7-1.] The caption “Black Mesa Research Facility—Black Mesa, New Mexico” floats as the train the player is riding accelerates down the track, and an automated PA system begins speaking. “Good morning, and welcome to the Black Mesa transit system. This automated train is provided for the security and convenience of the Black Mesa Research Facility personnel. The time is 8:47 A.M. Current topside temperature is 93 degrees with an estimated high of 105. The Black Mesa compound is maintained at a pleasant 68 degrees at all times….”
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Fig. 7-1: A tunnel, location text, and a couple of crates. Welcome to Half-Life. Notice the lack of HUD: Gordon has yet to put on his Hazardous Environment Suit, which, taking a page from System Shock, serves as the diegetic source of the GUI.

For just under five minutes, the player will ride the train to work as credits scroll and the PA system recounts such minutiae as the Black Mesa Hazard Course Decathlon and the importance of regular radiation and biohazard screenings. There’s not a gun in sight.

This is radical stuff. Within the context of video games and their arms race for increasing scope and spectacle, Half Life’s opening was a paradox, a scene that escaped banality because of its banality. This sort of grounding, of small details devoid of greater meaning, was practically unseen in gaming in general and in first-person shooters in particular; what was repetitive in the real world became remarkable in the medium of the fantastic.

However, the introduction’s innocuousness is not its most distinguishing feature. In fact, the player will likely be paying only partial attention to the omnipresent droning of the tram’s speakers. He’ll be too busy playing with the camera.

The key difference between Half-Life and its predecessors is that it eschews cutscenes entirely. During the tram sequence, the player has full control over the camera and his body. He can look out the window, move around the car, or crouch in a corner and stare at the ground. This may seem like a technicality, given that the entirely sequence is literally “on rails” and that the player has no control over his destination or the external happenings, but it establishes a continuity to the world that previous games lacked. There’s no separation between narrative space and ludic space, no transition from cutscene to gameplay. There’s nothing—not a text box, not a dialog tree—to interrupt the flow of the game or take the player out of its world for even a second.

Of course, this freedom would be a mere technicality if there wasn’t anything interesting to look at. It’s fortunate, then, that this introductory sequence is so crammed with stimuli. As the train accelerates down the track, it passes a security guard banging on a locked door. The next bend brings it into a large open room, where we can see researchers go about their work in offices, and another tram taking off from a platform below as a couple of scientists and a security guard try—and fail—to catch it. Later, the player will see various parts of the facility at work: a robot arm welding, a helicopter ferrying personnel.

Meanwhile, some basic background text on the player character scrolls across the screen. “Subject: Gordon Freeman. Male, age 27. Education: Ph.D., MIT, Theoretical Physics. Position: Research Associate….” The tram sequence, then, presents a multimodal establishment. The text, combined with sections of the PA recording, establishes the past; the player’s observation of the facility and the stylistic cues of the recording establish the present. Half-Life omits the need for the manual backstories of old by fully integrating their contents into an introduction that’s temporally contiguous with the rest of the game. It also effectively addresses the confused sense of self present in any video game’s opening minutes, where the player is still getting comfortable in the skin of his character. By the time Half-Life asks the player to make any real decisions, the character of Gordon Freeman and the world he inhabits has been firmly established. Contrast this with the opening of Final Fantasy VII, where the player is awkwardly thrust into the role of the hero without understanding where he is or why he’s there.1

The combination of visual, auditory, and textual information presents a possibility of sensory overload for the player, and this is one of the introduction’s most ambitious moves. It’s impossible for the player to observe or absorb everything. Previously, such an approach was very much taboo in game design—why waste valuable production time on material that the player won’t be able to experience?

Valve realized that this information concentration was key to the game world they wanted to create. “The first theory we came up with was the theory of ‘experiential density’ —the amount of ‘things’ that happen to and are done by the player per unit of time and area of a map,” explained senior developer Ken Birdwell. “Our goal was that, once active, the player never had to wait too long before the next stimulus, be it monster, special effect, plot point, action sequence, and so on.”2

Apart from keeping the game engaging, this technique also imbued the world with a grounded realism. Previous games had taken it for granted that the world revolved around the player. In Ultima IV and Final Fantasy VII, townspeople stood around, doing nothing, waiting for the player to talk to them; Planetfall and System Shock made the player the center of the universe by virtue of being the only living character in the complex. Half-Life places the player in the role of the everyman, and so it’s important for the game to treat him as such. After exiting the tram and entering the “sector C test labs,” a man overseeing the entrance desk turns to the player and instructs him to grab his hazard suit and head down to the test chamber [Fig. 7-2].3 On his way there, the player will overhear conversation between coworkers, witness a man banging on a soda machine, and notice men in the bathroom stalls near his locker. The premise is that the world is self-sustaining, that the player doesn’t have a monopoly on agency. In 1998 hearing the tail-end of a conversation was a jarring experience: the acknowledgment that the player really is the only one with agency is usually so blatant that there’d be no point. If, to paraphrase Shakespeare, “All the game world’s a stage,” then the player is the sole member of the audience. Valve understood that the player was much less likely to believe in a world that didn’t believe in itself, and so scenes of NPCs going about their business or fighting their own battles are scattered regularly throughout the game.
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Fig. 7-2: “Hey, Mr. Freeman, I had a bunch of messages for you, but we had a system crash about 20 minutes ago, and I’m still trying to find my files. Just one of those days, I guess.” The exposition combines signals of importance (lots of messages) with a casual banter suggesting a collegial relationship. Half-Life eloquently sets up the role of the mute player character, though Freeman’s relationships will prove to be short-lived.

In a 2003 interview, Tim Schafer4 described these scenes as “micro-stories.” “They didn’t put in any recorded dialog, they didn’t do a cut-scene,” said Schafer. “They just used their existing art assets, and they arranged them in an interesting way. So the level design can actually tell the story as opposed to the media.”5 Level design was currently thought of only in ludic terms, but the Valve designers realized they could nest representational elements in the environment to tell a story through small visual and audio cues and trust the player’s ability to infer.

Another way Half-Life attempts to compress the gap between narrative and ludic space is through temporal and spatial contiguity. All games we’ve previously examined have had discrete level transitions; the player exits at one point and appears in a new section of the game world. These transitions are necessary for technical reasons, and the vast majority of players had, by 1998, come to take them for granted. Half-Life never makes this sort of spatial leap; level transitions simply occur in the middle of a hallway or other space, pause the game with a loading symbol overlaid onto the screen, and continue. Likewise, the game almost never cuts or makes temporal leaps forward; the few times it does so are a result of the player character losing consciousness.

The final gesture towards realism is the player’s ability to affect the environment—what Valve described as the design theory of “player acknowledgement.” “This means that the game world must acknowledge players every time they perform an action,” explained Birdwell. “For example, if they shoot their gun, the world needs to acknowledge it with something more permanent than just a sound—there should be some visual evidence that they’ve just fired their gun,” which the game does through bullet holes in walls. “If the player pushes on something that should be pushable, the object shouldn’t ignore them, it should move. If they whack on something with their crowbar that looks like it should break, it had better break.”6 An environment that responds to the player is (in theory) an environment that doesn’t remind players of its artificial construction.

Of course, this sort of acknowledgment almost always takes the form of destructiveness, what Barry Atkins describes in “Gritty Realism: Reading Half-Life” as “vandalizing an already distressed environment.”7 The theory is that some interaction is better than none, and that any sort of player acknowledgment increases both “immersion” and “realism.”

But this is a trickier proposition than it might appear. It’s a truism that players are constantly aware that they’re playing a game, and many players pay as much attention to a game’s technical elements as to its representational ones. When I realized that the environment responded to my actions, I began testing it, seeing what the limits were, and was disappointed when I found that—with the exception of wooden crates—the level’s geography was fixed. I could fire a rocket launcher at a wall, and while a blast mark was left behind, the wall remained cohesive, without a single chip or dent, much less the gaping hole I would expect. Facilitating realism in games is a slippery slope; the more the developer gives, the more the player expects. Creating a true simulation is impossible with current technology, let alone the nascent 3D game engines from the late ’90s, and so the developer must chose to either ignore simulation altogether, and create a world with rules entirely distinct from our own, or practice pseudosimulation, as Half-Life does.

Half-Real

In the early days of gaming, realism was out of the question, based purely on the technological capabilities of early computers and consoles. With the advent of 3D graphics, it became both a key development goal and a marketing buzzword, intrinsically tied to immersion. The praise of, and subsequent demand for, realism became endemic among game critics and even gamers. Realism was seen as a sign of maturity, an acknowledgment that the games, and our actions in them, mattered.

Yet the logical extreme for realism would be a game indistinguishable from real life, as in the Holodeck from Star Trek: The Next Generation (1987-94). While this sort of virtual reality could be readily employed for a number of activities (such as the murder mysteries that the crew of the Enterprise regularly partook in), the first-person shooter would be an altogether more problematic genre. After all, the peaceful opening sequence of Half-Life lasts for only 20 or so minutes. Soon, a scientific experiment goes awry, a portal to an alien dimension is opened, and things go predictably downhill. The player eventually acquires weapons with which to fight the aliens (and, later, American special forces sent in both to battle the aliens and to silence all the scientists who “know too much”), and the game devolves into a sort of B-movie gunfest.

Were this experience truly realistic, it would be both horrifying and ethically disturbing; the cartoon gore of Half-Life is a far cry from the actual experience of shooting people point-blank with a shotgun. The FPS genre has already sparked widespread outcry from media watchdogs, politicians, and concerned parents; greater realism would hardly help it in this arena.

It’s therefore important that we distinguish between immersion and realism. Immersion is the ability to connect directly with the game world and lose awareness of mediating factors like the game controllers8 and screen; it is a state of player experience. Realism is a measurement of how accurately the game world emulates the real world. And while Half-Life does all it can to facilitate the former, it actually maintains a distance from realism. Half-Life embraces its B-movie cinematic origins as a way of constantly reminding the player of the unreality of the scenario. Or as Atkins puts it, Half-Life seems to say, “It’s OK to shoot things…because this isn’t real life, it’s Half-Life. It’s a paranoid-science-fiction-conspiracy-theory-thriller-horror-game.”9 Another part of this distancing is that, despite the first-person nature, Gordon Freeman remains a role to be played; the player isn’t shooting people himself, but is rather controlling the hands of one virtual actor eliminating others.

In short, Half-Life’s excesses, its elements that are blatantly gamic or ridiculous, aren’t symptoms of incompetence, of a failure to accurately simulate; they are intentional. Much of Half-Life’s effort is spent closing the believability gap, as most of its predecessors are so far removed from anything we know as real that we can’t become immersed in their world; there’s a dulling of emotion, of investment, that results from the constant, conscious realization that what you’re engaging with is utterly fictional. Yet this effort stops short of true gravitas, because if every death were truly significant the game would cease to be fun. Certainly a place exists in the gaming world for this type of challenging material, but it’s not the sort of entertainment that most people seek out in their free hours.10

Half-Life is distinct for how deftly it maneuvers in this space of the half-real. Instead of directly fighting against the restrictions of its underlying technology, it built up alternate systems to enhance immersion rather than realism. The frequent appearance of other members of Black Mesa going about their own business (or being eaten by aliens) was one method,11 as was the implementation of environmental scarring. My rocket may not destroy the wall upon which it impacts, but it leaves something in its wake—a reminder of my progress, a visual footnote of my action-packed journey. It is, as Birdwell describes, a form of acknowledgment; and in a linear narrative, that’s all I want.

The Legacy of Half-Life

Most of the games we’ve previously examined have presented a cornucopia of linked but disparate elements, a number of greater-or-lesser innovations. Half-Life is much more narrowly focused. It does only a few things that are new, and it does them very well. Valve set out to create a cohesive and immersive experience by avoiding any element that would remove the player from the game world, even for a second. Even the tutorial takes place within an obstacle course at Black Mesa, with a computerized trainer and observational scientists encouraging Gordon along in his hazard suit training. While the game shares the cinematic origins and stylings of Final Fantasy VII and Metal Gear Solid, it serves as a clear rejection of their practice of separating exposition and active control. The cutscene and the text box, Half-Life seemed to declare, are antiquated devices. If a game must tell a story, it should be told in conjunction with the gameplay, not on a plane above it.

Its message did not fall on deaf ears. Nearly every action game to follow would implement scripted events, many moving away from cutscenes and other passive exposition to the same degree that Half-Life had. The game wasn’t the death knell for cutscenes, but it didn’t need to be; as covered in the last chapter, they have their uses, and series such as Metal Gear Solid would continue to pioneer new ways of integrating them into the video game. Half-Life’s goal was showing that cutscenes were not necessary, that a game story could be told—and told well—without them; and it accomplished this spectacularly, a stunning proof-of-concept that remains playable to this day. Every once in a while, when I’m tired of saving the world, I’ll take the five minute tram ride to work. It never fails to please.
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A Living World

Shenmue (1999)

“SHENMUE IS ONE OF THE GREAT GAMING EXPERIENCES FOR ANY SYSTEM, PERIOD,” RAVED GAMEPRO. “By the time you’re driving forklifts and participating in the game’s…conclusion, hours upon hours of boredom will have taken their toll,” wrote Gamespot. “If you take the time to explore…you’ll experience one of the most compelling and unusual gaming experiences ever created,” opined Eurogamer. “It’s a benchmark game... but it’s not worth buying,” concluded RPGFan.

It’s rare for a major commercial release to receive such a mixed critical reaction.1 Shenmue did receive more positive reviews than negative, but even the kinder reviews typically possessed some of the ambivalence expressed by RPGFan.2 Response was equally polarizing among consumers, a flurry of 1s and 10s backed by hyperbolic posts across the internet.

Shenmue was so divisive because it was something new and unexpected. This is a game that threw out traditional genre constraints (not to mention a number of widely held truths about good game design) in the pursuit of crafting an intricate, detailed world for the player. And where other games would have tasked the player with conquering or saving this world (think Final Fantasy VII and pretty much every other RPG), Shenmue tasks him with exploring, experiencing, and simply existing within an intricate yet familiar landscape.

Welcome to Yokosuka

Of course, there’s got to be at least some force to drive this exploration, and Shenmue wastes no time setting it up. In the opening cutscene, we see a young man, Ryo Hazuki, running home. He spies signs of a fight, and a mysterious black car parked outside his home (a traditional Japanese dojo). Ryo arrives just in time to see his father, a renowned martial arts master, killed in cold blood by a mysterious Chinese man, who leaves after recovering an ancient mirror Ryo’s father was harboring. As his father dies in his arms, Ryo vows revenge.

It seems Shenmue will be an action-packed quest for revenge, a sort of cinematic martial arts game. But the intro is misleading. While it sets up the plot and its themes, the opening cutscene doesn’t show the radical difference in pacing between Shenmue and previous cinematic games. Metal Gear Solid roped the player in with a tightly wound plot and never let him go; Shenmue’s drama drives the action at a considerably more languid pace, serving not as the defining element of the game world but merely as a personal quest that pushes protagonist Ryo to explore.

As soon as the series of cutscenes end, a loading screen pops up. It looks more like a timestamp, reading, “Ryo’s Room. 8:55 AM. Dec. 3, 1986 (Wed).” The game’s focus on time and place is made clear, as it will be in the similar loading screens to follow. When the load is complete, the player is presented with a spiral-bound notebook, its pages filled with…phone numbers.

The player can flip through the notebook, and it’s strangely alluring, a shorthand window into the life and thoughts of our protagonist. Past the phone numbers, which list emergency numbers as well as the phone numbers of Ryo’s friends,3 are some notes scrawled by Ryo. These convey Ryo’s thoughts on the killing and what he needs to do next. Throughout the game, the notebook will constantly be updated by Ryo, functioning as a voice-over narration to assist the player and flesh out his character. This unusually understated opening reminds us that Ryo is not a superhero; he’s a high school student in a highly regimented society, and his prowess at martial arts is going to get him only so far. Unlike Half-Life, Shenmue does focus on realism to a surprising degree, and social networking, not violence, is Ryo’s greatest tool in his quest to solve his father’s murder.

Closing the notebook, the player (now in full control of Ryo) finds himself in Ryo’s room. It’s filled with objects, and by turning Ryo’s head, the player can zoom in on these objects and subsequently interact with them.4 Every lamp can be turned on or off, every drawer opened. The trained gamer will spy this as an opportunity for treasure-hunting, a chance to search every nook and cranny for any object not nailed down, as is traditionally necessary in RPG or adventure games. But these objects are only for flavor and characterization. We can learn more about Ryo by examining his wardrobe, or seeing that he has a large manga collection in his bottom drawer, but there’s no overt reward for doing so.

Leaving Ryo’s room reveals a similar attention to detail: a traditional Japanese breakfast laid out on the kitchen table, cleaning supplies under the sink, koi fish in the pond outside. Shenmue is a game about looking, a world constructed from its details. Typically, a game’s setting is subservient to both its plot and its gameplay: it is what it needs to be for the game to function. Shenmue bucks this trend, focusing on constructing an accurate replica of the area surrounding the port city of Yokosuka, Japan, circa 1986. “We took tremendous efforts to implement features that were invisible to the player,” explained lead systems programmer Tak Hirai. “If the game felt natural to you and nothing stood out as particularly unrealistic, that’s because we spent a lot of time to create the game’s very subtle details.”5

Creator Yu Suzuki coined the genre designation “FREE” to describe Shenmue. FREE stood for “Full Reactive Eyes Entertainment,” and it emphasized the design goals of Shenmue: everything can be examined, and everything can be interacted with. Player freedom is tantamount. “I would say the hardest part of this project was to imagine and create a ‘you can do anything’ kind of feeling, which did not exist in that era,”6 explained Hirai. This emphasis on freedom and believability was unprecedented. Even Half-Life, the poster child for world-building, constrained the player to an entirely linear series of rooms and corridors; there was nothing free about it, and the player knew it. Another restriction of Half-Life’s design was the lack of substantial NPC interaction. This, too, was challenged by the ambitious Shenmue.

“Do you know where I can find some sailors?”

After leaving the Hazuki residence, Ryo embarks on his investigation. The game is structured as a detective story: Ryo must discover the identity of the man who killed his father, track him down, and avenge his father’s death. He starts by asking the residents of his local neighborhood if they saw the mysterious black car as it sped away.

This conversational investigation system is one of the most controversial aspects of Shenmue. Typically, Ryo will approach a distinct character in the vicinity. While there are only a dozen or so in his initial neighborhood, Ryo will eventually encounter more than 200 unique inhabitants of the region. Ryo will ask them to answer the one or two questions that he is currently investigating (“Did you see a black car the other night?”). This takes the form of a “press A to talk” interaction—there are no dialog trees, and the conversation is entirely scripted. The character will respond, and he or she may simply profess ignorance, provide some related anecdote, or direct Ryo to someone who would know. Eventually Ryo will track down someone more knowledgeable, and get an answer that (as often as not) raises a new question. The process repeats throughout the game, driving the plot forward [Fig. 8-1].7
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Fig. 8-1: Not all of Ryo’s conversations are directly related to his investigation. Here, Ryo talks to the young Megami about the orphaned kitten she is raising. These side-conversations are analogous to a normal RPG’s sidequests, although the only reward for doing them is greater character development.

It’s no surprise that no previous game had used this system. For any given question (“Do you know someone who can read Chinese?”), each of the hundreds of NPCs must have a written response, which must then be recorded by the given voice actor.8 For any given investigation, Ryo will, by definition, ask only a small percentage of the available NPCs before getting an answer or a good lead (lest the game take the player 90 years to complete). This required a great deal of work on the part of the developers and amounts to a huge amount of “waste content”—content that the player will never experience.

It’s startling how fresh this realistic approach feels. The likes of Final Fantasy VII would feature towns with a population of 12 people, for the sake of development time, and most of these characters had only one or two sentences to say. Shenmue went all out in disposing of this absurdity and moving towards a model of a living world. The best aspect of this setup is that it allows the player to make choices as to whom to talk to. Whereas in a traditional adventure game every character must be milked for information to proceed, Shenmue allows the player to (usually) choose whom he interacts with. Playing Shenmue, I developed favorite characters that I would always talk to first, and this allowed me to feel I was building a relationship with them of my own accord, rather than forced to by the game’s structure. As usual, Shenmue’s plot is predetermined; but the relative freedom I had in reaching the next plot point gave me a sense of ownership over the experience that was lacking in Shenmue’s distant relatives.

That said, the unusual conversation system wasn’t welcomed with open arms. The breadth comes at a necessary lack of depth. The vast majority of responses are short and uninteresting, variations on “I don’t know anything about that” or, if the player is lucky, “Have you checked with so-and-so?” The occasional anecdote or characterization is an uncommon treat. Exchanges are stilted, and there’s a gap between the impressive presentation of the NPCs9 and their limited cognizance. “I have seen hamsters with better conversation skills,” wrote game designer Gonzalo Frasca.10 “Shenmue’s NPCs’ discourses are so limited that they keep breaking the immersion: players are continually reminded that they are dealing with a bot.” With its ambitious desire to create connections between the player and a host of NPCs, Shenmue fell into the trap that System Shock designed around, but couldn’t take the “no NPC interaction” route that Shock or later open-world games such as Grand Theft Auto III did. “A detective character cannot survive without talking, asking questions, making inquiries,” explained Frasca.

But to read Shenmue purely as a work of literature is to do it a disservice. One of the elements I’ve hoped to emphasize throughout this book is the power of novelty, particularly in the video game. The issue is less that Shenmue’s interaction system is inherently inferior and more that no ideal system existed with late ’90s technology and design understandings. Shenmue’s developers refused to design around the problem and instead created a game that showed the possibilities of spreading conversation among a host of NPCs.

An area in which Shenmue’s NPCs were believable was in their movement. As noted in previous chapters, even the most fleshed-out NPCs tend to be immobile. Shenmue gives each of the NPCs a schedule. A shop owner will leave his house in the morning, come into town, open up the shop, man it during the day, and maybe go to a bar after closing up. On an individual level these schedules are simplistic, but put a hundred of these characters along a single crowded street and the visual complexity overwhelms the player into accepting it without question. A key element of immersion is an abundance of stimuli. In real life, there are far more things to notice than we have attention to give, but games have typically had simplistic enough systems that the player can understand and process everything on the screen. Shenmue intentionally overloads the player’s ability to process everything to create a sense that the game world approaches the complexity of the player’s own world.

What makes these NPC schedules possible, apart from mammoth feats of programming, is the way Shenmue handles time. Most games have a static chronology. The world revolves around the player, and the only way change is enacted is through player action; if he stands still, so does everyone else. Ultima IV possessed a basic time system, but it was abstracted into days and moon phases, and was relevant only to esoteric derivatives such as the opening of moongates and the harvesting of certain plants that grow only at night. Shenmue operates in the real world and possesses a more grounded time system.

Shenmue’s time moves constantly forward, at a rate of about one hour for every five minutes of real time. The result is that the game has a considerably more languid pace than its contemporaries. The constant passage of time, combined with the pseudoagency of the NPCs, creates a clockwork world that, once powered up, will play itself. “One plays Shenmue by participating in its process,” wrote Alexander R. Galloway in an essay looking at different forms of gamic action. “Remove everything and there is still action, a gently stirring rhythm of life.”11 Galloway notes that in most games, the actions of the player are diegetic, and the actions of the computer are hidden—the code underlying the framework of the game, the damage calculations of combat, the physics of shifting objects. In Shenmue the computer is a multitasking puppeteer whose actions are apparent everywhere; the player isn’t in a contest with it, but plays within its world. The protagonist is an important character, yes, but he must follow the same rules of the universe that everyone else does. By casting the player as a participant in something larger than himself rather than making him the effective center of the universe, Shenmue made the player experience both humbling and personal—even if it sometimes did so at the cost of fun.

More than Fun

About two-thirds of the way through the game, Ryo is exploring Yokosuka Harbor, trying desperately to find a short-term job in order to investigate a criminal cartel based at the docks. Finally, an acquaintance promises to find him a job. He instructs Ryo to meet him in front of Warehouse #1 at noon tomorrow.

And then progress halts. If Ryo has talked to this character at, say, 1:00 PM, he can do nothing to forward the game’s plot until tomorrow. If he goes to bed at 8:30 PM and wakes up at 8:00 AM (as he always does, being the rare teenager with obsessive punctuality), then that’s nearly an hour of real time that Ryo must kill. Situations like this appear frequently in Shenmue, and the game provides numerous things for the player to do. There’s a local arcade stuffed with playable games, including a number of Sega arcade hits from the time period. There are capsule machines scattered through the city, and Ryo can use his time and money trying to complete his collection of the strangely alluring pieces of plastic. He can practice a variety of martial arts moves, training his body and skill to better prepare for the inevitable fights. Or he can simply wander around and observe the city in motion. But the fact remains that these rest periods are enforced, and the player is fundamentally impotent during them. This rankled many players. Writing for The New York Times “Game Theory” column, Charles Herold concluded, “[The real time structure] seemed really cool at first, but since games themselves are something you play to kill time, killing time within a game made little sense.”12 The nested assumption in Herold’s statement is that the point of games is to be fun, to consistently provide entertainment for the player. This is hardly a controversial opinion, and indeed has been accepted as self-evident by the industry for years. Shenmue was ahead of its time in tearing down this truism. Journalist Tom Bissell observed that the idea that games must be fun is “a fallacy that grows out of this unfortunate etymological ensnarement the medium is stuck with.”13 Video games are supposed to be fun because the word “game”—derived from the Icelandic “gaman”, which literally means fun—promises it. But just as comic strips have long since ceased to be purely comedic, the video game has evolved into a form of interactive media much broader than its arcade roots. There’s no reason a video game can’t be used to model experiences that are engaging and enlightening but nevertheless not “fun.” The fact that Shenmue is frequently tedious will certainly make it an undesirable play for many, but the existence of a dedicated fanbase also indicates that many players got something more out of Shenmue. They liked the realism of the game, even when that came at the expense of traditional ideas of play, as when Ryo (and the player) are forced to work a nine-to-five job driving forklifts for the better part of a week [Fig. 8-2].14
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Fig. 8-2: Ryo takes part in a warm-up race every day before his forklift job. Having to do menial labor in order to make some money is about as realistic as a game gets, but many players felt it went too far.

At the end of the day, this rejection of traditional fun and power-gaming permeates Shenmue. A cassette player that Ryo picks up at the beginning of the game allows him to listen to music during downtime, and is therefore one of the more useful objects in the game; yet it does nothing to increase his power. The Russian writer Anton Chekov famously ruled, “If in the first act you have hung a pistol on the wall, then in the following one it should be fired. Otherwise don’t put it there.” Chekov’s commandment is followed as often in game design as in playwriting, with Shenmue again being a notable exception. Unlike the cassette player, the vast majority of objects in the game have no utility. Photographs flesh out Ryo’s task, and capsule toys provide visual eye-candy and nostalgia; but they do not directly benefit Ryo. The only way to improve Ryo is to practice his martial arts moves, and these are useful only in isolated sections of the game that are typically not difficult enough to require significant training. Again, the gameplay is made subordinate to the experience of inhabiting the game’s carefully constructed time and place. Shenmue is an experiment in silence and space, in using inaction and quiet to contextualize and strengthen moments of action and drama. The typical game is, to paraphrase This Is Spinal Tap’s Nigel Tufnel, always turned up to 11. It fires on all cylinders to keep the adrenaline flowing, to keep the player engaged, but in doing so it reduces the dynamism of its mood and content. Shenmue gives ample time for the player to observe, and constructs a world worth observing.

An upside of Shenmue’s lackadaisical pacing is that it allows for a particularly novel form of player choice. Games typically rush the player forward in the interest of always giving him something interesting to do. But this naturally limits the player’s choices, because he’s constantly encouraged to achieve goals, and the choices he makes must be in service to this achievement. In short, there’s a certain degree of strategizing, with “poor choices” dismissed out of hand. Shenmue allows the player to do whatever he wants during its frequent downtime segments without attaching special significance to any one path, and thus opens up the field. I could train in martial arts, or I could spend all day at the game arcade. This freedom is limited by the number of free-time activities (something largely rectified in the game’s sequel), but the open-world structure allows for a very peaceful personalization, a type of volition unknown prior to this game.

The Price of Freedom

The American expression “freedom isn’t free” is typically used to defend U.S. military policy, but it could just as easily be applied to game design. Shenmue’s ambition towards an unprecedented amount of player freedom often frustrated players with its lack of direction. Some players who loved that same wandering freedom became annoyed when they discovered that the game’s plot was still fundamentally linear. For all the roaming and open-ended detective work, there was only one right answer to this mystery, and Ryo’s will was unalterable. There was a certain incongruity between the game’s world design and its storytelling ambitions. It didn’t help that Yu Suzuki planned Shenmue as a series from the beginning, an epic 16-part story, of which the first incarnation was only the first part [Fig. 8-3]. The game’s final line is “the saga begins,” but the fact that the game failed to make back its enormous budget, and that its sequel15 sold abysmally in North America, resulted in the third incarnation never appearing.
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Fig. 8-3: This girl, named Shen Hua, appears in the game’s cover art and in a prophetic prologue to the introduction, but doesn’t actually appear in the story proper until the final act of the second game, which goes to show just how far out Suzuki planned his epic. This is also the point at which we learn what “Shenmue” is—the title is never explained in the first game.

Shenmue’s ambition was ultimately undermined by technological constraints and “marketplace realities,” resulting in an incomplete saga that failed to set the gaming world on fire in the way it hoped. Yet the game stands as a benchmark in the continuing quest to complete a living world within the gamescape, and provided a window into the future. In 2001, Grand Theft Auto III took the gaming world by storm, in large part due to its effective modeling of New York City and the freedom it gave the player in navigating the virtual landscape. But GTA III constantly reminded the player that it was a satire of the real world, a vast simplification and exaggeration created for his gratification. The world wasn’t ready for a true simulation of the globalized cityscape, and to this day no game outside of its sole sequel has directly followed in Shenmue’s footsteps. Yet Shenmue stands as a vision of the future, of the narrative simulations that gaming is capable of, and I have no doubt that we will one day return to its peculiar brand of gaming. Hopefully, there will still be capsule toys [Fig. 8-4].
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Fig. 8-4: Amassing a collection of Sega figurines is surprisingly rewarding.
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A Critical Mass of Choices

Deus Ex (2000)

I AM JC DENTON, A NEW RECRUIT FOR THE ENFORCEMENT ARM OF THE UNITED NATIONS ANTI-TERRORIST COALITION (UNATCO). My current assignment is to find and arrest Juan Lebedev, a business mogul funding a designated terrorist organization. I’ve made my way through his private airfield and boarded his jet. Lebedev has surrendered, but my partner has ordered me to execute him, in violation of UNATCO official policy. “We can say what we like in the paperwork,” she explains. I am at a crossroads.

“‘Choice’ and ‘consequence’ were the two most frequently uttered words during our two to three years of development,” explained Deus Ex creator Warren Spector. “Every game system is designed to differentiate one player-character from another, and to allow players to make decisions that reflect their own biases and express character differences in obvious ways in the game world.”1

A key aspect to Deus Ex’s success, and what makes it so difficult to examine within my framework of focusing on narrative over gameplay, is the degree to which it makes one totally reliant on the other, until the normally tenuous separation between the two is wholly eliminated. “Problems, not puzzles” was a mantra of the design team, the idea being that all obstacles present in the game should be problems to be creatively solved rather than a narrowly designed puzzle with a set solution. By carefully employing pretty nearly every storytelling device known to game design (including but not limited to cutscenes, dialog trees, data logs, and scripted events), the designers were able to create a constant feedback loop between the choices players made in the present and the decisions they would be faced with in the future.

Solving Problems

I refuse to kill Lebedev, and my partner murders him in cold blood. I am horrified, and, upon returning to base, am chastised for not following orders. Yet I also gain favor in the eyes of my brother, who is adamantly opposed to extrajudicial killings. The conflicted response by the NPCs demonstrated one of the principals of the moral decisions made in Deus Ex: there are no clear benefits to making one choice over the other from a power-gaming standpoint, no objectively right or wrong answers. “With the exception of Planescape: Torment,2 I’ve never seen a game which judges and rates your moral performance then integrates it into the story—yet not preaching,” wrote PC Gamer UK reviewer Kieron Gillen.3 “This isn’t the superior Daily-Mail-readership judgments that the Ultima series occasionally enforced. This is simply giving your choices an effect.” As Gillen mentions, this moral system is distinct from the karma meter seen in the Ultima series, which rated you on how well your moral decisions conformed to a set definition of proper behavior. Deus Ex frames its decisions within the complex world of rhetoric and philosophy rather than as clear choices between good and evil. Just like the political ideologies that the game’s narrative centers on, there are many answers, all of them arguable.

I felt bad about not preventing the murder, but there was nothing I could do. As always, I was a slave to the dramatic arc. Or so I thought. Deus Ex’s mantra of “choice and consequences” went well beyond obvious binary decisions. In most of the games preceding it, key decisions came only in dialog trees or key plot points. With the dialog tree, all your options are put on the table, a series of sentences to select. I was accustomed to this method of picking the best option among the limited available choices, and assumed Deus Ex was operating on the same model. My partner gave me a choice: I took one of the two options.

Later, I talked to other players and learned that there was a third option: to kill my partner so that Lebedev may live. It had never occurred to me that the game would allow me to kill a major character simply because I thought it was The Thing To Do, or that I would even be allowed to turn on UNATCO. This choice was never explicitly presented to me, but it was mine to take.4 Once I realized this, the world opened up. I was an agent of power in the universe, as is the typical case in video games, though I was not omnipotent.5 In typical RPG fashion, Deus Ex forced me to specialize in certain skills during character creation [Fig. 9-1] and to make tough decisions about skill increases as the game progressed. But even with my character limitations (I was excellent at hacking and lock picking, but not a very good swimmer and clumsy with explosives) I had more tools than I knew what to do with. I had a wide array of weapons, the aforementioned skills, and various superpowers gained from the nanomechanical augmentation6 I had undergone, ranging from silent running to seeing through walls. But it was my ability for critical thought, not my arsenal, that allowed me to overcome the obstacles in my way.
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Fig. 9-1: While simple relative to the character process of pen-and-paper role-playing games, Deus Ex offered an impressive degree of customization for what initially appeared to be an action game.

Other games would limit these skills to specific circumstances—“use ability X when prompted” or “this power only usable in combat”—but in Deus Ex the world was my oyster, and choice was scattered throughout the game. How do I get past the enemy? How do I reach this location? What do I say to this character?

The choice with Lebedev was principally a plot decision, not a puzzle so much as an opportunity to define my character. But as mentioned above, the choices in Deus Ex regularly blur the lines between narrative consequences and gameplay consequences. The game’s opening level provides some excellent examples of the choices the player is asked to make, and the feedback mechanisms the game uses to acknowledge them.

The Things We Learned on Liberty Island

Deus Ex opens with an introduction laying out the game’s world. The year is 2052, and the United States is a dystopia, a dark exaggeration of contemporary problems: a widening income gap, a collapsing health care system, an unduly powerful military-industrial complex. A plague is sweeping the nation, and the antidote is in scarce supply, being doled out to powerbrokers by shadowy figures in exchange for political favors. In our world, this is a conspiracy theorist’s fantasy; in the world of Deus Ex, it’s the reality that underpins the plot.

After this foreboding opening, the player is dropped off at the docks of New York’s Liberty Island, the site of a terrorist bombing in years past that triggered the formation of UNATCO. Paul, a fellow agent and the player’s brother, runs up and initiates a dialog. Some exposition commences, revealing information on the situation (armed militants holed up in the ruins of the Statue of Liberty) and JC’s relationship with Paul. Yet the meat of this conversation comes towards the end, when Paul asks JC to choose a weapon to take with him on the statue assault: a sniper rifle, a minicrossbow loaded with tranquilizer darts, or a rocket launcher. The consequences of this choice demonstrates where Deus Ex begins to distinguish itself from its peers.

Weapon selection is a key strategic element in any action game, both in terms of initial acquisition (as seen here) and in terms of selecting what weapon to use in a given combat scenario. These choices typically have no effect beyond the immediate; the player must simply defeat the enemies in his path. How they were defeated is irrelevant once the conflict ends. The player is continually making a series of microdecisions with no future effect outside of how they affect the player’s long-term health and ammo reserves.

Deus Ex ties these decisions (and many others) to the personalities that populate the game. Before JC makes his selection, Paul reminds him that “we’re police” and that “a nonlethal takedown is always the most silent way to eliminate resistance.” Paul clearly prefers that the player minimize casualties: he’ll praise JC for taking the tranquilizer gun and express mild disapproval if he selects the sniper rifle. (“This isn’t a training exercise, JC. Your targets will be human beings.”) The tools selected not only allow for different means of combat, but give themselves over to different play-styles: the sniper rifle for killing many enemies from long distance, the minicrossbow for a stealthy and nonlethal approach, and the rocket launcher to take down security bots and blow through the front door.

The physical space of the level is extensive, providing multiple entrances to the statue and numerous ways to overcome the enemy soldiers. The player can incapacitate them in gunplay, sneak by without injuring a soul, or hack into their computer system and use their own automated defenses to take them out. These are all legitimate tactics, but they do carry consequences in the narrative. Kill them all and Paul and General Carter (who runs the armory) will disapprove; Carter will even refuse to give you additional lethal arms for the next mission. Play pacifically and two of your fellow agents will scoff at your weakness, reminding you that these are terrorist scum who need to be eliminated. Take the silent approach around the back of the statue and you will miss the opportunity to rescue one of your fellow agents, earning his ire and losing a monetary operations bonus.

Choice and consequence. The entirety of Deus Ex is filled with decisions like these, and there’s a certain snowballing effect as the game continues. Choosing to take a head-on, guns-a-blazing approach may leave me with an injured arm that prevents me from aiming accurately, driving me to avoid confrontation and seek a nonviolent solution.

And this is a game that values nonviolence. The game designers know better than to push the player too hard in avoiding casualties; after all, the game wears the mantle of the first-person shooter, where NPCs are defined not as moral agents but as mechanical opponents, 1s to be turned into 0s. But Deus Ex humanizes all opposition. I hear them talk amongst themselves, reveal their private lives, justify their actions. My human enemies remain, principally, opponents; but they are also characters, and I feel guilt when killing them. And killing is often the most difficult and dangerous approach to take. Deus Ex not only takes death seriously, but facilitates its avoidance, yet another way it gives weight to the player’s choices and undermines the traditional first-person shooter.7

So Deus Ex obsessively tracks my movements, actions, and decisions, and takes every opportunity necessary to remind me it’s doing so, to validate my existence and remind me that my short-term decisions have long-term ramifications [Fig 9-2]. Early in the game, I hacked an ATM for some extra cash; later, I found out the password and ID of an enemy’s account and returned to the ATM to withdraw funds only to discover that it had been labeled “out of service” as a result of my earlier hacking attempt.

In short, Deus Ex represents a sort of critical mass of choices. The player can’t take a passive role in this universe: you must choose who you want JC Denton to be, and pursue that path. PC Gamer’s Tom Francis explained it best with an explanation of one of these playthroughs:


“I’m playing with a rule I’ve imposed on myself: I’m not allowed to kill anyone directly. It’s a way of getting over the daunting freedom of starting a new game of Deus Ex: after playing it through more than 20 times, it’s sometimes hard to decide between the hundreds of different ways you can shape your character and playing style. So I create arbitrary rules for myself and see if I can survive the game without breaking them.8


These many play styles are consciously accounted for by the game designers—as noted, the game gives players nonviolent methods of conflict resolution—but they aren’t preprogrammed for every instance. Rather, they arise from systemic complexity, which in turn leads to a phenomenon known as emergent gameplay.
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Fig. 9-2: One of the most famous moments of player acknowledgment in Deus Ex comes early. If the player snoops around the women’s restroom at UNATCO headquarters, Denton’s boss reprimands him for it. Like Ultima IV, Deus Ex seeks to subvert the amoral “go everywhere, pick up everything” behavior of the typical gamer by constantly reminding the player that his actions have moral consequences.

Emergent Gameplay

The designers created three possible resolutions for the Lebedev situation. But some clever players found that they could stack crates and other objects in the entrance to the private jet, preventing their partner from following them in. This allowed JC to talk to Lebedev and free him without killing JC’s partner.

The game gives the player a large number of tools to deal with situations. On the system side the game features wide open levels, unpredictable artificial intelligence, and a decent physics system. When all of these complex systems interact with the player and each other, it’s inevitable that situations will occur which the game designer never intended; gameplay emerges from the provided system. The above “fourth solution” is an example of emergent gameplay. Another example involves a weapon called a LAM, a flat grenade that can either be thrown or be attached to a flat surface to become a proximity mine. Some clever players discovered that they could attach a LAM to a wall, hop on top of it, attach another a bit higher up, jump on to that, and repeat, allowing them to climb any surface in the game.

This scenario illustrates the benefits and risks of intentionally facilitating emergent gameplay. Players revel in the power to carve their own path. There’s something intensely rewarding about knowing that you have not only solved the puzzle, but solved it in a way that no one else has—that you have truly personalized your gameplay experience. Yet the LAM trick was also game-breaking; the player could use it to traverse obstacles that were never intended to be traversed, and would then find only a black void on the other side of the wall, as the level-space had never been filled in.

Deus Ex wasn’t the first game to feature emergent gameplay, but it was one of the first to actively facilitate it, where designers created systems that they knew would result in original problem-solving strategies, even if they weren’t sure what those strategies would be. Lead designer Harvey Smith provided an example of a solution that emerged from this design, less problematic than the LAM example.

“One of the [enemy character types] exploded upon death. Our idea was that this would cause the player to react strategically, switching away from a pointblank weapon when fighting this unit. Players figured out that they should lead this unit near a locked container before delivering the final blow. When the explosive unit blew up, it inflicted damage on the locked container, opening it up.”9 This sort of emergent experimentation allowed the player to game the system while remaining within the game’s fiction.

Of course, some players had no interest in narrative consistency. In 1996 a gamer named Joe Morris figured out that it was possible to exploit bugs in Ultima VIII: Pagan to complete the bulk of the game while circumventing the intended paths laid out by the designers. He realized that he could construct an entire walkthrough from his experience. After posting it on the internet and receiving a positive response, he went on to create similar “anti-walkthroughs” for almost every game Warren Spector had worked on (namely Ultima V-VII and System Shock). When Deus Ex came out, he eagerly set out to break it. The result, a large guide called Sunglasses at Night, not only explained his methods for counterplay but constructed a narrative around it. For instance, in the Juan Lebedev scenario, Morris found that it was possible to knock him unconscious rather than killing him, and to subsequently carry his unconscious body throughout the entire rest of the game. The “insane” JC’s need to protect his “drugged” companion through all manners of danger becomes a running joke throughout the walkthrough.

In an e-mail interview, Morris explained that there were two principal motivators to his counterplay: to “extend the life of the game once the regular, scripted plotline is tapped out” and “to see if it’s possible to change the outcome.” Expounding on the first, Joe noted that his shift towards increasingly aberrant playthrough wasn’t exactly a conscious decision. “Once [my brother and I] exhausted the entertainment potential of regular gameplay, it became natural to explore irregular gameplay as a way to get more entertainment out of a beloved game.”10 This additional value is a clear reason for designers to provide and facilitate emergent gameplay, which is likely the chief reason that it has become an increasingly common design philosophy in the years since Deus Ex. Yet Morris’s second reason is equally interesting. Deus Ex is far less rigidly designed than most games, but most of the actions still amount to choosing from a number of preplanned choices, particularly in key dramatic moments such as the Lebedev showdown. Morris wanted to explore whether it was possible to create additional permutations, not just in the game’s combat or puzzles, but in every facet of its structure.

Games are, by their very nature, a contest. In a single-player game the player is constantly battling both the gamic systems and the NPC enemies in an effort to maximize his power and potential to win. The sort of game-breaking Morris engages in is a natural outgrowth of that contest, but different in that it involves a separation between the autonomous system and the game designers who created it: in Morris’s walkthrough, the designers, not the NPCs, are the chief opponents to be outwitted.

Games such as Deus Ex exist in a transitional space, where the player has enough freedom to circumvent designer intentions, but where the game’s design is overt enough that such circumvention is in itself intentional. Harvey Smith, lead designer of Deus Ex, saw the game as merely a stepping-stone to something greater. In a 2003 speech about future possibilities for game design, Smith concluded, “We want players evaluating their environments, considering their tools and formulating their own strategies with as little regard as possible for what we as designers might have wanted them to do…. In the future, we might only be ‘designing’ games at a higher level, establishing parameters and allowing the players and the game’s intelligent agents to work out the details.”11

The Construction of Meaning

The goal of Deus Ex isn’t simply to provide the player with choices, but to make those choices meaningful. It accomplishes this by creating substantial systemic interaction, but also by threading the world with a powerful story—a globe-trotting tale of conspiracy that initially appears to be a laughable popcorn thriller but ends up being a serious examination of the construction of terrorism, freedom of information, and the ever-expanding class divisions in American society.

Yet it would interrupt the open, continual flow of the game to tell this story through cutscenes. Deus Ex instead scatters and integrates its story into the game world itself. This is accomplished in some cases through more traditional devices, such as using character conversations replete with dialog trees to explore JC’s character. But the game also nests information within the world: JC can read newspapers and memos lying around, or hack into characters’ e-mail accounts to read their correspondence. NPCs even yell out “barks,” responses dictated by their environment and the player’s actions. Most games choose a few preferred techniques (such as the cutscene for Metal Gear Solid, or the scripted event for Half-Life) and use them over and over. Deus Ex employs every narrative delivery mechanism in the game designer’s toolbox, leveraging them to maximum effect to create a highly varied framework that, like System Shock before it, allows the player to choose how much he engages with other characters and the backstory.

So Deus Ex is a game of contextualized choices with narrative consequences, not just a sandbox to monkey around in. It would have been a breakthrough for gaming even if it had had no narrative ambition. As it is, it’s a breakthrough for storytelling, a radical step towards making the consumer not just the star, but the glue that holds everything together. Deus Ex rocked my world when I first played it in 2000, and it remains my favorite game to this day, precisely because of the personal nature of my play experience. Game design theorist and blogger Bart Stewart may have said it best when he observed, “The greatness of a computer game is measured by the degree to which a wide variety of gamers have positive memories of it long after playing it. On that basis, Deus Ex is the greatest game of the 2000s...at least.”12

At the end of the day, Deus Ex was so effective because it returned to the roots of the role-playing genre that had been buried in a mound of statistics and combat systems. Just as Dungeons & Dragons cast the players as powerful and influential heroes, so did Deus Ex give more than lip service to the player’s ability to change the world. “It was the game which brought the concept of freedom of choice far more to the forefront than other first-person games,” explained Kieron Gillen in a retrospective on the game’s 10-year anniversary. “Levels were open places for expression of your skills. You made it up as you went along.”13 Deus Ex was the game that took the art of improv and built a video game around it. And, more than ten years after its release, it still has no equal in this peculiar realm of narrative play.
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Gaming the Player

Metal Gear Solid 2: Sons of Liberty (2001)

THE PLAYER IS A MYTHICAL CREATURE. I’ve talked about the player as if he or she were a predictable quantity, an individual whose desires and responses are an open book. This is a necessary fallacy. Game designers must imagine a target audience for their work, and game theorists must imagine how this audience receives it. The latter group has the benefit of hindsight, with reviews, sales, and public opinion revealing whether or not the developer correctly predicted and delivered on the audience’s desires. Even then, we’re working with generalities; the hypothetical individual player is a stand-in for millions of individuals, each with his or her own tastes.

We can make a few educated guesses. The player is probably male, likely between the ages of 14 and 40. He has experience with a given game’s genre and likes its basic construction. The action game, in particular, is a narrowly constructed beast, and we can guess a lot about the player’s desires simply from the fact that he has chosen to play this type of game. But while we can make generalizations, they are inherently imprecise.

The sequel changes this. Sometimes there are sequels to obscure games, where the developer can’t assume that the player has any knowledge of its predecessors; this was the case with the original Metal Gear Solid. But more common in the last decade is the blockbuster sequel, such as Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 and Grand Theft Auto IV. The game developer now has a greater body of knowledge to draw on. He can assume that the player has played the previous game in the series, liked it (he is buying the sequel, after all!), and wants roughly more of the same. Game journalists have regularly observed that the video game is the only medium in which the sequel is usually better than the original. The primary reason for this is the degree to which games are focused on mechanics and code; it’s possible to make more or less objective improvements in areas ranging from balanced combat mechanics to responsive feedback systems. The fact that the sequel isn’t as fresh is less of an issue for games than other narrative media, as improvements in the kinetic experience generally take precedent over originality. The annual iterations of the sports game is the purest example of this phenomenon. Every year a new version of Madden NFL comes out, and every year players buy it in droves.1 They do not expect a radical new experience, a great football-based drama in the vein of Friday Night Lights. They do expect a more refined simulation, with updated player rosters, greater graphical fidelity, and new feature sets.

So game sequels have it a little easier in the narrative department, not because it’s easier to achieve greatness but because there are numerous elements that can compensate for lackluster storytelling, and there’s typically less critical scrutiny of this aspect of video games. This reality makes Metal Gear Solid 2: Sons of Liberty all the more interesting. This is a game that improved on the gameplay mechanics of the original across the board, with a far greater range of actions available to the player, an enormous jump in graphical quality, a refined combat system, and an overall greater attention to detail. Yet while early reviews highlighted these qualities, it was ultimately MGS2’s storytelling that dominated discussion of the game and of its place in the canon.

Love Me, Love Me Not

Upon Metal Gear Solid 2’s release, GameSpy2 gave it five out of five stars, writing, “rarely does a game come along that not only exceeds all of our expectations, but our dreams as well” and ebulliently concluding “Metal Gear Solid 2: Sons if Liberty is destined for greatness.”3 Less than two years later, GameSpy ranked MGS2 as the second-most overrated game of all time. Even more bizarre than GameSpy’s sudden turn against MGS2 was the apparent inability to explain why. In its write-up, GameSpy concluded that “Many players were annoyed or completely put off by [the issues in storytelling], but reviewers didn’t seem to notice. The game enjoyed 9s and 10s around the world (we admit we were in that crowd as well), leaving us, almost two years later, to marvel at the effect that pretty graphics and massive prerelease hype can have on the minds of gamers ... ourselves included.”4

GameSpy’s admission that their review scores are based more on expectations than inherent game quality would be disturbing if true, but simply doesn’t hold up under scrutiny. Lots of games with “pretty graphics” get middling reviews. In the end, it was not creator Hideo Kojima and Sony who bamboozled GameSpy, but GameSpy itself. MGS2 was, as one editor put it, “just too weird.” The game’s ambitions and construction were simply outside the normal frame of reference, and reviewers could apparently do little but marvel at the simulative qualities and do their best to ignore the larger framework. GameSpy is not alone in this; all the mainstream review sites examined MGS2 as the sum of its mechanical parts, with only Gamespot’s Greg Kasavin acknowledging that the story “is what drives the game along” and addressing it first thing in his review, admitting that “it’s a game that can’t suitably be described in words, even if its plot twists can.”5

Shedding Snake’s Skin

Initially, Metal Gear Solid 2 plays to our expectations. The game is considerably more detailed and visually stunning than its predecessors—as players would expect, given the then-new hardware of the Playstation 2—but its narrative structure was familiar.

We see series protagonist Solid Snake leap from New York City’s George Washington Bridge and bungee on to a tanker below. His old associate Otacon contacts him, explaining the mission: infiltrate the Marine Corps.–operated tanker without being seen, take pictures of the new Metal Gear to expose its development, and escape. As Otacon gives this briefing, the tanker is invaded by an army of Russian mercenaries who incapacitate the Marines and present a new obstacle for Snake. Yet the mission remains unchanged.
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Fig. 10-1: Just as in the first game, Snake must avoid or ambush his enemies rather than tackling them head-on. Also note the significant jump in graphical fidelity.

As Solid Snake infiltrates deeper into the tanker [Fig. 10-1], the plot thickens. Snake is photographed by an unmanned drone aboard the tanker, simultaneous with the suggestion that the information leaked to Otacon was part of a setup. Meanwhile, Revolver Ocelot, a returning character from MGS1, is shown to be onboard with the Russians. In a chaotic showdown in the tanker’s hold, Solid Snake finishes his picture-taking just as the Russians ambush the Marines. Revolver Ocelot then betrays the Russians, hijacks the new Metal Gear, and sinks the tanker with everyone onboard.

With the exception of a few subtle alterations to the formula, the game’s opening scenario (the Tanker chapter) plays to expectations. The surprise appearance of the Russians is only a surprise in its specifics; Metal Gear Solid was all about the plot twist, and the player will reasonably expect that the plot of the new game will be equally labyrinth and unpredictable. The one true shocker—the apparent death of Solid Snake himself—is undermined by the opening narration, which clearly establishes that Snake is alive in the present. All in all, this is highly effective fan service, a high-octane thriller that sees Solid Snake once again attempting to save the world. The fact that his mission faces unexpected catastrophe is itself part of the player’s expectations. James Howell, an amateur game scholar and leading expert on the Metal Gear series, broke down the “series map” in Driving Off the Map, his formal analysis of Metal Gear Solid 2. “[MGS2] knew that the player expected to control the superspy Solid Snake; discover and destroy the perennial doomsday machine, Metal Gear; unearth and resolve conspiracies; redeem Solid Snake from his accidental implication in said conspiracies; fight terrorists led by elite supersoldiers; and avoid detection in order to complete his Player Objectives.”6 Every aspect of the Tanker chapter (with the notable exception of a lack of supersoldier boss battles) conforms to this map, and does so with flair and aplomb. This is Metal Gear Solid, improved and refined for a new generation of consoles, but certainly not revolutionized.

After this extended prologue, we get to the bulk of the game, the “Plant chapter.” This, too, opens with a familiar voice, MGS1’s Colonel Campbell. “Snake, do you remember the sinking of that tanker two years ago?” “Of course,” Snake replies.

Campbell explains that an offshore oil cleanup facility built in the wake of the tanker’s sinking has been occupied by terrorists. Snake must—you guessed it—infiltrate the facility, rescue hostages, and take out the illegal occupants.

In a near shot-for-shot reenactment of the opening of the original Metal Gear Solid, Snake infiltrates the facility underwater, his face covered by a scuba mask. Yet despite the similarities, something is off. Snake’s voice seems different, and he continually references his VR7 training, as if he didn’t have years of combat experience. The colonel insists that Snake’s codename be changed to Raiden for all future communication. When Snake arrives at the dock, someone else has already dispatched the guards and is taking the elevator up. Snake takes the next elevator up, and—just as in MGS—we see him remove his scuba gear and pull off the mask, releasing his hair in dramatic slow motion. Unlike MGS, Snake isn’t Snake. Instead, “Raiden” is a young, androgynous rookie, the antithesis of the Great Action Hero [Fig 10-2].
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Fig 10-2: With flowing blonde hair and prominent eyelashes, Raiden is a far cry from Snake’s “macho man” image.

Raiden’s appearance is one of the great shocks in gaming—something no one saw coming, that turned the player’s world upside down. MGS2 has many accomplishments, but this is its defining moment. If one of the goals of the narrative game is to emotionally affect the player in ways unprecedented by other media, than this body switch was a milestone, a bait-and-switch that went beyond the mere plot twist and became an act of choreographed deception and visceral betrayal.

Breaking Down the Breakdown

This may seem hyperbolic to those who have never played MGS2, particularly given that switching protagonists is a well-established storytelling technique in the world of novels. But the relationship between the player and the protagonist is altogether different in the video game. Recall that one of the goals of Metal Gear Solid was to create a shared space between player and player character, with a synchronization of knowledge, ability, and expectation. By the time of Metal Gear Solid 2’s release, players had developed an intimate relationship with Solid Snake; in a world of vast and unpredictable conspiracies, he was the one reliable element, the player’s anchor. The switch, then, would have been wrenching even in its simplest construction.

But Kojima refused to simply rely on natural player expectations for MGS2: he actively manipulated them. As the Playstation 2’s first block-buster sequel in the west,8 the game received an enormous amount of press attention, subsidized by a substantial marketing budget from Sony, who hoped to use MGS2 to sell the Playstation 2 as Final Fantasy VII had sold its first incarnation. Trailers were released showing Solid Snake battling a variety of enemies in a variety of scenarios, and a widely played demo for the game featured the first half of the Tanker chapter. Even the cover of the game features a close-up of Solid Snake.

When Raiden took off his mask, the house of cards came crashing down. Eventually, the player would realize that the trailers had been carefully edited to splice together characters and combat during the Plant chapter with Snake’s exploits in the Tanker chapter, or sometimes show nonexistent content altogether. But even this took processing. There are reports of some players going into a state of denial, believing that, somehow, someway, they were still playing Snake, that this was a weird dream sequence. But it was not to be: for the remainder of the game, the player would retain control over Raiden and no one else. This is emphasized by a change in title screen; originally a red-hued picture of Snake [Fig. 10-3] almost identical to the menu screen of Metal Gear Solid, it becomes a blue-hued picture of Raiden [Fig. 10-4] after the player reaches the Plant chapter.
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Fig. 10-3 & 10-4: The game has been programmed to change the title screen once a save from the Plant chapter is detected on the player’s memory card, what amounts to an attack on all fronts.

Shortly after the opening of the Plant chapter, Raiden encounters one Iroquois Pliskin, who introduces himself as a member of a Navy SEAL team sent in to rescue the president. The problem with this story is that the player knows it isn’t true. Pliskin looks like Snake, sounds like Snake, acts like Snake.9 Pliskin offers to assist Raiden, serving as both a member of his support team via the CODEC and helping him accomplish tasks throughout the offshore facility. In one scenario, Raiden must defuse bombs in one section while Pliskin defuses them in another.

With Pliskin’s appearance, MGS2 simultaneously undermines and justifies its own framework. In any other game this would be a failed plot twist; when Pliskin eventually admits to being Solid Snake, it’s easily the least shocking revelation in the entire Metal Gear saga. But this is intentional; in an act directly contrary to its predecessor, MGS2 separates the player’s knowledge from the protagonist’s. This creates a space for examination. Rather than hurtling through the game in a state of confusion, the player now has Snake as a point of assurance, just as he was for the player in Metal Gear Solid. The player knows Snake is lying, but also trusts him implicitly. And here we start to see the reason behind the shift in characters. Snake hasn’t been erased from the picture. Rather, the viewpoint has been shifted, and now we can see his story from the outside rather than from within. Kojima realized that the role of the player character and the non-player character were fundamentally separate; by experiencing Snake in both roles, we get a much more complete picture than we otherwise would.

Of course, Snake’s presence constantly reminds the player of the pleasure he has been denied. And this desire to be Solid Snake is the chief element linking the player and Raiden. Raiden continually refers to Snake as a “legend,” something he desires but ultimately fails to be. “I’m here because I was assigned to this mission, not because I want to be. If I could, I’d be out of here in a second,” Raiden confesses to Snake. Lines like this continually echo the player’s desire to escape the confines of Raiden.

If Metal Gear Solid was notable for having an unusually complex plot for an action game, than Metal Gear Solid 2 is notable for having one of the most complex plots in gaming, period. A thorough examination of the game’s happenings during the Plant chapter is beyond the scope of this book,10 but Raiden’s appearance is not the only historically significant moment in this game’s narrative. The game’s conclusion is quite possibly the most postmodern sequence in gaming, and deserves an examination as a different kind of conclusion, befitting MGS2’s status as a rebellious sequel.

The player has now been with Raiden for at least 10 hours and should have grown moderately comfortable in his skin. Despite some weirdness, the game has largely followed the expected structure for a Metal Gear game—battles with supernatural soldiers mixed with long, melodramatic expositions. In fact, there have been a number of surprisingly specific parallels to Metal Gear Solid, ranging from the appearance of a cyborg ninja to strangely similar boss fights and character relationships.11 By the end of the game the player faces another Metal Gear and the threat of nuclear launch, both of which must be stopped on a temporary basis.12

Escaping from a torture chamber, Raiden must creep—naked—through the innards of a massive Metal Gear, evading exoskeleton-powered soldiers. Suddenly his commanding officer, Colonel Campbell, calls him on the phone:


Colonel: Raiden, turn the game console off now!

Raiden: What?

Colonel: The mission is a failure! Cut the power right now!

Raiden: What’s wrong with you?

Colonel: Don’t worry, it’s a game! It’s just a game like usual.


On one level, this egregious violation of the fourth wall is merely a practical joke, the series taking the next logical step onwards from its “press triangle to climb the ladder” instructions. But it’s actually the crux of the plot. In the big reveal, we learn that Colonel Campbell is an artificial intelligence who, having been infected with a virus, is beginning to go crazy, flooding Raiden’s CODEC with nonsense messages. Yet he’s also a representative of an organization that has orchestrated these events.

The entire scenario of the game was the final phase of the S3 plan, the Solid Snake Simulation, a test in the power of virtual reality and information manipulation. “Given the right situation, the right story, anyone can be shaped into Snake. Even rookies can fight like men of experience,” explains Revolver Ocelot, who describes the entire game as “an orchestrated recreation of Shadow Moses.”13 This is gaming on a new level of self-awareness. Within the plot of the game, the events paralleled the first game as an effort to see if anyone, even a rookie like Raiden, could fulfill the roles and duties of the great Solid Snake. Outside the plot, it’s a justification for and parody of the sequel, the illogical aping of unlikely events. Raiden was trained through a virtual reality simulation of the Shadow Moses incident (read: the first Metal Gear Solid) just like the player. The central character of Metal Gear Solid was Solid Snake; the central character of Metal Gear Solid 2 is the player himself, with Raiden merely a puppet and representative.

Metal Gear Solid 2 embodies all the principles of literary postmodernism: the focus on metanarrative and pastiche, the eventual collapse of reality and logic, the ultimate denial of a closed reading that would provide clear explanations for the game’s happenings. But more than anything it embodies the playfulness found in many postmodern works—the subtle prodding of the audience with misdirection and in-jokes, and (MGS2’s forte) subverting expectations the player didn’t even know he had. Metal Gear Solid 2 isn’t the first postmodern videogame,14 but it’s the first major commercial release to fall squarely in the category; the fact that it was one of the most awaited sequels of its generation makes its change of approach all the more risky. Hideo Kojima admitted that he wanted to “make a videogame that told a story that could only be told in a video game,” a postmodern conceit if there ever was one.15

One of the defining traits of postmodernism is a focus on using a given medium to accomplish things that could be accomplished only in that medium; yet this goal is surprisingly rare in video game development, at least when it comes to storytelling. Most narrative-focused games simply aim to spin a great tale; the medium is almost irrelevant. The interactive elements could be done only in the video game, but the plot is fixed, and could just as easily have been told in the medium of television. Even nonlinear games such as Deus Ex are defined more by the many possible permutations of the story than by the content itself; any given playthrough could be turned into a film with little difficulty, though most of the pleasure would be lost without the decision-making power such games are based on. But the entire narrative of Metal Gear Solid 2 relies on, and refers to, the existence of a player. A transcription to novel form would strip away the top layer, leaving a warped skeleton of a thriller.16

By both acknowledging and denying the player, MGS2 takes the question of authorship that underlies every game narrative and makes it overt. Almost every narrative game attempts to portray the player as the author of his own experience by providing him with a character (that is not him) and giving him choice (or the illusion of choice) such that he feels he controls his character’s destiny. MGS2 provides a narrative that is about a character that is the player, but denies the player the ability to control that narrative: Kojima is the puppeteer, the unwitting player the marionette. It would be folly to state definitively Kojima’s intentions with this design, but I suspect that it is (like so much of MGS2) a send-up, a reversal meant to highlight the often bizarre triangular relationship between the player, his character, and the game’s developer. By changing the conventional structure of that relationship, Metal Gear Solid 2 brings it to the fore, placing the player in a position of discomfort that pushes him to question why he is uncomfortable. MGS2 rejects the idea of creating an immersive space where the player forgets his own existence; he’s constantly reminded that “it’s just a game,” and this obstinate refusal to allow the player to settle in was one of the chief reasons behind the game’s polarized reception, as well as one of its greatest innovations.

A Puzzling Sequel

Metal Gear Solid 2 ended up selling more than 6 million copies, seemingly justifying Konami’s risky investment in the new direction. This was the best-selling game of the series, and while it retained a loyal fanbase and popular acclaim, the game’s divisive nature clearly drove away a portion of the audience. Today the game remains a lightning rod, and Hideo Kojima remains the most divisive of game developers, seen equally as a creative genius and a self-indulgent filmmaker.

It’s clear that Metal Gear Solid 2 presented a conundrum for players. Its predecessor was popular for the same reason any game is popular: players greatly enjoyed it. For Metal Gear Solid 2 to deliberately flummox its fanbase was a bold decision, and would make the game historically significant even if it was as much of a failure as the backlash against it claimed. It showed that games weren’t shackled to their analog roots, that a video game could be more than the sum of its parts. The video game is a distinct medium, not simply in its interactive possibilities but in the complex means of its construction and its relationship to its audience. Kojima was one of the first to realize that the video game didn’t just present a new way to tell stories, but was a canvas for entirely original content. Every story simultaneously exists in its physical form and in the mind of the consumer, and by recognizing that the player’s mind was fundamentally different from the reader’s or viewer’s, Kojima constructed a genuinely new tale. In a world of derivative media, this is an impressive feat, and an appropriate capstone for gaming’s entry into the new millennium.


Intertitle

Gaming in the New Millennium

IN THE YEARS APPROACHING THE TURN OF THE CENTURY, THE GAMES INDUSTRY EXPERIENCED A CAMBRIAN EXPLOSION IN NARRATIVE INNOVATION. The six games from the late nineties and early zeros selected for this book are only a few of the more influential titles, culled from hundreds of possibilities. But at the dawn of the new millennium the pace of innovation plateaued, and there was even a minor extinction event, with some innovative game forms simply ceasing to exist. I would argue that by 2003, games had entered a period of refinement, with established genres and forms being modified and tweaked bit by bit, mutations of the surviving species.

This position is inherently subjective. It seems unlikely that the slowdown of radical game design just happened to correlate with my coming of age as a critical thinker and gamer. Indeed, there are plenty of 40-yearolds who insist that the days of the NES were the height of gamic creativity. Yet I can’t escape the conclusion that radical changes in game design slowed, and a quick look at the changing industry circa 2001 provides some solid leads as to why this was.

The first reason is a purely commercial one. As the games industry generated increasing amounts of revenue, it began to undergo the consolidation process that seems to be an unavoidable side effect of a business sector reaching a certain critical mass. The biggest publishers became bigger, and many smaller publishers were either bought out or driven out of business. With the exception of a few wealthy developers, publishers are a necessary part of the process of getting games made; they provide the capital for development, the marketing, the manufacturing.1 Fewer publishers meant fewer people to pitch game concepts to, and the fact that these large corporations were inevitably publicly held and answerable first and foremost to their shareholders muted the motivation of artistic merit and led towards a focus on games that would reliably produce a profit. Inevitably, reliability (insofar as it could be had) came most easily from sequels, spin-offs, and original games that were derivative of other formulas, sporting at most a new gimmick or two.

A related but slightly less obvious reason for conservative development was technological advancement. The first generations of 3D consoles provided only rudimentary polygonal graphics. The sixth generation of consoles, launched in 2000 by Sony’s Playstation 2 and followed a year later by the Microsoft Xbox and Nintendo Gamecube, featured a huge jump in processing power. While this allowed for far more graphical complexity, it also greatly increased the cost of game development. Modeling a detailed version of the human form is far more difficult than a blocky facsimile, and considerably more artists, modelers, and animators had to be added to development teams to get the job done. Combined with the now-standard expectation for full voice acting and realistic elements like physics systems that necessitated additional programmers, the budget for the average game ballooned.

A game could no longer reliably turn a profit by selling 100,000 copies; goals were set in terms of millions sold, and so niche and experimental games became less commercially viable. The release of the seventh generation of consoles in 2005 with Microsoft’s Xbox 360 further exacerbated the problem. A 2008 survey by IGN found that the average cost of developing a current-gen game was $10 million, considerably higher than the $3-$5 million of a few years before and dwarfing the submillion budgets of the ’90s. This growth in cost is set to continue, with big releases typically costing $20-$30 million, and Ubisoft president Yves Guillemot has predicted that the next generation of consoles will require an average budget of $60 million per game.2 With that much money on the line, even a few flops could bankrupt a studio, leaving publishers obsessively viewing every proposal through the lens of risk management.

Yet even apart from these commercial restrictions, there was a sense that the medium had come of age; the genres had been invented, the molds made, and now game developers were just finding new things to do with existing tools. This creative slowdown is inevitable with any new medium, and gaming, with its remarkably accelerated development, matured faster than most.

This is not to sell short the many remarkable games released in the last decade, but to highlight the growing similarities between them. The number of viable genres decreased to a few stalwarts (the role-playing game, the first-person shooter, the real-time strategy game, racing & sports), and some of the most innovative titles were notable not so much for carving out new territory but for mixing and matching genres, as Deus Ex and System Shock had done. This trend was accelerated by the increasing dominance of game consoles, whose games started to outstrip the sales of PC games in all but a few PC-centric genres (the massively multiplayer RPG first and foremost among them). This market shift, combined with rampant game piracy on the PC, convinced most publishers to stop publishing PC-exclusive games; games were developed first and foremost for game consoles and then sometimes ported over. This further reduced diversity among games, as the PC had traditionally catered to a different audience (typically older gamers), and the mouse-and-keyboard provided far more input methods than a gamepad. No longer could complex games awash with specific controls be made, and the genres that relied on having the numerous dedicated buttons of the keyboard (namely various breeds of simulation games) or the fine precision of the mouse were either killed or had to be largely modified for the new target platforms. Much has been made of the “consolization” of gaming in the last decade, but I bemoan the fact not because I believe that consoles are poor systems for game development, but because the shift to a single platform type further reduces the diversity of the field of gaming.

But while the PC was no longer deemed the most viable platform for commercial purposes, it presented a great opportunity for a growing caste of independent game developers. These largely self-taught individuals used freely distributed game engines either to create games from scratch or to “mod” existing games, using their art assets to create new levels and stories, either as an extension of that game’s universe or as an altogether new story. The ranks of these creative game fans were joined by a number of professional developers, disillusioned with the increasingly brutal corporate structure of game development, and a small number of academics, using actual games to test their game design theories.

There are countless independent games worth examining, particularly as the sector has exploded in the latter half of the decade. They deserve a book dedicated to their history and accomplishments, and unfortunately this volume is not that work, as concerned as it is with the larger game history before the advent of this movement. But the fact remains that some of the most interesting narrative experiments in gaming emerged from this independent sector, and we’ll look at two of these before returning to commercial games in the final chapter.
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Interactive Drama

Façade (2005)

IN 1992 STARTUP PF.MAGIC WAS FOUNDED TO CREATE A DIFFERENT TYPE OF COMPUTER ENTERTAINMENT. Instead of making a competitive computer game, something to be fought and conquered, the founders wanted to create something that revolved entirely around nonlinear character interaction. In 1995 they released their first product, Dogz, whose sole function was to create an animated, autonomous dog that lived on the player’s desktop. He would interact with the mouse, respond to petting, play with a variety of toys, age, and develop a relationship with the player. A commercial success, it was notable for being bought by men and women of all ages, well outside the usual gaming demographic.

One designer at PF.Magic, Andrew Stern, wanted to take things farther—to model virtual humans as well as animals. This notion imposed a significant increase in difficulty, to say the least. “An owner-to-pet relationship dynamic is much simpler than a person-to-person one, and much less communication is required between the two parties,” wrote Stern in a 1999 paper on virtual characters.1 “Most important, the relationship is inherently unequal.” Stern teamed up with Michael Mateas, a research assistant at Carnegie-Mellon with a keen interest in the intersection of AI and storytelling, to create an interactive drama that would have the player (as him or herself) interacting with virtual characters on equal terms. This ambitious project—which would come to be called Façade—would serve as a window into the future of interactive narrative, as well as an object lesson in its potential pitfalls.

By 2000 Mateas and Stern had the design of Façade basically locked down, and they eloquently outlined what they saw as the necessary elements in a public proposal titled “Towards Integrating Plot and Characters for Interactive Drama.” Façade would be a “short one-act play” that would take 10 to 15 minutes to complete. The emphasis would be on the relationships among three characters, one being the protagonist; if the player faltered, the computer-controlled characters could interact with each other and conspire to move the plot forward. The drama would take place in a single space in which the player had full mobility, and while dialog would be the primary means of interaction, the game would also track the player’s movements and interactions with objects. Communication would be accomplished via a natural language parser rather than dialog trees. Mateas and Stern felt that dialog trees caused the player to feel “railroaded into doing what the designer has dictated,” and would limit the sense of agency that was key to their creation.

Most important, the non-player characters—Grace and Trip—wouldn’t be fully autonomous AIs, but would be controlled by a “drama manager,” a program that constantly manipulated their goals and actions to move the narrative forward. This wouldn’t be a virtual actor program in the vein of Dogz, but a true story.

The scenario of Façade has the player, an old friend, visiting Grace and Trip to find their marriage rapidly disintegrating. Drawn into the conflict, the player must navigate the tense situation and try to save their marriage—or assist in its destruction.

Façade wasn’t released for five years after the initial proposal, partly because neither of the creators could work on the project full-time (experimental game development doesn’t pay the bills), and partly because they underestimated the amount of work necessary to create the underlying technology, specifically the AI and natural language system that would power the interactions. But their project would eventually bear fruit, the first entry in a new genre known simply as “interactive drama.”

Involuntary Therapy

The game opens on a blank screen as we hear a voicemail message from Trip, inviting the player to come see him and Grace at 8:00 that same night. The player then selects from a long list of common names, preferably choosing her own. One of the design principles of Mateas and Stern’s vision of interactive drama is that the player must be able to play herself rather than a pregenerated character, allowing the player to engage directly with the work rather than mediating her choices through a played role. Having Grace and Trip address the player by her given name emphasizes this distinction. After choosing, the player appears outside the front door of Grace and Trip’s apartment, and overhears a petty argument.

The particulars of the argument are pseudorandomized. There are a number of prerecorded responses with small variations within them, and the game randomly chooses at start-up which of these elements will come into play. Most games are designed with the assumption that players will finish the game once if at all; elements are sometimes included to increase replayability, but this focus is secondary to making the initial playthrough as good as possible. Façade is designed from the ground up to practically require replaying. Upon completing the game, the player encounters a closing screen that informs her that “Façade is designed to be played many times, in order to see the full variations in the drama.” One reason for this is that the player is unlikely to get the hang of things the first time through because of the game’s novel structure. But it’s also to prove that the game’s the real deal. As I’ve discussed earlier, creating the illusion of choice is considerably easier than creating actual choice, and it’s only on replays that the player can see the degree to which she can actually influence the game’s events.

After Trip answers the door, the gears start turning. Façade is designed as a series of “beats,” a term Mateas and Stern borrowed from writing guru Robert McKee. The beat is the smallest unit of drama, and Façade’s construction revolves around managing these beats (typically one to five lines of dialog touching on a single topic) and stitching them together to create a story.
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Fig. 11-1: One of Grace’s many digs at Trip. Another foundation of Façade is its character animation, which—combined with its distinctive art style—allows the characters to express their feelings clearly with facial expressions.

The play session will start with something small—Grace asking the player about the decorating, Trip telling the player to examine a photo of their trip to Italy or offering to make her a drink [Fig. 11-1]. Throughout, Trip and Grace trade barbs, and the situation becomes more intense, ultimately leading to a showdown. This can take several forms: Trip or Grace leaving, agreeing to a divorce, or maybe even giving their marriage another shot. It’s the player’s choices, principally in their dialog, that determines what will happen.

The systems governing Grace and Trip’s interaction with the player are remarkably complex. The game keeps track of how the player’s actions and words affect a number of variables in the drama, including the tension; whether she is displaying a greater affinity for Grace or Trip; the degree to which she is acting therapeutically and helping the couple realize the problems in their relationship; and whether or not the player is triggering key conversational topics (sex and divorce, for instance). Yet this complexity is a double-edged sword. It allows for an impressive amount of depth, but lacks transparency. Traditional communication structures like the dialog tree are simplistic, and thus not realistic; but they’re also simple enough to understand, and the player can make reasonable predictions as to what the effects of her dialog choices will be. The same cannot be said for Façade, whose systems obfuscate the process even as they’re key to what makes it interesting.

Façade’s lack of ability to understand and correctly respond to the player’s sentences is a key part of the problem. Building a machine system that can believably imitate an actual human in conversation is a long-recognized problem in artificial intelligence. Early computer scientist Alan Turing famously proposed the Turing Test, which entails a person having two textual conversations, one with a human and one with a computer, each trying to appear human. If the person can’t consistently tell the difference between the conversations, then the machine has proven to be intelligent. In the 60 years since Turing proposed his test, only limited progress has been made in creating a believable chatbot. If Façade’s natural language parser had worked perfectly, it would be one of the great scientific breakthroughs of the digital age; it should serve as no surprise that it doesn’t.

Sometimes it works fine. On one playthrough I observed, the player greeted Grace with the question, “So how are things?” Laughing nervously, Grace responded, “Oh…things are good.” This is highly impressive; there are countless greetings in the English language, and the program’s ability to respond to any given one outside of “Hello” is a victory. But it’s hit or miss. Mateas and Stern observed numerous playthroughs and generated scripts and estimated that the system understood the player’s sentences approximately 70% of the time.2 This is a high number for current levels of technology, but it also means that the theoretically intelligent couple don’t understand simple sentences the player says nearly one out of three times, and this stretches if not altogether breaks suspension of disbelief.

Sometimes the system fails even when it succeeds. In another playthrough, the player said to Grace and Trip, “You two seem stressed.” Grace responded, “You think I’m depressed?” She was insulted, and held the accusation against the player for the rest of the game. The system succeeded in understanding the general area of meaning, but a slight miscommunication dramatically changed the intent of the message—and Grace’s response.

The drama manager has a few tools for making player choice more apparent. Inevitably, either Grace or Trip will put forward a combative (and usually loaded) question to the player, such as “If one person in a marriage gives the other advice, and that advice is taken—years later, can you get blamed for that?” The speaker insists on a yes or no answer; responses such as “This isn’t a fair question” or “I refuse to take sides” are either ignored or interpreted within the yes/no binary. Essentially, at one or more moments per session, Façade abandons its mission and reverts to what is essentially a binary dialog tree, demonstrating that even Mateas and Stern struggled with their more freeform communicative structure. Again, it’s worth emphasizing that Façade is attempting the impossible; the fact that it’s enjoyable in spite of these failures, and is able to offer an entirely novel narrative experience, makes it all the more worthy of praise.

An Intimate Interface

Façade wraps up its scenario with another binary question, this one a self-aware affirmation of the player’s influence. In one session, Grace asked, “Do you really think praising me, asking if we’re okay, and worst of all, suggesting that Trip doesn’t love me…and what you said about trying to make your spouse better…that we’re supposed to understand something about ourselves from all that? Is what you’ve said tonight supposed to add up, somehow, to something?” The system is overtly saying, “I have been listening to you! I noticed what you said!” It smacks of artificiality—you can hear the pauses, see the gears turning as the machine system regurgitates your communication. And yet I couldn’t help but be impressed. It’s so rare for a video game to acknowledge specific player actions in general—and to acknowledge them as a whole and equate them to a larger truth is unprecedented.

Grace asks if it’s all supposed to add up. Does it? It depends on the player and the session. I’ve experienced sessions of Façade that were astounding and compelling, and ones destabilized by parser failures and a feeling of impotency as my actions produced results I never intended. Cause and effect are apparent in the short term, in the “beats” of the drama, but rarely in the long term. I have no idea what I can do to save their marriage; trying to be helpful usually backfires, largely because of parser failures and the characters’ own self-absorption. Façade attempts to give the player unprecedented control over the narrative, but sometimes control seems entirely absent, a situation where neither the player nor the machine can be said to have real control over the happenings. It’s in no way random, but it can appear random. In a strange reversal of the typical game’s structure, the player has actual choice but is often denied the illusion of choice.

And yet Façade is so much more than the sum of its parts; its successes overwrite its failures to a significant degree. Every time I ask, in natural language, a question, and get an accurate response directly addressed to me, all frustrations are forgotten. In these moments there is a degree of intimate interface that is unmatched in any other game I’ve played. In a game as short as ten minutes, a few stand-out moments are enough to justify the time invested, and Façade had a number of these. Façade regularly surprised me, sometimes for the better and sometimes for the worse, but the fact that it could surprise me at all—when the vast majority of games exist purely within established genres with little new to offer—was worth the price of admission. Yet Façade wasn’t just a novelty for jaded gamers; it also appeals to those who don’t play video games at all.

I’ve shown Façade to a number of friends—both gamers and nongamers—and each and every one has been taken with it far more than I expected. In every case, after our play session ended, they downloaded the game onto their own computers and played through it many times, trying to figure it out. My initial complaints about obfuscated systems, about my inability to figure out how to win, were ultimately beside the point. Façade is an experiential process, and the sense of competition that defines most games is largely absent—as it should be. Façade ends up functioning as something of a simulation of its scenario, where (in real life) one couldn’t easily predict its twists and turns. It’s hard enough to predict what will happen five minutes into the future in any complex social situation; when it’s charged with emotional volatility, a certain chaos emerges. The player can merely do her best, working with the conversational process rather than striving towards some clear conclusion. This allows it to be a far better facsimile of the conversational process than the traditional dialog tree.

For those looking for a more gamic challenge, Façade’s mysterious systems become the principal puzzle, and experimentation with it will ultimately yield results—if not victory. A near-universal conceit for games is that anyone can win; it’s a matter of skill, of strategy, of reflexes. Yet Façade seems keyed to certain people and methods of conflict resolution. I failed, time and time again, to save Trip and Graces’ marriage, as did the first friend I showed it to. As an experiment, I had another friend play the game, and she brought peace to the relationship with ease. I thought it was a fluke, a random permutation. But she played again, and got the same result. In one sense this was frustrating—why couldn’t I do that?—but in another it was fascinating, a demonstration that the program wasn’t as random as it sometimes seemed, that there was an emotional logic to its mathematical systems. Façade favors certain personality types over others when it comes to resolving the game’s central conflict—an accurate simulation of therapy if there ever was one.

Façade is meant not just to be a compelling experience in and of itself, but as a proof-of-concept, a prototype for the future of game narratives. Until artificial intelligence programmers can overcome the computer language barrier, such experiences will always be constrained in the same way Façade is; but it’s also a field that has seen surprisingly few entries. Whether or not interactive drama will emerge as a genre within commercial game development remains to be seen, but I hope it does. Façade gave me a single-player game that I could discuss and share with nongamer friends and relatives, a short experience that stayed with me and occupied my thoughts long after I had finished it. At a time when I was filled with a sort of gaming ennui, Façade gave me hope that there was still a lot of unfulfilled potential in the world of video games, that progress had not stopped at the turn of the century, and that the history of video game narratives was only just beginning.
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Minimalism

Dear Esther (2008)

This chapter covers the original 2008 mod release of Dear Esther. A Dear Esther remake was released in February 2012. They are very similar, but not identical. See Appendix C: Further Gaming for more info.

DEAR ESTHER OPENS IN FIRST-PERSON.1 I’m standing on a jetty on a desolate island [Fig. 12-1]. A haunting piano score kicks in, and an unidentified narrator speaks:


Dear Esther,

The gulls do not land here anymore; I’ve noticed that this year, they seem to shun the place. Maybe it’s the depletion of the fishing stock. Perhaps it’s me. When he first landed here, Donnelly wrote that the herds were sickly and the shepherds the lowest of the miserable classes that populate these Hebridean2 islands. Three hundred years later, even they have departed.


I walk off the jetty and explore an abandoned stone house in front of me. Finding nothing of interest, I start up a path along the cliffs, but slip and fall behind some rocks. I’m stuck, an unforeseen error in the level design. I’m forced to restart the game.
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Fig. 12-1: The first screen the player sees upon starting Dear Esther.

I’m standing on a jetty on a desolate island. A haunting piano score kicks in, and an unidentified narrator speaks. “Dear Esther: Sometimes I feel as if I’ve given birth to this island. Somewhere between the longitude and latitude a split opened up and it beached remotely here….”

My unfortunate encounter with progress-halting geometry led to an early revelation of one of Dear Esther’s central conceits: random chance. Upon starting the game, one of three randomly selected monologues begins to play. As I explore the island, bits of narration play at regular intervals. A few are fixed to provide a loose cohesion to the story, but the vast majority use this one-in-three system of randomization. This was the first sign—but hardly the last—that Dear Esther was something different, a game with ulterior ambitions, aiming not to tell a cohesive story but to mediate a truly novel narrative experience.

The First-Person Something

Creator Dan Pinchbeck specializes in analysis of first-person shooters. His doctoral thesis, Story as a Function of Gameplay in First Person Games, broke down the ways 34 first-person shooters used story to drive gameplay systems. The question that led to Dear Esther was this: what happens if you take the shooting out of the FPS? “You have nothing but story to keep a player engaged—is that possible?” asked Pinchbeck in a postrelease interview. “What kind of experience does that leave? What does the space you free up by losing all those gameplay mechanisms and activities allow you to do?”3

Theoretically, Pinchbeck could have made some sort of dialog-intensive, first-person adventure game—some sort of cross between Monkey Island and Façade—but that would be working within an existing genre, dodging the constraints of the nonviolent FPS. Instead he opted to remove NPC agents altogether. Pinchbeck’s founding question was only the tip of the iceberg, and the removal of the core component of shooting cascaded into the removal of all means for the player to affect or change the play-space.

Without challenge or combat—and without reverting to the obtuse puzzles of games such as Myst—he was left with only a story to drive the game forward. And without corporeal NPCs, the story could be told only through a combination of an unidentified narrator and the environment itself.

The gameplay of Dear Esther is almost comically simple. I walk across the island, heading for a radio tower on the peak. That’s it. Not only is there no combat, but there are almost no physical happenings. On a few occasions, I see a ghostly figure in the distance, inevitably gone when I reach the figure’s location. But even this is simply a more active example of visual stimuli, of signposting. I walk; I see; I listen.

In the absence of real challenges or excitement, what drives the player forward? The most obvious answer is the narration itself. The fragments are clearly linked, but ambiguous. Characters recur. There’s the apparently dead Esther whom the narrator addresses; Donnelly, the ancient cartographer whose book the narrator is using to guide his exploration of the island; Jacobson, a shepherd that Donnelly took notes on; and Paul, the most mysterious, a sort of antagonist to the narrator whose fate is tied up in Esther’s and his own.

Dear Esther uses its mystery to compel. I desire understanding, if not closure. This is the oldest trick in the storyteller’s toolbox, yet one strangely underutilized in gaming.4 In most games, the story is a carrot-on-a-stick; even games that spin an engaging tale use segmented narrative sequences as a reward for overcoming obstacles. Graphic adventure used this model, rewarding the player’s solving of difficult puzzles with chunks of dialog, a rest and different sort of stimuli between the hardships.

In Dear Esther, the story is the challenge. Figuring out what is going on takes the full attention of the player and some real critical thinking, and in this sense it has more in common with the radio mysteries of old than the gaming of today. Yet Dear Esther, for all of its auditory focus, is a very visual game, a different beast than the radio drama.

The narrator isn’t the only character present in the work. The island itself serves an equally important role. The uninhabited Scottish landscape is quiet and haunting.5 It’s open, as natural as anything in the human world can be, and yet closed and restricted; the island is a cage, the cliff walls and the sea forming an insurmountable barrier. But there’s still exploring to be done. In a construction that recalls System Shock, there are narration pieces to be found out of the way, stumbled upon as the player explores; many of these are optional and won’t be found on a first playthrough, such that the player gets less than a third of the script in a typical session.

But unlike System Shock, the environment tells a story just as much as the audio logs do, albeit in a considerably less linear fashion. Early in the game, I find chalk drawings of dendrites and technical blueprints scrawled on the cave walls. As I continue deeper into the island, through a series of caverns that lead to the other side, these phenomena become more apparent. Cave walls are covered with sketches [Fig. 12-2], and I come across biblical quotations telling of Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus. There are cars buried in pools in the caves, despite it being clearly impossible for them to have ever reached this location. The game takes a turn for the surreal, using visual metaphors to provide clues to the narration (it becomes clear that Esther died in a drunk-driving incident, hence the drowned autos) and reflecting the narrator’s own descent into madness: his confusion between the island and his psyche, the real Paul and his biblical namesake. By the time I emerge from the caves, the island has become something more than a landmass [Fig. 12-3].
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Fig. 12-2: A nook in the cave showing sketches relating to electricity and engineering adds another element to the mystery.
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Fig 12-3: Exiting from the caves reveals nightfall, hours seemingly having passed during the 10-minute incursion. The writings are spreading, and biblical quotations cover the cliff face alongside vertical chalk lines that evoke the aerial itself.

By 2008 it was par for the course for games to feature complex or fantastical landscapes brimming with visual detail. But these landscapes are typically backgrounds, mere sets upon which to film the actions that drive the game and draw the player’s attention. By removing other stimuli, Dear Esther foregrounds the space itself. When thinking back on playthroughs, I typically remember actions I took; in Dear Esther, I remember what I saw and heard, my mind flooded with screenshots and sentence fragments.

The Fun Fallacy

Dear Esther is not fun. It doesn’t try to be. Game writer Lewis Denby said it best when he observed that “Dear Esther taps into an emotion that few games dare to approach: unhappiness. The misguided but popular notion that video games should always be fun has all but eliminated the opportunity for exploration in this area.”6 It makes sense that Dear Esther should come from academia; both it and Façade tackle unpleasant subject matter. Video games are more than comfortable with violence and death, but not with trauma or depression; if nothing else, these elements are hard to sell, and without the distribution equivalent of art-house cinemas there has been little way to get such stories produced until the recent rise of independent games and digital distribution. Dear Esther seeks to engage the player, and there’s a certain pleasure in that engagement, but it does not conform to the playful idea of fun so often used as the sole measure of a game’s worth.7 This game is a meditation upon trauma, and it focuses more on creating that mood than on providing an easily digested explanation of what happened.

This is where the random narration comes in. For the script is not nearly as ambiguous as it first seems—there’s more than enough material to create a solid reconstruction of events, if not a closed reading. But I certainly didn’t “get it” after a single playthrough. I put the pieces together for the first time as I watched a friend play it; for he had not only a different selection of narrative segments but a different play style, finding audio triggers I had never discovered. He also had a different interpretation of the connections between the drawings and the meaning of the biblical allusions, and the game was ripe for discussion. Pinchbeck aimed to fuel this type of discourse. “I really wanted to achieve…this idea that two people could talk about it afterwards and have quite different ideas of what it all meant (if anything) as a result of hearing two different stories.”8

Even nonlinear games typically come to a clear conclusion. The process of play may involve ambiguity, but the story’s end brings a sense of satisfaction and relief. While Metal Gear Solid 2 intentionally obfuscated and complicated its series of events, Dear Esther has no clear series of events to begin with. It offers fragments of narration, which build on each other but don’t necessarily progress in a linear fashion. Even if one managed to encounter every single permutation of the story, either through numerous playthroughs or the extradiagetic action of reading the game’s script, a single closed reading would prove impossible. A work defined by its thought-provoking ambiguity, Dear Esther is the coffee-table book of games: specialized, pictorial, discussable.

In fact, Dear Esther’s form is a matter of debate. Lewis Denby began his initial review with the proclamation “This is not a game.” Denby’s point was that the game was so different from its peers that critiquing it as one would be futile; questions such as difficulty level or value-for-money have no place here. Yet it goes farther.

I viewed a debate on the subject as it raged on TTLG, one of the countless gaming discussion forums on the internet.9 The basic argument was that Dear Esther wasn’t a game because it wasn’t interactive. The definition of interactivity provokes a heated debate well outside the bounds of this chapter, but it’s true that Dear Esther is a far cry from Façade. The player has no meaningful control over the environment or choice in the story’s direction. I can move or not move, go slower or faster, but I don’t do anything other than ambulate. Dear Esther almost resembles a graphic novel, more visual than an audio drama and with movement involved, but ultimately unmalleable. The traditional FPS is modified in the system, with my guns reducing the health of my opponents, changing the environment through the death of its inhabitants and the destruction of its objects. Dear Esther is modified in my thoughts.

Of course, Dear Esther’s inclusion in this volume implicitly defines it as a video game; for I believe that the video game is not principally defined by player power, but by using the powers of the computer to mediate an interactive experience (however loosely interactive it may be) and engage the player. Dear Esther may strip out most of what we think of as gamic, but it’s still about a virtual avatar navigating a virtual space, narrowly constructed as a linear experience in order to convey a story. Yet this is semantics. The fact that it’s novel enough that we are forced to question its medium is impressive, but even those on TTLG who denied it status as a game were unable to agree on an alternate moniker. Dear Esther is a radical subversion of media boundaries.

The game is distinct in another, simpler aspect: its length. The game takes less than an hour to complete, and this works in its favor, promising reward without commitment. Short-form games such as Façade and Dear Esther are, I believe, one of the key areas of growth in game design, allowing for experimental conceits that might not hold up so well in a 15-hourplus game. The short form simultaneously makes it more likely that people will engage with these sorts of games; they’re relatively inexpensive, and people are more willing to engage with something outside their comfort zone, and of unknown quality, when they know it will be over quickly. Lastly, such games are faster and cheaper to produce. By lowering the barrier of entry for both creator and audience, this surprisingly new type of video game10 is poised to flood game design, hopefully bringing back some of the aggressive innovation that the industry lost as it entered the 21st century.

The Gaming Emissary

These sorts of artistic challenges to convention rarely win over a mainstream audience, and when I first played Dear Esther I was conscious of the fact that (I assumed) few other players would enjoy this sort of thing. Yet it ends up that that wasn’t the case. As a part of his research, Pinchbeck released Dear Esther on Mod DB—one of the biggest modding websites—and tracked user feedback in the immediate aftermath. The response was largely positive. In his synthesis of player comments, Pinchbeck observed that “players, even when stating that they didn’t get all of what was going on, understand that this is due to an open, abstract plot rather than in structural problems with the delivery. Moreover, the notion of an unfolding mystery actually appeals to them.”11 Mod DB isn’t an art-gaming site. In fact, the vast majority of the mods on the site are first-person shooters, certainly the “lowest” of game genres in the eyes of the art world. This is a site for the dedicated gamers who are a core demographic of the gaming world, and yet they embraced the likes of Dear Esther. Pinchbeck succeeded not only in creating a new type of antigame, but in demonstrating that it could be commercially viable. As of this writing, a professional level designer named Robert Briscoe is building a remake of Dear Esther, with a largely identical structure but greatly improved graphics and remastered audio. Whether this will sell remains to be seen, but it’s a courageous attempt to take an academic project one step further, into the sink-or-swim world of games for profit.

Still, Dear Esther is more than a proof-of-concept for a retail release. It’s also an ambassador for the very medium it challenges. Even with the rapid expansion of video games, most Americans above a certain age don’t play them.12 Why this is so has been a topic of much speculation, but the simple answer (apart from older generations’ traditional contempt for new media) is that there are certain aspects and concepts intrinsic to most video games. One of these is the sense of competition, the desire to win. Dear Esther eschews this struggle, replacing it with a demand for interpretation. By emulating the challenges of more traditional, passive texts while remaining within the framework of the video game, Dear Esther could bridge a gap, showing the public the true diversity of the field and convincing people who “just don’t like games” that, yes, there is something for even them. Most of my friends are avowed nongamers. If any of them ever express interest or curiosity in the field, or prove themselves receptive to evangelization, then Dear Esther is one of the first games I’ll show them. It inevitably challenges one’s conception of what games are; and once preconceptions are broken down, the mind opens up to the many possibilities of what games can be.
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Interactive Cinema

Heavy Rain (2010)

AT THE END OF THE FIRST DECADE OF THE 21ST CENTURY, MAINSTREAM GAMES WERE ONCE AGAIN EMPHASIZING NARRATIVE AS A KEY SELLING POINT. A combination of cutscenes as detailed as any film’s and complex scripted events had created a new breed of cinematic game, and almost all of the most successful titles of the last few years belonged to this broad genre. In 2009 a Playstation 3 game called Uncharted 2: Among Thieves swept game-of-the-year awards, principally for its ability to make the player feel as if he were in an epic action-adventure film.1

It was out of this framework that excitement built for Quantic Dream’s Heavy Rain, set for release in February 2010. Quantic Dream is a French studio that has twice tried to create compelling murder mysteries on the cutting edge of interactive narrative, in 1999 with Omikron: The Nomad Dream and in 2005 with Fahrenheit.2 Yet neither of these games ever became more than cult hits, largely because their narrative ambition outstripped the quality of their content and game mechanics. With funding and marketing from Sony, Heavy Rain set out to succeed where they had failed.

Creator David Cage has described Heavy Rain’s genre as “interactive cinema.” At first glance this looks like a prettied-up description of the cinematic game, but Cage’s emphasis is on interactive. The great constraint of the cinematic game, from Final Fantasy all the way to the current dominant crop, has been its fundamental linearity; it emulates not only the style of film but also the passive construction of its story. Ten years after release of Metal Gear Solid, no one had really challenged that limitation. It was accepted as a necessary cost of employing Hollywood magic, and neither reviewers nor consumers seemed to have a problem with it. In short, there was little motivation to fix it because it wasn’t seen as broken.

Cage and Quantic Dream disagreed with that consensus, producing a game that not only furthered the technological emulation of filmic cinematography but also allowed for meaningful decision making and role-playing. Heavy Rain is a glorious hybrid that wears the guise of cinema but offers the personalization available only in the video game.

Action!

“What are you doing? Shoot him!” commands Police Lieutenant Carter Blake.

I’m in a standoff with Nathanial Williams, an unstable Christian doomsayer and a suspect in the case of the Origami Killer, a serial killer who has murdered eight young boys in the last three years. A few minutes ago Nathanial walked in on us as we conducted an illegal search of his apartment. Blake, ever unapologetic, reacted by aggressively interrogating Nathanial, pressuring him to confess to the murders. Nathanial responded by pulling a gun, and I followed suit, but did not fire. Blake berated me as I restrained my trigger finger.

Ignoring Blake’s advice, I try to talk Nathanial down, and seem to be succeeding. Finally, he drops his gun. He puts his hands in the air. He turns around. Blake approaches him with handcuffs. Suddenly, Nathanial turns, pulling something out of his jacket. I have a split-second to respond, and instinctively pull the trigger. Nathanial’s dead before he hits the ground. As he falls, I see that his hand holds a crucifix, not a weapon.

I nearly dropped the game controller. I was filled with a visceral shock and disgust at what I had done—that I had killed an innocent man, and that I had done it automatically. Blake’s dismissive comments—something to the effect of “I never liked the guy anyway”—only made me feel worse.

In any other game I would have immediately reloaded my last save, to try it again, to get it right. This is not a strange quirk, but is typical behavior for a gamer accustomed to using and abusing the save-and-load system. There’s no pretense that the game is real, that we must live with the consequences of our virtual actions.

Yet I don’t, because Heavy Rain is a different sort of game, taking the Deus Ex philosophy of “choices and consequences” the extra mile.

You can, in fact, replay any chapter of the game, but I didn’t realize this on my first playthrough; there’s never a prompt for a reload, no Game Over screen, and restarting a chapter involves taking some unintuitive steps in the menu. These steps are intentionally unintuitive, I suspect, because lead designer David Cage has openly stated that he doesn’t think players should ever do it. “Yes, there will be the opportunity for players to replay as much as they want from where they want, but we would really like to encourage them not to do so—to continue to play with one story bearing…the consequences of their actions.”3

When it comes to choices like these, Heavy Rain’s accomplishments are twofold. Giving me a significant choice is itself an innovation within the cinematic game’s framework, but strongly encouraging me to treat that choice as sacrosanct is daring and effective.

That said, my decision to shoot Nathanial isn’t representative of most of the choices I make over the course of the game. While its peers are composed entirely of similar moments of high drama, Heavy Rain doles these out slowly, and instead spends most of its time focusing on the most unlikely of areas.

Brushing My Teeth

Heavy Rain shifts its genre away from that of its predecessors. Almost all film-games wholly emulate the Hollywood blockbuster; recent popular examples include the over-the-top military firefights of the Call of Duty: Modern Warfare series and the Indiana Jones stylings of Uncharted 2.4 In contrast, Heavy Rain is a murder mystery, albeit with some of the trappings of the filmic thriller.

Apart from the obvious changes it brings to the type of story told, this genre shift has an important effect on the game’s pacing. Heavy Rain doesn’t open with a high-tension scene like the encounter with Nathanial. It opens with a split-screen shot of a house in suburbia, with my player character lying in bed. Slowly, he wakes up, and I navigate him out of bed. I step to the window and glance at the lawn before walking slowly to the bathroom. I shave. I brush my teeth. I take a shower. I get dressed. I go downstairs and drink a cup of coffee (and some orange juice—I’m really thirsty).

This is the antithesis of normal game design. The most common philosophy of video games, opined by developers, critics, and players alike, is simple: video games are meant to be fun. So why does Heavy Rain open with such minutiae? What’s fun about virtually brushing your teeth?

A straightforward answer is that it serves as a training ground for the game’s distinct controls. Typically, each button on the game controller is assigned to a specific action; press X to jump, trigger to shoot, O to use buttons and switches. The controller functions as a way to give commands to the player character. I say jump, he asks, “How high?” Yet with the exception of a dedicated walk button, all of Heavy Rain’s controls are context-sensitive; their function differs based on what options are made available by the environment, and on-screen prompts will tell me what each button does. The typical breakdown in games is that any actions not assigned to buttons (and there are only so many buttons, and therefore only so many discrete actions the player can perform) are handled in cutscenes or simply not performed at all. By using a context-sensitive system, the game design opens up. My character’s no longer limited to the number of actions allowed by the controller, but only by the number of actions the designers have implemented.

The controls generally ask me to emulate the action involved. As I towel off after a shower, I shake the controller up and down to rub the towel over my character’s body. If I’m wrapping a bandage around an arm wound, I rotate the analog stick in a continuous circle. While these motions are only clunky facsimiles of the real actions, the system effectively transforms me from distant director to active marionette. I don’t tell my character to brush his teeth; I do it for him. There’s a simple fun in this—it taps into the same pleasure that I derived as a child from playing with action figures or Legos—but it also more effectively puts me in my character’s skin, a technique that drives the player/player character symbiosis so important to many game narratives [Fig. 13-1].5

But there’s also a more esoteric explanation for featuring an opening sequence defined by its small decisions. Game designer Ian Bogost6 noted that “If the edit is cinema’s core feature, then Heavy Rain does the opposite: it lengthens rather than abridges….Heavy Rain does not embrace filmmaking, but rebuffs it by inviting the player to do what Hollywood cinema can never offer: to linger on the mundane instead of cutting to the consequential.” Games rarely have finite time; even when I’m told by the narrative that I must rush to complete a task, the story won’t proceed until I complete it. Heavy Rain makes use of finite time sequences far more than most (particularly in its action scenes), but there are still a large number of scenes that move at a pace of my choosing. Rather than having this extension of time be the unaddressed plot hole it is in most games, accepted by gamers only because of its prevalence, Quantic Dream worked it into the story. A scene lasts longer because the actions that comprise the scene take longer, whether it’s because I spend some time looking out the window and pondering the day’s events or I help my child find his teddy bear before putting him to bed.
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Fig 13-1: Another way Heavy Rain enables the player to get in his character’s head is by allowing direct observation of thoughts. Holding down a shoulder button will cause swirling thoughts to be displayed around a character’s head; you can listen to each thought by pressing the corresponding button.

After I finish with my morning routine and head downstairs, the game opens up, my potential paths becoming more divergent. My wife and kids are coming home soon, and I have only a little time before they get here. Do I get to work on my architectural drawings? Have some peaceful time working in my garden? Or just zone out and watch television?

The criteria I use to make my decision is entirely different from any other game in this book. I’ve previously mentioned “power-gaming,” the practice of making game decisions based on what will give me a competitive edge rather than on what makes sense for the narrative, what my character would do if he were acting consistently. Even choice-oriented games such as Deus Ex have ludic as well as narrative consequences for the player’s actions. The player character is at least partly defined by his statistics and skills; there’s a mathematical grid underlying the representational elements. Even those dedicated to role-playing are aware that some actions are more richly rewarded than others, that one path may give more experience points or lead to a better weapon.

Heavy Rain strips away all possibility for power-gaming. My character has no stats, no clear foes to battle, no inventory to fill with collectable objects. The game is focused solely on its narrative, and so I can make choices only within the context of the story. In the opening scene, I chose to blow off my work and watch TV because I wanted to watch TV, not because I thought it would aid me in any way. This freedom to choose for choosing’s sake has always been rare in gaming, largely lost in the shuffle towards clear consequences for every action. There is, of course, great value in having the game acknowledge the player’s decision—and the game does that, as my character tells his wife what he got done as he helps her unload the groceries. Not everything needs to reward or punish me. Games are built on challenge and competition, and too often this infiltrates the narrative structure to the nth degree, and—at least in some sequences—Heavy Rain dares to take a different path. This is a clear example of a commercial game adopting techniques developed in the independent gaming sphere, as Façade and Dear Esther both employed this construction.

Equally interesting is the way these choices affect the direction of the game’s story. Heavy Rain is overtly divided into a series of distinct scenes (51, not including the various endings). Each is a seperate module, and in the short term my choices in one scene don’t directly carry over into the next. Regardless of what I do in the opening segment, I’ll take my family to the mall tomorrow, and—in one of the game’s most famous scenes—lose my 10-year-old boy in the crowd [Fig. 13-2].

Initially it seems like the player has been cheated: there are a flurry of choices without long-term consequences, partly because of the lack of stat-tracking that gives value to each specific goal accomplished. Yet Heavy Rain has two saving graces. The first is that at least some of the choices do have long-term consequences, and change the last quarter of the game, specifically the final scene (which has an impressive number of permutations) and the epilogues (of which there are about 30, which are mixed and matched in a given playthrough depending on the player’s previous decisions). Less obvious is that the game is so defined by its choices and its actions that they end up having value by virtue of being the tissue that connects the narrative.
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Fig. 13-2: The scene where Ethan (pictured) loses his son Jason in the mall is one of the game’s most powerful scenes despite its over-the-top melodrama, largely due to how effectively it creates the tension of a crowded mall. The scene—known as “Press X to Jason” after the button required to call for Ethan’s son—has become something of a meme, inspiring both a flash game and a comedic music video.

Let me put it this way: a chapter of a story can be described as a chronological series of actions, just as the story is made up of a series of those chapters. By zooming in on the smallest actions and stringing them together, Heavy Rain lets the player significantly rewrite each chapter, and thus create a highly personalized narrative, even if many of those choices have no great effect outside of defining the choices surrounding them. This game is about creating context; the play may have already been written, but the player is the dramaturge, defining its meaning.

Giving Death Meaning

Another role-playing peculiarity of Heavy Rain is that I play multiple characters, none of whom know each other. The FBI agent who shoots Nathanial is different from the architect-father who gets out of bed in the game’s prologue. The game establishes four protagonists, all of whom end up investigating the case of the Origami Killer for different reasons.

This construction brings an interesting multifaceted perspective to the investigation that, like Metal Gear Solid 2, allows the player to know far more than his protagonist. While unusual in gaming, this structure is not new in and of itself.7 But what Heavy Rain does with it is unprecedented: it allows the game (and, by extension, the player) to acknowledge the seriousness of death.

Death is the currency of many a game, including the entirety of the dominant action genre and most RPGs. I succeed by killing others; I fail by being killed myself. And it’s a devalued currency, with the typical combat-oriented game filled with so much death as to render it all meaningless. In “The Deaths of Game Narrative,” game writer Darby McDevitt discusses the problems with this prevalence. “No man in the history of our real world has more bodies on him than Ezio Auditore, Nathan Drake, or John Marsten. The cold fact is, these guys are efficient and prolific killers.”8 McDevitt notes that 74% of the way through Red Dead Redemption, his John Marsten had killed 910 people. He continues:


In life and in all the best literature and cinema, death is usually an unfortunate and tragic event, and in most cases represents a great loss or failure. But in games—unless it befalls a character in a cutscene—death is as common and impactful as a sneeze, and is usually a cause for celebration. It’s a triumph of one will over another. What are players to think when a game tries to have it both ways—a weighty, tragic story and a bloody good time?


In the early years this was less of an issue, with most serious storytelling games operating more around puzzles than body count, allowing them to give NPC death weight when it did occur (as in Planetfall). On the other side of the fence were the likes of early arcade games and, later, Doom, which made no pretense of dramatic heft. But as the D&D-inspired RPGs largely replaced the adventure game and every action game under the sun felt the need to justify its events with some sort of story, the disconnect became more apparent—something that the designers of Heavy Rain clearly recognized.

My first reaction to shooting Nathaniel was shock at what I had done. My second reaction was surprise that I was shocked. In almost any other game, it wouldn’t be possible for me to have this reaction to shooting someone; countless killings have left me largely desensitized to murder, particularly when the act is merely a tacit acknowledgment that I’m winning. The scene with Nathanial, taking place about a quarter of the way into the game, is the first time I even get to wield a gun. A general rule of editing is “the less you use something, the more powerful it is when you do use it.” Heavy Rain takes this approach to killing, and the few times the player has the option to do it, it’s a powerful and uncomfortable situation.

Even more impressive than the weight it gives to NPC deaths is the ground-breaking way that Heavy Rain addresses the death of the player. As discussed in the chapter on Planetfall, the typical response to player death is a Game Over screen, followed by a prompt to reload and a pretense that the death never happened. Yet here, the death of the characters is permanent.

On my initial playthrough, Agent Norman Jayden met his demise at the hands of a violent ex-con. I put up a valiant fight but was ultimately overpowered and murdered. Norman dropped out of the story at that point. The plot was forced to do without him, and the ending changed to reflect his death.

This is, of course, incredibly difficult to model in any significant way. Plots rely on characters; removing the character fundamentally changes the plot, and significant work must be put into creating an alternate story. Heavy Rain makes this viable with its scenic structure. Each chapter has the player control one of the four protagonists. When a given protagonist dies, his chapters are simply removed from the lineup. It’s only in the final portions of the game that events need to be significantly altered, as the characters’ paths cross more frequently. Additionally, not every scene presents a fatal possibility; in fact, only two of the characters can easily die before the finale.

But the limited nature of the system makes it no less powerful. True to their name, games are traditionally constructed as a contest, and by virtue of surviving and overcoming a series of increasingly difficult challenges to reach the end, the player wins. Yet when I finished Heavy Rain, it was far from a total victory. Nathanial and his killer, Norman, had given their lives so that I might finish; I had missed portions of the game relating to Norman’s continuing story; and I felt the burden of my choices. Heavy Rain is, as far as I know, the first commercial game9 to attach permanence to a player’s death and have the narrative continue after the fact, and this is an important step towards creating the dramatic heft that game narratives so often lack.

Deus Ex was one of the innovators of the choices-and-consequences model, but the consequences were rarely negative. There were many equally viable and pleasant paths, with plusses and minuses to each of them. That game’s few successors largely followed suit in this regard. In a sense, Heavy Rain’s greatest success is that it allows the player to fail. I can fail to save my characters or catch the Origami Killer; my choices do have consequences, not just effects. That this upset a good portion of the game’s players was inevitable, but for many more—including me—it was fascinating. Any medium allows us to experience powerful stories, but only games allow us to make powerful choices, and Heavy Rain is, I think, a sign of things to come, a prototype of a new generation of substantial decision-making games that are a far cry from the Choose Your Own Adventures of yesteryear. Yet it also is something of a return to form: its focus on a sort of step-by-step gameplay, driven by discrete actions, recalls the text adventures of yore. Sometimes, innovation is as much about recognizing and reintroducing lost techniques of the past as it is about coming up with new ideas. Heavy Rain is both a massive leap over Planetfall and a surprisingly similar adventure; it reminds us of how far narrative gaming has come, and how far it has yet to go.

In fact, when I started writing this book, I was forlorn at the lack of narrative innovation in the commercial game sector. The book’s focus on history is largely a result of the fact that I find the game design of the past more interesting than the game design of the present. When I finished Heavy Rain, my apathy for the now was transformed into an excitement for the future. Sony invested substantially in narrative experimentation, and at the end of the day, it paid off in sales. Eleven years after its release, the filmic world simulation of Shenmue10 was made commercially viable. In a hit-driven industry, funding goes to the types of games that have demonstrated their financial strength, and the one-two punch of the unexpected success of Heavy Rain and the continued rise of independent games leads me to believe that we’re on the cusp of another wave of innovation in game storytelling.


Conclusion

THERE’S ONE MORE THING YOU SHOULD KNOW ABOUT HEAVY RAIN: IT HAS ITS FAIR SHARE OF PLOT HOLES. Most of these are the sort of minor implausibility that plague many a work of fiction; others are serious head-scratchers that derail any attempt to form a comprehensive explanation of the plot. Understandably, many players viewed this as a serious shortcoming of the game, but a few went even farther and wrote off Heavy Rain entirely. One such critic was David Houghton, a writer at GamesRadar UK, whom I’ll quote at length:


Heavy Rain was supposed to change things. It was supposed to elevate video game story-telling above the badly-written, poorly-acted dirges we currently put up with, and give us a groundbreakingly mature, gritty, intelligent and cleverly constructed, branching storyline. It absolutely didn’t. In fact sweep aside the surface gloss of stunning looks and moving score and Heavy Rain’s plot is a shambles.…Heavy Rain looks and sounds like a classy movie alright, but if it was a real film, it would be one of those cheap, no-name crime thrillers you drunkenly catch on TV at 3AM. Enjoyable if you don’t think too much, but utterly nonsensical.1


Houghton then proceeded to list 15 plot holes in Heavy Rain as proof of his argument. However, I’m not nearly as concerned with the question of Heavy Rain’s loose ends as I am with Houghton’s argument itself.2

Essentially, Houghton is arguing that for all of its technical accomplishments, Heavy Rain is an “absolute” failure because of flaws in its script. Suffice it to say, I think this all-too-common method of evaluating game narratives is far too narrow.

If there’s one thing I hope you’ve taken away from this book, it’s that there’s a lot more to a video game’s storytelling than its content. This is not to sell short the craft of writing. One of my favorite game narratives, Grim Fandango, is largely built on the back of masterful, scripted dialog, filled with witticisms that nevertheless reveal depth of character. Its words deliver a visceral pleasure upon being heard, and the fact that it’s as yet the only game to embody film noir rather than emulate it makes it all the more valuable. Yet Grim Fandango doesn’t receive a chapter in this book, because it doesn’t significantly innovate in the way its story is told. The game closely follows the path laid out by The Secret of Monkey Island, with only a few minor changes to accommodate for the move to 3D.

There is nothing new about great stories. There have been stories and storytellers throughout recorded human history, and probably before. We can assume that some were better than others and that, by the relative standards of the time, some were truly great. Even by the standards of modern civilization, Great Literature goes at least as far back as the creation of the Iliad approximately 2800 years ago. Great stories were produced long before the video game rose to prominence, and will presumably continue to exist long after the medium has changed so much as to be unrecognizable to a current gamer.

What makes video games so exciting is not that they tell great stories, but that they tell stories differently. Over its short history, the medium has demonstrated considerable experimentation in game narratives, and the 13 games covered in this book are only a handful of the many video games that have challenged narrative convention. Some of them have done so in conjunction with a great script, but many more have succeeded in spite of unpolished content. The fact that video games can so readily do this is another feather in the medium’s cap, though one that often leads designers to expend minimal effort on writing.

Houghton is right that most video games are “badly written” and “poorly acted,” though the latter criticism is quickly diminishing as game budgets grow. But to judge the medium’s narrative possibilities by the average of its products is a mistake, one that would devalue not only games but every other narrative medium.

I lay this out not as a grand defense of the failures of Heavy Rain, or of game narratives as a whole, but to emphasize the sheer breadth of experience and representation that the medium is capable of. No medium is as malleable as the video game. We’ve covered many different game genres in this study and left many more untouched, and the last decade has seen a boom of games that either need new genre categories created for them (“tower defense,” “physics puzzler”) or escape the confines of genre altogether. Video games change rapidly, with their compressed history reflecting the rapid technological advances of the late 20th century. After a slight slowdown in the first years of the 21st century, game evolution is picking up speed again, and I suspect it will hurdle along for many years before it finds its revolution spent, and rests to engage in the permutations and subtle changes of form that mark the recent history of competing media.

But that’s just a guess. I’m no expert on The Future, and this book hasn’t been particularly concerned with it. What I do know is the past, and in these pages I have presented a focused, if not comprehensive, history of storytelling in games. Such histories are usually justified by variations of the phrase “Those who do not learn from the past are doomed to repeat it,” but that would be disingenuous if said here. I do want the past repeated. I want Shenmue III. I want the upcoming Deus Ex: Human Revolution to faithfully follow in the footsteps of its predecessor. I want novelty, I want change (who is opposed to such vague and glorified terms?), but I want them grounded in what I already love.

So what is this book here for? If you’ve reached this point, you must have gotten something out of it, even if it’s not what I intended (call it emergent reading.) But I hope you’re walking away with a greater appreciation for this nascent medium. Because that’s what this book is about: appreciation. Appreciation for the developers who broke new ground. Appreciation for the fruits of their efforts and just how damn engaging these games are. Appreciation for all that the medium has accomplished. Appreciation for all the potential, for all the things it can and should accomplish in the future. Appreciation for video games—not just as a way to kill time and build fine-motor coordination, but as an art form (there, I said it) on par with any other.

I also hope you’ve developed an appreciation (if you didn’t already have one!) for just how complex the construction of an interactive narrative is. Throughout the year I’ve been working on this, many have inquired about my project. When I respond by telling them I’m working with interactive narrative, the most common response has been, “Oh, you mean like Choose Your Own Adventure?”

For all the fun I had with the series as an eight-year-old, the Choose Your Own Adventure books were ultimately passive texts with reader choices awkwardly shoehorned into them. By contrast, all of the games we’ve looked at have been filled with mechanisms of volition. We’ve seen choice operating at many different levels, sometimes obviously (Deus Ex, Heavy Rain) and sometimes subtly (Shenmue). Some of the games haven’t appeared to offer meaningful narrative choices at all (Final Fantasy VII, Dear Esther). Yet even these latter games only lacked choice if we approach it from the Choose Your Own Adventure perspective. There may be no branching paths, but there is a constant interactivity, a continuous feedback loop between system and player, each loop designed to increase player involvement and investment in the narrative.

None of these narrative designs appeal to everyone. That’s okay. This isn’t a conclusion where I lay down the law, explain the Superior Game Design Principles. There’s room for diversity. What I want most from a narrative game—and what each of these titles delivered—is for it to push the boundaries of the medium, defy expectations, and yet manage to be a genuinely compelling experience rather than a failed experiment. The fact that each of these games has done so in a distinctly different fashion demonstrates the true breadth the medium is capable of.

I have faith that these are only the tip of the iceberg. As I write this, the independent gaming scene has continued its rapid expansion; some months into 2011, I’ve already played a large number of narrative games that don’t resemble any of those covered in this book. Clearly, there are many stones left unturned, many stories yet to be played. 2012 marks the 50th anniversary of the release of Spacewar! and, by extension, the birth of the medium. Yet as Tristan Donovan notes in the conclusion to his own history, “the video game remains an art form that still feels as if it has barely got started.”3 This is true, and the potential for the future seems infinite; but that doesn’t mean that the medium is in its infancy. Insipid commentators have asked on an annual basis when video games will get their Citizen Kane. That answer, in a technical sense, is never; Citizen Kane made the most of the medium of film, and a direct equivalent in the gaming sphere would be farcical. But the implied question—“When will the industry produce a game that takes full advantage of the unique qualities of the medium?”—is even dumber. It already has—and it has produced not just one, but hundreds. The question isn’t “When will the medium accomplish something?” but “When will the medium be widely recognized for what it has already accomplished?” I don’t know the answer to that question—but I hope, in writing this book, that I’ve moved the date a little closer.

Dylan Holmes

August 2011




Appendix A

Answers to Some Questions

HERE ARE SOME OF THE MAIN QUESTIONS I’VE BEEN ASKED ABOUT THIS BOOK. If your question isn’t answered here, feel free to send an e-mail to feedback@augmented-vision.net.

Let’s get inquisitive.



Speaking of academic discussions of narrative, I’ve noticed that you don’t really address the narratology/ludology debate.



Yeah, that’s intentional. For those not familiar with the terms, narratology and ludology are two opposing methods of understanding and studying video games. The narratologists believe that video games can be studied as a narrative medium alongside film, books, etc. The ludologists argue that video games are entirely distinct by virtue of their interactivity, and that study should focus exclusivly on the mechanics of play. They feel that using narrative analysis is just an attempt to shoehorn old methods of understanding into something altogether new.

I think each camp has its points. The ludological approach arose out of a frustration that academics constantly treated games as if they were passive texts, and ignored or underemphasized the creative and competitive aspects of them. And I think these aspects should be paid more attention. But I also believe that they are just that, aspects—and that there is a narrative aspect to games as well.

With my book I wanted to avoid getting bogged down in academic politics and definitional arguments. Whatever you want to call them, stories are being told within the framework of the video game, and I was more interested in examining those stories than examining my examination of them.



So, where’s World of Warcraft? Or EVE Online? Or any multiplayer games, for that matter?



This is an exclusion I feel bad about. The short answer is that I believe that the wide world of multiplayer games, and in particular massively multiplayer games, has a lot of interesting narrative stuff going on, and even more untapped potential. But multiplayer’s really a whole different ballgame. In a single-player game, there’s a constant struggle between the player and the developer for authorship. In these massively multiplayer games the shared authorship goes from two people to thousands, and this significantly alters both the structure and the types of stories that can be told. I excluded them from the book for the purpose of focus and space; there are a lot of single-player games I wanted to get to but couldn’t, and addressing multiplayer games would have made it even more difficult to adequately cover the single-player sphere. In addition, I don’t think there are any massively multiplayer games out right now that really tell a great developer-created story. As far as I’m concerned, World of Warcraft is a big collection of stylized fetch-quests and dungeon-raids within a pretty derivative fantasy setting. EVE Online is considerably more ambitious as a massive, malleable platform for players to create their own corporations and political systems, but it’s a platform that facilitates the creation of new stories rather than delivering a preexisting one. In many ways this is more daring and original than games that deliver more confined narratives, but I couldn’t fit it in here.

Someone should write a cohesive book covering a range of multiplayer titles instead of just Second Life or World of Warcraft, but this isn’t that book. Apologies.



Speaking of missing games, where’s Mass Effect?



This question isn’t a hypothetical; it’s one of the most-asked questions I’ve received in the production of this book. Of course, the real question isn’t “Why did I exclude Mass Effect?”1 but “Why did I exclude Bioware games?” Bioware (for those not up on their developers) is the most popular Western RPG developer. The company has been releasing a continual string of hit titles since 1998, although it really launched into widespread popularity when it started developing games for consoles with 2003’s Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic.

On a purely personal level I have a number of issues with the way Bioware tells its stories (namely that it has used the exact same narrative structure in every game since KotOR). I was going to include KotOR all the same, as it’s one of the most influential narrative games of the past 10 years and serves as the basis for all future Bioware games including, yes, Mass Effect.

The problem is that I couldn’t get it to run effectively on Windows 7, and I didn’t have access to an Xbox copy or a Windows XP gaming machine during the writing of this book. So it got cut. Maybe I’ll write an essay on it.

As for Mass Effect, I focus a lot on novelty, and apart from its cinematic dialog system, it brought nothing significantly new to the table, whatever else it may have accomplished.



Why doesn’t this book address the issue of violence in video games?



Because I wanted to stay on topic. “Video game violence” has been by far the greatest issue in gaming in terms of media coverage, and so it’s the elephant in the room every time you talk about (at the very least) action games in general and first-person shooters in particular. But it’s a huge and complex issue, and once introduced into a chapter it would take it over. The problem with media coverage of this issue is that it’s impossible to isolate any problems within video game violence from the problem of endemic media violence as a whole. The assumption is that video games are more harmful because a) they’re principally consumed by youth (which is wrong—see the first chapter) and b) their interactivity makes any negative effects more exaggerated. The jury’s still out on that one, with the general body of study producing mixed and inconclusive results, partly because most studies haven’t bothered to compare the effects of violence across media. One of the more widely cited studies did find a correlation between playing violent video games and (in the short term) increased aggression, but it also found an equally strong correlation when “playing violent video games” was replaced by “watching Looney Tunes.”

Basically, there have already been books on this. There should be another; the few I know of are overtly partisan, and make poor or highly selective use of the available research. I think this a question worth studying, and that aggressive consumption of violent media almost certainly DOES change our outlook and behavior. I just don’t know how, and to what degree video games are different in this respect. It would be both distracting and disingenuous for me to try to answer that question while studying the narrative aspects of games such as Deus Ex and Half-Life.


Appendix B

How to Play

IN THIS SELF-HELP ADDENDUM TO THE MAIN TEXT, I’LL TEACH YOU HOW TO BRING THE JOY OF YOUTH BACK INTO YOUR LIFE OF WORK AND DRUDGERY. Just kidding. But this section will, I hope, aid in your gaming. When it comes to understanding media, there’s no replacement for primary sources, and the fact that all the games covered in this book are great fun or at least quite rewarding1 (outside of whatever historical import they may have) should be enough to compel you to tackle any you missed the first time around.

The problem is that a lot of these games are old, and with operating systems and gaming consoles changing at least a couple times per decade, running many of them on modern operating systems can prove surprisingly difficult. I’ll run you through the steps necessary to find the older titles and (in the case of the PC games) to run them on a modern, Windows-based PC (running Windows XP, Vista, or Windows 7).2

The games, in chronological order:

Planetfall

There’s good news and bad news on Planetfall. The good news is that it’s easy to get it to run on any modern operating system (including OSX!). The bad news is that you can’t buy it. The last commercial release of Planetfall was in 1996, when Activision put out Classic Text Adventure Masterpieces of Infocom, a CD containing 33 of their titles. This is long out of print, as are the previous rerelease collections, The Lost Treasures of Infocom I and II (1991, 1992).

This leaves Planetfall as “abandonware,” the term for software that’s no longer sold by its copyright holder. You thus have two options for acquiring it: illegally download it, or buy one of these collections on the secondary market (namely, eBay). While there’s no legal distinction between piracy of abandonware and piracy of contemporary titles, an ethical distinction can be made; in the latter case you’re denying the copyright holders compensation, while in the former you couldn’t give them money if you wanted to. I leave the decision up to you, although a quick search for “download Planetfall” should readily provide the files if you take that path.

Once you’ve acquired the game, you’ll have to figure out how to actually play it. Infocom created its games in a special file format called “z-machine,” and used “interpreters” on a given operating system to run them, allowing them to be easily played across multiple systems. A modern Windows and Mac interpreter that will run all Infocom games (as well as nearly all other types of text adventure) is Gargoyle, found at ccxvii.net/gargoyle. Install the interpreter, open the game file with it, and voila: text adventure at your fingertips. If you’re interested in exploring contemporary interactive fiction, check out author Emily Short’s guide to the most distinctive works at emshort.wordpress.com/how-to-play/reading-if/.

Ultima IV: Quest of the Avatar

Ultima IV has been released as freeware by the publisher, meaning it’s (legally) available for download from two online sources. You can get the original release at ultimaforever.com. Unfortunately, it’s still an ancient game that’s extremely difficult to run on a modern computer—in its native state. You have to use a DOS emulator like DOSBox (dosbox.com) to get it working.

Alternatively, a group of coders has launched a project called xu4 that attempts to emulate the game on all modern operating systems.3 While it’s still in beta (and likely will be indefinitely), it’s a stable release, and you can successfully play the game with it. The project files and directions for their installation are available at xu4.sourceforge.net. To make things easier, the great retro games retailer Good Old Games has released a version of Ultima IV with xu4 intergrated into it at gog.com. Just set up a free account, download, and you’re good to go. This release also includes digital copies of the manual, spellbook, and map—absolutely necessary for playing the game.

The Secret of Monkey Island

This one’s easy. Instead of tracking down the original release and using an emulator to run it, simply buy the Special Edition, released in 2009. This version is available as a digital download for every current platform (PC, Mac, PS3, Xbox 360, and even iPad and iPhone).

At first look this is a complete remake: the graphics have been entirely redrawn, the music remixed, and voice acting added. Sure, it’s the same design and writing, but from a historical standpoint it’s an entirely different product. Fortunately, the developers included the original version with this release, and a single button will seamlessly switch between the new and old versions. I’d recommend playing the original first, if for no other reason than that the text was written to be read, not heard, and a lot of the jokes aren’t as funny when voiced, despite a competent cast.

System Shock

Abandonware again, so pirate or eBay it. It’s a DOS game, and so one would normally use the emulator DOSBox to run it on a newer Windows system, but that a) requires some technical know-how and b) doesn’t guarantee a smooth experience. (It didn’t work for me.) The better choice is to download System Shock Portable, an executable made by a German fan of the game that not only allows it to be run on modern systems but also adds numerous bells and whistles, including widescreen and mouselook (which makes the game considerably easier to control). It can even be run from a USB drive, hence the “portable.” For downloading and instructions on how to set it up, check out systemshock.org.

Final Fantasy VII

Final Fantasy VII is an oddity. It’s one of the most-produced Playstation games, with millions of copies in circulation, and yet a quality copy would still run you a good $50 on eBay. Fortunately, Sony met this demand by offering it for download on the Playstation Network, allowing players to play it on the Playstation 3 or PSP. This also deflated eBay prices. So you can buy a physical copy on eBay for around $35 and play it on a Playstation, Playstation 2, or Playstation 3; or download it for $10 from the Playstation Network for use on the PS3 and PSP. The game was ported to the PC in 1998, though the port suffered from low-resolution background graphics, compressed videos, and an inferior midi soundtrack. It’s now a rarity, but Square Enix has rereleased the game on their online store; if you must play FF7 on the PC, this version is recommended, since it’s configured to run on modern operating systems.

Metal Gear Solid

Same story as Final Fantasy VII. Buy the original Playstation disc (which will cost you all of $4 plus shipping) or download it from the Playstation Network. Again, there’s a PC version, and again, it’s difficult to run on a modern OS.

Half-Life

Easy-peasy. It’s been continually updated to run on current operating systems, so any copy of the game you find (be it physical or a digital download on Steam) should work fine.

Shenmue

Buy Dreamcast (an extremely cheap older console, running you about $15). Buy Shenmue (about $15). Put Shenmue in Dreamcast. Play. There are also Dreamcast emulators for PCs (and Shenmue is functionally abandonware at this point). None are complete, but many will work for Shenmue. Still, unless you’re really hurting for cash, it would probably be a lot easier just to plunk down the money. Plus, now you have a Dreamcast for other awesome games!

Deus Ex

Runs fine on a modern OS. Deus Ex is regularly on sale—physically and digitally—for $5 or less. A real steal.

Metal Gear Solid 2

A little more complicated. There are two releases of this game: Metal Gear Solid 2: Sons of Liberty and Metal Gear Solid 2: Substance. The former is the original release; the latter is a rerelease that includes various extras, such as a series of virtual reality challenges. Both are available for Playstation 2, and Substance is available for the Xbox (but, sadly, not emulatable on the 360). It was also released for the PC, but it’s a rather buggy port, and you need to jump through some hoops to get it to run on Windows 7 or even XP Service Pack 3. It’s not impossible, but it’s definitely not the preferred option if you have access to a console.

Façade

Very easy. Go to interactivestory.net and download it for Mac or PC.

Dear Esther

The version covered in this book is the original 2008 mod release, which required the player to own Half-Life 2.4 However, Valve Software has now released the Source SDK (the engine Half-Life 2 runs on) for free, although it can be downloaded and installed only through Steam (you can download that at steampowered.com). On Steam, go to the tab that says “games,” then expand the games menu by clicking on the arrow in the upper right corner of the menu. Find the Tools button and click on it; you should see a listing for Source SDK there. Then download Dear Esther from moddb.com; either follow the installation instructions in the readme or install it using the Desura platform (available at the same place).

A Dear Esther remake was released in February 2012, featuring near-identical gameplay and narrative structure but with greatly improved graphics, a revised script, and a reorchestrated score. Really, the graphical difference is amazing; this little mod has been turned into one of the technical splendors of contemporary gaming, the most beautiful game since 2008’s Crysis. As of this writing, it’s available on Steam for $10. If you want to see the game I wrote about, download the original, but the remake will probably be the more enchanting experience.

Heavy Rain

Exclusive to the Playstation 3 and still sold in stores, so your options are limited to having a PS3 and a copy of the game. Well worth it!


Appendix C

Further Gaming

THE 13 GAMES THAT I EXAMINE IN THIS BOOK ARE JUST THE TIP OF THE ICEBERG. There are hundreds if not thousands of games that are in some way notable for their narratives, and in this section I want to briefly highlight some of them, many of which almost made it into the book but were cut for length. Think of this appendix as “further reading.”

This selection is far from exhaustive; there are a great many games I haven’t played, and whose exclusion from this list is an unfortunate inevitability, and my young age makes the list prejudiced in favor of games from the last 15 years. Still, it would take you hundreds of hours to play everything listed here, so it’s a healthy start.

Another World (1991)

Released as Out of this World in the U.S., Another World is a cinematic action-adventure game that was one of the first narrative games to attempt to convey story without dialog. While there are a few lines in the opening cinematic, the bulk of the game is silent, focusing on a computer scientist’s survival on an alien world and his eventual friendship and alliance with a persecuted alien that resides there. The game’s bright colors and rotoscoped animation make the world come alive, and the sheer brutality of it—one wrong step will get you killed instantly—brings out the fear of being stranded in an unknown and hostile environment.

Civilization (1992)

Famed for its addictive sandbox gameplay, Civilization is also notable for the role the player fills. In Civilization you’re a sort of immortal godlike figure, guiding a small tribe from 4000 B.C. to the modern age, as the tribe’s civilization expands, new technology is adopted, and an increasingly complex world of war and diplomacy emerges. It would go on to become one of PC gaming’s longest-running and most acclaimed series (the most recent iteration, Civilization V, having been released in late 2010). See also: SimCity and Populous (both 1989).

Myst (1993)

A highly controversial game, it nevertheless would have received a chapter in this book had I been able to get the damn thing to run on a post-Windows 98 OS. Sold on its beautiful graphics and storybook qualities, Myst also pioneered the joining of puzzle design and plot. As TTLG user Tonamel describes it, “Each world teaches you about the people who lived there by forcing you to figure out the way they think.” As you travel through multiple abandoned dimensions, you must solve environmental puzzles using knowledge gleaned from texts left behind by a sort of god-historian. Myst’s legacy is not an entirely positive one—it has often been accused of being instrumental in the death of the adventure game1—but the design was ground-breaking for the time. It also cast the avatar as the player himself, a surprisingly rare conceit in gaming; even second-person games such as Planetfall put you in a role that is clearly not “you.”2

A Mind Forever Voyaging (1995)

Another text adventure by Planetfall author Steve Meretzky, it’s fundamentally different from all other Infocom games. The traditional text adventure comprised a narrative linked by frequent puzzles, but AMFV had only a single real puzzle at the end of the game. It casts you as PRISM, a supercomputer designed to simulate future events. Your first task is to test the Plan for Renewed National Purpose, sweeping legislation sponsored by Senator Richard Ryder (a stand-in for President Ronald Reagan). The vast majority of the game involves your virtual character, Perry Simm, exploring the fictional town of Rockville, South Dakota, at increasing increments of ten years into the future. One of the first games to place an overt emphasis on narrative exploration and showing rather than telling, it also is one of the few overtly political games, serving as a powerful condemnation of the policies of the Reagan administration.

Fallout (1997)

A brilliant revitalization of the western RPG, Fallout takes place in post– nuclear-apocalypse California. Cast as one fortunate enough to be raised in a technologically advanced nuclear shelter known as a “Vault,” you’re forced into the outside world once the vault’s water-purification chip malfunctions. Fallout was one of the great nonlinear RPGs; you had great ability to customize your character, and there were numerous ways to approach any obstacles. But the game was characterized by the harsh amorality of much post-apocalyptic fiction, regularly forcing the player to make difficult decisions that had no clearly good option, a far cry from Ultima IV. See also its larger and more tongue-in-cheek sequel, Fallout 2 (1998).3

Grim Fandango (1998)

I’ve mentioned this game a few times throughout this book, and for good reason; I consider Grim Fandango to have arguably the best script and setting combination in gaming. The set-up is so imaginative as to be humorous: In the Mexican Land of the Dead (think Day of the Dead), buried souls must make a four-year journey across the land in order to arrive at the eighth underworld, the Land of Eternal Rest. You play Manny Calevera, a grim reaper/travel agent whose job is to sell souls the best travel package possible for this journey. Of course, the game is straight-up film noir, and Manny uncovers corruption at the Department of Death that challenges his amorality and leads him on his own four-year journey. The game is the last of the great Lucasarts comedies, but differentiates itself from them by being an equally powerful drama, an exploration of life and love after you’re dead.4

Thief: The Dark Project (1998)

The other famous game from Looking Glass Studios. While System Shock was a broad action-RPG that allowed the player to tackle obstacles in numerous ways, Thief cast the player in a considerably narrower role: a weak thief. Every first-person game beforehand had involved engaging the enemy in combat, but Thief asked the player to avoid it, creating a very different gaming experience. It also spun a tale that made notable use of unreliable information; the player would often be briefed on a thieving mission only to find that his map was wrong, or that events happened that completely changed the mission altogether. It’s worth noting that the basis for the game was the observation by Looking Glass that gaming, as a whole, under-utilized audio; Thief was a game about listening for audio cues to guide your stealth, and the story followed suit, told almost entirely through narration and overheard conversations.

Final Fantasy VIII (1999)

The divisive follow-up to Final Fantasy VII, it significantly altered many of the traditional mechanics of the RPG and moved the series into full-blown science fiction. While it has many praiseworthy aspects (and faults), I mention it here for its treatment of adolescence. The vast majority of games aren’t concerned with the central character’s age, and those that acknowledge it inevitably treat the character as a cognizant adult even if he’s supposed to be a teenager; after all, saving the world is for grown-ups. Final Fantasy VIII employs a team of characters on the cusp of adulthood, attending an elite military academy that asks them to fulfill serious duties without acknowledging their own youth. The game deftly handles the principal character’s inherent immaturity, something that annoyed many players (“Why is the protagonist such a jerk?”) but left a lasting impression on me.

Front Mission 3 (1999)

Another Square game (they were really on a roll in the late ’90s), Front Mission 3 is a near-future, politically charged tale of international war. The game’s chief achievement lies in its intertextuality; the character has access to an in-game internet, complete with e-mail, bulletin boards, and commercial websites. This web was enormous and fascinating, serving as both an excellent world-building device and as one of the chief ways that different perspectives are expressed. The conceit would not be used again until Grand Theft Auto IV (2008), and that was in the service of heavy-handed satire, not simulation.

Legend of Mana (1999)

Legend of Mana, by Final Fantasy developer Square, was a fascinating experiment in decentralized storytelling. Eschewing the typical “save the world” quest of the RPG, it instead tasked the player to go across a slightly surreal fantasy world, complete with watercolor-painted backgrounds, and assist numerous strange characters in apparently unrelated quests. Some of the episodes became linked, and others are one-offs. But while the complexity of the game’s interweaving plotlines is noteworthy, it’s the ambiguity with which it handles resolution of any kind that makes it truly stand out from the traditional mythic RPG. Simply put, there is no other game like it.

The Longest Journey (1999)

The last great adventure game, at least before Telltale revitalized the genre. Like Grim Fandango, its accomplishment isn’t in its use of the gamic medium, but in its content. Nearly all video games are what the literati refer to as “genre fiction,” operating within a predefined framework and focusing on the bombastic and fantastical. The Longest Journey is a direct response to that, casting the player as April Ryan, a down-to-earth 18-year-old art student in a thriving metropolis. The fact that the setting is conspicuously in the future (flying cars, etc.), or that the character eventually learns to travel to an entirely different world, is irrelevant; April’s reactions to everything are firmly grounded. Her concerns are not saving the world, but paying the rent, repairing fractured friendships, and avoiding the creepy guy who lives across the hall. Her pragmatic and dismissive reactions to questions of a greater destiny would be admirable in any medium, but are particularly unusual for gaming. Also see its flawed but ambitious sequel, Dreamfall, which put an enormous amount of faith in the player’s ability to critically think about its subtly challenging narrative.

Planescape: Torment (1999)

If there’s one game I regret not writing a chapter on, it’s this. Largely ignored upon release, it has achieved a sort of mythical status among PC gamers with an interest in narrative games. The reasons for this are quite simple: in a time when games were increasingly filmic, Torment looked to the novel for inspiration, and it remains the best example of a novelistic game. While a graphical role-playing game, it’s largely text-based; the player navigates enormous swathes of dialog and description, written with character and aplomb. The game’s great size and its impressive nonlinearity combine to make what is by far the largest gaming script ever, at about a million words. Torment was created to reject every fantasy stereotype, from the minute (no one uses swords) to the foundational (there’s no epic quest with a significant effect upon the wider world, merely a journey of personal discovery). The player is cast as an immortal who can’t die but doesn’t know why, one who has no memory of his previous lives even as those he encounters do, and hold his former actions against him. No game before or since has so overtly tackled philosophical quandaries, and that Torment does so without ever being dry is simply another point in its favor. I excluded this from the book because there was too much to talk about: it begs for in-depth literary analysis, which was beyond the scope of what I was doing. It’s a beautiful and touching game, and one of the best examples of games as art.

Baldur’s Gate II: Shadows of Amn (2000)

The original Baldur’s Gate (1998) brought Dungeons & Dragons back into computer gaming after a decade of being mostly absent, and as many of its accomplishments are technical (translating D&D’s turn-based combat into real-time) as narrative, although it spun a solid, classic-fantasy tale. Shadows of Amn built on this structure to create what may remain the most content-filled role-playing game of all time. Games generally choose between breadth or depth, and in the RPG this means having either a few detailed characters, quests, and locations or an open-world approach that provides freedom but is filled with repetition (The Elder Scrolls II: Dagger-fall [1996] being the most extreme example of the latter approach). Shadows of Amn did both, crafting an enormous world overflowing with stories and characters; players following every thread and exploring every locale could easily log 150 hours in the game. In addition, the game allowed for significant customization of the player’s character. (As a bard, I was given the opportunity to own a theater and micromanage a production.) Developer Bioware has gone on to become the preeminent developer of western RPGs, but (in my humble opinion) it has never come close to creating an equal to this magnum opus.

The Operative: No One Lives Forever (2000)

For reasons that continue to elude me, few games are outright comedies, and almost all of them are confined to the adventure genre (most famously the Lucasarts ones). No One Lives Forever dared to take a humorous approach to the most unlikely of genres, the first-person shooter. A 1960s spy romp reminiscent of James Bond, the game was simultaneously a send-up of its source material and of action gaming at large. It also had a novel system of encouraging stealth; if the player remained undetected, she could hear the various henchmen having hilarious conversations around the next corner. Other than its imaginative but less funny sequel, no game since has attempted the approach, and the world is a worse place for it.

Ace Combat 04: Shattered Skies (2001)

Some genres are less likely to produce storytelling games than others, and the niche genre of console flight-action is typically on the bottom of the pyramid when it comes to narrative ambition. Yet Ace Combat 4 (let’s drop that ridiculous zero) constructs a brilliant frame story, opening with an anime cutscene in which a boy reminisces about the time that a fighter jet crashed into his home and killed his family. The game proper places you as a rookie pilot in a massive war; you fly various missions, and between missions the boy’s story is shared further, as he gets a job working in a bar and ultimately ends up living with the squadron that the player is fighting. It brilliantly bridges the distant air war to the reality of ground fighting, and evokes tragedy when the player fights and kills the boy’s foster family. Sentimental but never maudlin, Ace Combat 4 is testament to the fact that any game design can accommodate a great story.

Max Payne (2001)

Many games serve as odes to other media and genres, but none so much as Max Payne. Its principal inspiration was the hard-boiled graphic novels that started in the late ’80s (themselves influenced by the hard-boiled fiction of Raymond Chandler and company), although its aesthetic was largely derived from the films of John Woo. As a rule, games aren’t very self-aware; Max Payne is, and its comic-book pane cutscenes are piled with over-the-top, tongue-in-cheek writing. (“The sun went down with practiced bravado. Twilight crawled across the sky, laden with foreboding.”) It never tips its hand, and the vast majority of critics (as well as players) took it at face value, alternatively lambasting it for its ridiculous prose and praising it as a powerful human drama—but the joke was on them. See also Alan Wake, another game from the same studio that does similar things with the genre of supernatural television (think Twin Peaks).

Silent Hill 2 (2001)

Silent Hill 2 is hard to sell here, as it’s largely based on a twist I don’t care to reveal. Suffice it to say that it’s one of the few games to use an unreliable narrator, and that it places atmosphere above all else. Its eerie dreamscapes and awkward dialog are frequently unnerving and often borderline nonsensical, but the player who makes it to the end will find an intelligent construction unrivaled in the field of survival horror.

The Elder Scrolls III: Morrowind (2002)

Rather than the levels typically experienced in most RPGs, Morrowind places the player on a detailed, contiguous 10-by-6 mile island littered with all manner of towns, caves, and ruins. Games typically excel at world-building more than any other narrative aspect, and in this arena Morrowind is one of the greats. The history of the world is richly presented in its visual design, in the extensive information offered by its inhabitants, and in the more than 300 readable books—from novellas to histories to religious texts—that populate the landscape. It’s particularly notable for establishing numerous regional powers and building a rich culture for the native people, the Dunmer, without ever overtly taking sides or establishing any of the major factions as the “bad guys.”

Half-Life 2 (2004)

Flush with cash, developer Valve took six years to develop the sequel to Half-Life. In the intervening years, numerous games used the complex scripting and storytelling techniques of Half-Life, but the imitators all paled in comparison to the true sequel. In a risky move, Valve moved the timeline significantly forward, and set the story in a distinctly European city under an alien occupation. Despite being a major commercial release, Half-Life 2 has a distinct art-film/French New Wave feel to it, and its subdued tone stands in sharp contrast to its action. Another triumph for the film-game form, it’s also a big-budget sequel that dares to be different.

Vampire: The Masquerade—Bloodlines (2004)

Despite its critical acclaim, few games followed directly in the footsteps of Deus Ex. Of the handful that did, Bloodlines is the most successful and significant. Based on a pen-and-paper RPG setting, Bloodlines takes the often-hackneyed genre of vampiric fiction and constructs an elaborate, detailed world as believable as it is frightening. The undead setting is perfect for the exploration of moral grey areas, and the choices-and-consequences gameplay of Deus Ex is widely expanded. In that classic your choices were mostly limited to your player character, but Bloodlines populates its world with interesting NPCs, all under the influence of the player’s decisions as a free agent in a factionalized world. The player also gets to choose which of the seven vampiric clans he belongs to, and this choice significantly changes the gameplay, such that I could play the game three times and have completely distinct experiences. Bloodlines was almost overambitious, packing in so much in the way of content and features that it was borderline-broken upon its release. Its reputation as an unfinished product combined with its niche target audience spelled financial doom for the game and its developer, Troika Studios. Game writer Jim Rossignol said it best when he wrote, “Bloodlines is so very far from perfect, but it is perfectly far from almost any other game we could pick up and play today.”5

Killer7 (2005)

I don’t even know how to present this. You play a man in a wheelchair who has seven different personalities, who together form a group of assassins that is sent after an insane cult led by an angel, all as Japan stands on the brink of war with the U.S. And the whole thing is cel-shaded to look like a cartoon. Rarely has a game been so surreal, so idiosyncratic, so difficult to parse. Dig down and you’ll find a lot of interesting political ideology, but on the surface level it’s simply mind-blowing, another demonstration of the diversity of video games.

Barkley, Shut Up and Jam: Gaiden (2008)

An independent Japanese-style RPG that casts the player as basketball legend Charles Barkley. Barkley lives in a dystopic future where basketball has been banned after the dreaded Chaos Dunk destroyed most of New York City, Michael Jordan is the villainous head of the anti-sports enforcement agency, and the save points are a talking Japanophile who expounds at length on the glories of Japanese culture and the ignorant Americans who don’t understand it. Like Max Payne before it, the game manages to be simultaneously a send-up of its source material (sports films, JRPGs) and a loving tribute, a (I kid you not) touching drama about a loving ex-NBA father trying to raise a son in a world gone mad. Commercial game design is frequently constrained by questions of target audience; the developers of Barkley ignore the idea completely and make what seems to be a massive in-joke but ends up being one of the great comedy games of all time. Oh, and it’s a sequel to the Looney Tunes/Michael Jordan film Space Jam. Go figure.

Sleep is Death (2010)

A multiplayer story-creation engine. It’s modeled like a traditional graphic adventure on one end, with the player moving his character around, interacting with the environment, and talking. The other end is controlled by a player who has 30 seconds to move other characters, write dialog for them, make the environment react to the player, and otherwise guide the story. It takes a while to learn the tools of the storymaster, but the possibilities are endless, and numerous great “storybooks” have been created from play sessions.


Glossary

action games: The broadest and most prevalent category of games, including numerous prominent subgenres such as the first-person shooter and the third-person action-adventure. An action game takes place in real time (as opposed to the turn-based nature of most early strategy games, RPGs, and adventures) and centers on combat and life-or-death challenges. Action games tend to be faster-paced and lighter on story than most other genres.

aliasing: Also known as “jaggies” or “stair steps,” a phenomenon in signal processing (in this case, signals between a video card and a television or monitor) that causes jagged, moving edges, among other visual deformation. Modern graphics cards use “anti-aliasing” techniques to reduce the effect.

alpha: The first phase of software testing, where development is far enough along to start testing but not yet solidified in terms of design elements and feature sets. In game design, this typically involves adding and removing features to see how they play with each other, and getting a general idea of the software’s performance on various systems or the console of choice. At the end of the alpha there is a “feature freeze” where content is locked down, and testing moves to the beta phase.

avatar: Originally, “avatar” is a Hindi word that describes the mortal manifestation of a god (most commonly Vishnu, who occasionally descends to earth to accomplish specific tasks), and Ultima IV’s Avatar takes his name from this concept. The term was given new meaning in 1992, when Neal Stephenson released Snow Crash, a popular postcyberpunk novel that presented a (pre–world wide web) vision of a globally networked virtual reality called the Metaverse. The graphical representations of users were referred to as avatars, and the term quickly spread outside the novel to mean the graphical representation of a user in any computer setting, be it an internet forum or a computer game.

beta: The second phase of software testing after alpha, in which the program is aggressively tested by a larger number of individuals to find and eliminate bugs, glitches, and crashes. In game design the testers are also tasked with identifying balance issues, scripting errors, and other issues that can be fixed without significantly altering the game’s design.

boss: A “boss” is a particularly powerful foe, usually encountered at the end of a level or other discrete section. (Such an encounter is called a “boss fight.”) Combat in games typically involves battling a series of identical enemies; the boss is a unique creature with distinctive abilities to shake the player from complacency and provide a greater challenge.

canon: In gaming and fandom, the canon defines what “really happened.” If two works in a series tell conflicting events, or if a game with multiple endings gets a sequel, the creators must choose one series of events as “canonical” and the others as “noncanonical,” a what-if story that never actually happened within the fictional universe. Not to be confused with “the canon,” the group of works considered to be the core artistic achievements of a medium.

cartridge: A ROM cartridge (sometimes simply “cart”) is a storage format used for console games, resembling a plastic brick that one could insert into the game console. The Nintendo 64 was the last console to use the format; all later consoles would use CD-ROMS (see below), DVD-ROMs, or Blu-Ray discs. ROM cartridges frequently contained integrated flash memory to allow the storage of user data (such as save games).

CD-ROM: An optical disc that quickly replaced the cartridge (both in gaming and in music’s 8-track tapes) due to its smaller size, cheaper production cost, and greatly increased storage capacity. Unlike cartridges, the CD-ROM could not integrate flash memory, and saved games had to be stored on external memory cards. The greater memory of the CD-ROM accelerated the adoption of pre-rendered cutscenes and voice acting.

CGI: Computer-Generated Imagery. In gaming this usually refers to either pre-rendered backgrounds or computer-generated cutscenes (see pre-rendered graphics).

character class: A job or role that a character fills, introduced in Dungeons & Dragons as a way of defining character abilities and archetypes. The original D&D classes were the Fighting Man, Thief, Cleric, and Magic User, but numerous others were added in later versions, such as the “Ranger” and “Paladin” in the “fighter” archetype. This class system is the dominant means of defining characters, both in pen-and-paper RPGs and their video game successors.

character level: A rough estimation of a character’s power in an RPG. Levels typically run from 1 to 20, the original D&D level range.

console: Short for “game console,” a console is a specialized type of computer whose sole purpose is to play video games. The Magnavox Odyssey was the first commercial game console, with the Atari 2600 being the first widely adopted one. Game consoles are typically controlled with “gamepads,” controllers with directional pads, buttons, and (later) triggers and analog sticks in place of a keyboard and mouse. The advantage of the game console is its predictability. A PC game must be made to run on a wide variety of systems, but every game console of a certain model is functionally identical, allowing for easier bug-testing and for more powerful performance than on a comparable PC system. However, the game console’s weakness is limited versatility; one cannot easily modify a console or its games in the way one can with PCs. We’re currently in the seventh generation of game consoles, composed of the Microsoft Xbox 360, the Sony Playstation 3, and the Nintendo Wii.

controller: The physical device used to interact with a game. Usually synonymous with gamepad.

cutscene: A scripted scene of exposition that the player can’t control, resembling a short film.

cyberpunk: A genre term that originated with author Bruce Bethke and was popularized by William Gibson’s novel Neuromancer. Cyberpunk is a genre of science fiction that combines technological advancement with a degree of social breakdown, usually a somewhat anarchic universe ruled by massive corporations. The focus is typically on individuals and their attempts to survive in this dystopia rather than epic, save-the-world plots.

cyberspace: Coined by William Gibson in Neuromancer, “cyberspace” was an imagined visually oriented network, a way of describing the links between computers and machines. The term is now often used as a synonym for the internet.

dialog tree: A system that presents the user with a list of lines that her character can say; she chooses one, the NPC responds, and the list changes. For more detail, see the first chapter (but you’ve already read that, haven’t you?).

digital distribution: The practice of selling games over the internet rather than through physical stores. Such systems have been around since the dawn of the world wide web, but didn’t become a major means of distribution till Valve launched Steam in 2004. Many industry experts, including Electronic Arts, expect revenue from digital downloads to overtake retail revenue in 2011.

D&D: Short for Dungeons & Dragons, the original role-playing game.

DOS: Short for “Disk Operating System,” it refers to many related operating systems that ran on “IBM-compatible” PCs, and were the dominant operating system in that market from the early ’80s to the mid-’90s. Microsoft’s MS-DOS is the most famous variant.

dungeon: A term that emerged from Dungeons & Dragons, a “dungeon” in gaming rarely refers to a literal dungeon. Rather, it is a large location (often underground, like a dungeon) that houses numerous monsters and treasure. Most RPGs divide the world into “dungeons” (areas with enemies that are combat-focused) and “towns,” peaceful civilian areas where the play focus is on dialog and trade.

edugame: Portmanteau of “educational game.” These games, which had their heyday in the late ’80s to early ’90s, attempted to use the fun of computer games to teach skills such as math and reading. Most were lectures first and games second, and the field suffered from their poor quality (The Oregon Trail being a notable exception). There’s some interesting experimentation with edugames in the field of independent gaming, and I expect them to make a comeback as games become more widely accepted in society.

emergent gameplay: Game choices and situations that emerge from game systems interacting with each other, rather than being directly scripted by the developer. As games adopted increasingly complex systems, emergent gameplay became more viable, allowing the player to feel a greater sense of ownership over his actions and choices. Games that make use of emergent gameplay also tend to be more replayable. (See the chapter on Deus Ex.)

engine: See game engine.

experience points: In RPGs, “experience” is the principal measure of player progress. The player can receive experience points for defeating foes in combat and completing quests, and after accumulating enough experience points the player can level up.

farming: The practice of repetitively performing an action (usually slaying certain types of monsters) in order to maximize the amount of gold or other resource gained per minute.

first-person shooter: A genre started by Wolfenstein 3D and popularized by Doom, the first-person shooter is pretty self-explanatory: it’s a first-person game that principally revolves around shooting things. By the mid ’90s it was one of the most popular PC game genres. Medal of Honor (1999) and Halo: Combat Evolved (2001) helped popularize the genre on consoles.

FPS: Common abbreviation for first-person shooter.

game console: See console.

Gamecube: Nintendo’s competitor to the Playstation 2 and Xbox, released in 2001. Apart from a distinct aesthetic, the Gamecube added no significant new features to the gaming world, and served—like the Nintendo 64 before it—as a platform for first-party Nintendo games and not a lot else.

game engine: A “game engine” can be thought of as the graphical and programming base of a game, a toolset used to build all of its levels and systems. Originally these were proprietary, but in the mid-’90s game developer id realized that it could make a solid profit licensing its Quake game engine to other developers, who could focus on building the game rather than the tools to make it. Eventually this and other competing game engines became free for amateur development.

gamepad: The standard method of input for a game console. The earliest gamepads were a square hunk of plastic with a directional pad and a couple of gamepads. Modern gamepads typically feature two analog sticks (mini-joysticks), triggers, and a variety of buttons. Including the four inputs of the directional pad and the triggers, the Xbox 360 and Playstation 3 have 16 buttons.

gameplay: One of the most used and least defined words in gaming. Generally speaking, a game’s “gameplay” is the sum of all its interactive components (i.e., not graphics, sound, or story), and is generally considered the core determining factor in what makes a great game.

gamic: Of or relating to video games.

graphic adventure: Originally, “graphic adventure” simply meant “a text adventure with graphics,” but the genre eventually dropped the parser in favor of a point-and-click interface, while retaining the focus on puzzle-solving that marked its predecessors. Most puzzles involve the creative use of inventory objects on the environment. Often dialog-heavy.

GUI: Graphical User Interface, a term meant to distinguish image-based user interfaces from textual/command line ones. All video games other than text adventures feature a GUI in some sense, usually in the form of a HUD (below).

HUD: HUD is short for “Heads-Up Display,” an interface overlaid on real-time visual data. The term originated from the digital readouts on the cockpits of modern fighter jets. The vast majority of games feature a HUD of some kind, including such details as health bars, points, or available tools. A few recent games have omitted the HUD in favor of expressing all necessary information within the game environment; 2008’s Dead Space and its sequel are the most successful of these.

IBM-compatible: The history of computer systems is long and complicated, but the short answer is that IBM gained significant market share with its machines, which had a distinct architecture and operating system. Other companies legally reverse-engineered this design and came out with competing systems that used a similar design and were compatible with all programs designed for the IBM machine. This group of “IBM-compatible PCs” would form the basis of the modern Windows-based PC.

immersive sim: A loosely defined genre, characterized by a focus on immersion, simulation of numerous systems, and player freedom. The immersive sim is opposed to the more prevalent school of design that insists on systemic purity, cutting out all systems and information that are not directly necessary. The genre should not be confused with the broader genre of simulation, which typically takes a single narrow area and models it in great detail—for instance, flight simulators. There is debate as to whether the genre is still alive, and what games truly qualify to be included, but System Shock, Thief, and Deus Ex are core examples of its principles. For a thoughtful examination of the history and current reality of the immersive sim, see Indie Game developer Robert Yang’s blog post on the subject at http://www.blog.radiator.debacle.us/2010/12/dark-past-part-1-on-immersive-sim.html.

in-engine: Graphics rendered “in-engine” are those rendered in real time, drawing on the power of the CPU and the graphics card. By definition these make up the core playspace of the game, as pre-rendered graphics can’t be interacted with in any substantial way. Historically, real-time graphics haven’t looked nearly as good as pre-rendered graphics, but as budgets grow and graphical technology advances the gap is closing.

interactive fiction: A term for text adventures used by Infocom. It’s now the preferred term because “text adventure” signifies a genre as much as a form; interactive fiction can (and has) left the adventure genre behind to craft entirely different text-based experiences.

isometric: Isometric projection is a method for representing three-dimensional worlds in two dimensions. Without getting into a discussion of angles and rotations, one can describe isometric as a slanted view—not top-down, not side-on, but somewhere in between, a sort of crane shot of the world. Used in many two-dimensional RPGs, such as Diablo, Fallout, and Baldur’s Gate.

Japanese RPG: Also sometimes called a “console RPG,” due to the fact that most console RPGs are Japanese, and almost all PC RPGs are Western. Originating from the same base of D&D as all computer RPGs, the Japanese RPG (or JRPG) remains distinct from the Western RPG, and is now one of the oldest and most tradition-laden genres still commercially active. (For more details, see the chapter on Final Fantasy VII.)

karma meter: The trope, introduced in Ultima IV, of having your character’s morality evaluated by the game, usually on one or more binary spectrums between good and evil, order and chaos, etc. Karma meters are prevalent in contemporary games, although they’re usually implemented at a shallow level; the character isn’t typically required to make difficult moral decisions.

level: A discrete section of a game. The term originates in classic arcade games, where the player would often literally advance up or down levels in a building or dungeon as a mark of progress. Contemporary games are rarely divided into levels in a literal sense, and the term is used as a casual descriptor of a physically and/or thematically contiguous portion of the game. Only applicable to linear games. The term is also shorthand for character level.

level up: The process by which a character gains enough experience points to increase in level in RPGs. The player is typically allowed to do a certain amount of customization at this point: distribute attribute points, increase certain skills instead of others, learn new spells, etc.

linear: A game whose plot follows a straight line; interactivity is only within the moment, or in how the player navigates a single space in the game. The script is fixed, and future events are set before the game has even begun. Although the video game is an interactive medium, the vast majority of games are inherently linear, due to the greatly increased complexity and subsequent loss of developer control in nonlinear games.

ludic: Of or relating to play; typically used to contrast the mechanics of play from the representational elements in a game.

ludology: The academic practice of studying games based entirely on their computational elements, and excluding their narrative and representational elements. Ludologists believe that it’s the mechanics of a game, the interaction between the player and a game’s computational process and rules, that provide worth to the medium, and that employing the same sort of narrative analysis used in other mediums is a waste of everyone’s time.

MacGuffin: A term popularized by director Alfred Hitchcock for a device (usually an object of power) that drives a story, and that the principal players will do almost anything to obtain. From a narrative standpoint it is typically irrelevant what the MacGuffin is; what matters is that everyone seeks to acquire it and that this quest creates dramatic conflict. The titular item in The Maltese Falcon is an excellent example of a MacGuffin.

metagaming: Metagaming is a practice that emerged in D&D and other role-playing games. Whereas a role-player lets his character’s personality and place in the world guide his decisions, the metagamer consciously recognizes that he’s playing a game and thus makes choices based on what he thinks will maximize the power of his character. This is an extreme form of “power gaming,” which is the same thing without the discarding of role-playing; for instance, one could play a power-hungry character, and thus role-play and power-game at the same time. Metagaming and role-playing are inherently opposed, and even power gaming tends to unduly influence the decisions of most characters. (For more on this issue, see the chapter on Heavy Rain.)

M.I.T.: Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Spacewar!, one of the first video games, was created at M.I.T. in 1962, and the institution and its alums would go on to have great influence on the world of video games.

MMORPG: Short for Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game, an RPG where thousands of users inhabit the same world, completing quests together, battling, trading, etc. MMORPGs are descended from text-based multiplayer games called MUDs (Multi-User Dungeons). Ultima Online (1997) was the first widely successful MMORPG, with Everquest (1999) and World of Warcraft (2004) further expanding the genre’s popularity.

narratology: The academic practice of studying video games in a comparative media context, examining their representational and narrative aspects as well as their ludic ones. Ludology arose out of the (well-placed) frustration that academic analysis frequently ignored the basic elements that made video games distinct. Since the philosophical split and the arguments that have ensued, narratologists are more likely to try to paint a fuller picture of games rather than explaining them in purely representational terms.

Nintendo Entertainment System: Originally released in Japan as the “Famicom,” the Nintendo Entertainment System (or NES) was released in North America in 1985 and is generally credited with reviving the video game industry after the Video Game Crash of 1983. The NES ushered in the “third-party” model of console development, where developers other than manufacturer Nintendo could make games for the console, as long as Nintendo got royalties and had veto power over any design or content decisions. This console was dominant until the early ’90s, when it was supplanted by the Sega Genesis and Nintendo’s successor, the Super Nintendo.

NPC: Non-player character. Used to refer to any character other than the one the player is in control of. This gets more complicated in party-based RPGs such as Final Fantasy VII, where there is a principal character that is controlled at all times, but also a number of NPCs that are playable in combat. I refer to this second category as “playable NPCs,” because while controllable, they aren’t the avatar of the player.

nonlinear: Games that allow multiple discrete paths through the narrative. There has been much debate as to what, exactly, will qualify a game as nonlinear; does the game have to have multiple endings, or is it enough to allow the player relative freedom within a level, even if the next level remains unaffected? More than anything, nonlinearity is a design philosophy, something to strive for; games inevitably fall on a spectrum, with no game being entirely linear or nonlinear.

parser: The command line on which the player types in text adventures.

PC: Either “personal computer” or “player character,” depending on context. The first technically refers to any nonmainframe computer, but is often used to mean a Windows-based PC. The latter refers to the principal character the player controls in a game, usually the protagonist of the story.

pixel: A single dot capable of representing a mix of blue, green, and red colors, as well as being on or off. Vast grids of pixels form shapes on computer monitors. Pixels also refer to the two-dimensional squares that make up 2D graphics in video games; contrast with polygons, below.

polygon: The shapes used to make “true 3D.” Unlike pixels, which have only one side, polygons have numerous sides and can be viewed from any angle; this allows for the player to have a dynamic, player-controlled camera, rather than the fixed camera typical in 2D games.

Playstation: Sony’s first console, released in 1995. Through a clever combination of marketing and of alliances with third-party developers, the Playstation came out of nowhere to dethrone incumbent console king Nintendo in the fifth generation of consoles. The Playstation was also notable for being the first console to standardize dual analog sticks (in a popular redesign of the analog-stickless controller).

Playstation 2: The follow-up to the Sony Playstation, released in 2000. Not particularly notable from a hardware standpoint, it still was the dominant console in the sixth generation, due to its brand-name value and extensive games library.

Playstation 3: Released in 2006, the Playstation 3 remains the most technologically advanced console ever produced, featuring a seven-core processor, integrated broadband wireless, and even a Blu-Ray player. Sony marketed the device as “more than a console,” a sort of television-based multimedia center.

playthrough: A single complete playing of a video game, from beginning to end (although not necessarily contiguous in time).

power gaming: The practice of consciously or unconsciously seeking to maximize one’s power in a game. Standard practice for most games, the power-gaming approach can be counterproductive in narrative-focused games that ask the player to try to work with the world rather than try to overpower it. (See Ultima IV and Heavy Rain.)

pre-rendered graphics: A background or cutscene that is modeled and animated seperately from the game’s engine and then encoded in video files. In short, while most assets in games are drawn on the fly by the engine in order to keep up with the changing game world, pre-rendered images are simply recorded images. They draw no power from the graphics processor and thus can be much higher fidelity than in-engine graphics, but are necessarily static; they can’t be altered by the player.

point-and-click: An interface, popularized by the Apple Macintosh, that involves using a computer mouse to select on-screen buttons rather than typing into a command line.

QTE: A term coined by Shenmue designer Yu Suzuki, short for “Quick Time Event.” This is the merging of time button presses with otherwise passive cutscenes. The technique was originally used in Dragon’s Lair (1983), revived by Shenmue, and then exploited in numerous games throughout the ’00s, including God of War and Resident Evil 4. The use of QTEs was substantially refined in Heavy Rain.

random encounter: Also called a random battle. Random encounters occur principally in Japanese RPGs, where the character will spontaneously enter battle while walking in “dangerous” areas despite no enemies being in sight. Originally created to prevent having to draw more character sprites in the world, it has become a tradition of the Japanese RPG, though some JRPGs have broken with this convention throughout the genre’s history, most notably Chrono Trigger (1995) and Chrono Cross (2000).

real-time: A “real-time” game is one that is always in movement, time constantly flowing forward whether the player is staying still or actively engaging. This is to be contrasted with a “turn-based” game, where the participants take turns and the game world waits for the player’s input.

role-playing: Playing make-believe. Role-playing is when a player chooses to create a character distinct from herself, get inside the character’s skin, and play the role—make the decisions that character would make based on the character’s background, ideology, abilities, etc. Note that many computer RPGs don’t actually allow for substantial role-playing, particularly Japanese RPGs (which generally force the player into a predefined character).

role-playing game: A broad genre of games birthed from Dungeons & Dragons—consistent aspects are a focus on storytelling and on character progression (a character becoming increasingly powerful and skilled). Combat is usually directed by instruction rather than by giving the player direct control, as in an action game. Subgenres include the action RPG (Diablo), the strategy RPG (Tactics Ogre), and the MMORPG.

RPG: Short for role-playing game, above.

save: A snapshot of a specific point in the game. Contemporary games are usually too long to play in a single sitting, so the player may save his progress to return to the game later, or save so that he has a fallback position in case of death.

save point: Until the standard adoption of hard drives with the seventh generation of consoles, console games would generally let players save only at designated points, to reduce the size of the save file. These points are called “save points.” A related approach is the “checkpoint” system, popularized in such titles as Halo: Combat Evolved, in which the game automatically saves the player’s progress at certain set increments and automatically reloads to the last checkpoint if the player is killed.

scripted event: A complex event that happens within the normal course of play (as opposed to a cutscene) that is scripted by the game developer; it can look completely natural, but will play out the same way every time, as opposed to emergent events.

Steam: The premier digital distribution platform, operated by Valve.

survival horror: A genre of games that focuses less on ultimate victory and more on simply surviving; it’s typically combined with horror elements, often featuring zombies and other supernatural creatures. The genre originated with Alone in the Dark and was popularized by Resident Evil in 1996.

text adventure: One of the original computer game genres, presented all in text. Characterized by rich descriptions and environmental puzzles.

third-person: A perspective in which the player controls a single character from an over the shoulder perspective.

trope: According to website TVTropes.org, tropes are “devices and conventions that a writer can reasonably rely on as being present in the audience members’ minds and expectations.” It differentiates them from clichés by noting that a trope is not necessarily dull or trite; it is merely a recurring presence in narratives.

turn: A single complete turn in a turn-based game, or a single action in a text adventure.

tutorial: A section at the beginning of a game that trains the player in using the gamic systems. Sometimes presented in video, tutorials are most often designed as hands-on training, allowing the player to navigate an easy prologue of the game while slowly introducing its features. The tutorial has largely replaced the manual in contemporary gaming.

walkthrough: A walkthrough is the most common type of game guide, in which the author instructs the player how to complete the game step-by-step. A “strategy guide” typically includes a walkthrough as well as tips on general strategies, secrets, and side quests.

wargaming: A specific genre of tabletop gaming dedicated to simulations of military battles, ranging from the simple (Risk) to the extremely complex (Squad Leader). Such games typically employ real geographic maps and squadrons of troops, rather than the individual characters and make-believe environments that characterize D&D.

Western RPG: Sometimes called “PC RPGs” or “computer RPGs” because they appear almost exclusively on computers rather than consoles, due to the fact that the personal computer was the principal development platform for Western game developers before the last decade. Westerns RPGs are less narrowly defined than JRPGs, as they’ve changed considerably more over the course of their existence, but they tend to feature an overt focus on nonlinearity that JRPGs lack. The Western RPG typically asks the player to create and define her character (a la D&D) rather than providing a precreated character, which JRPGs typically do.

wireframe graphics: A technique where only the outlines of objects are drawn, allowing for greater detail in shape at the expense of any texture.

Xbox: Microsoft’s first console, released in 2001. It was the first console to feature an integrated hard drive and Ethernet port for broadband connections. Although it lost money, it succeeded in establishing Microsoft in the console gaming world, and laid the ground for the Xbox 360.

Xbox 360: The first entry into the seventh generation of consoles, released in 2005. It was also the first console equipped with wireless controllers.
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Copyright

1 Or, rather, whatever mysterious legal entity ended up with it after the company’s closure; it’s unknown to the public, as EA has only the trademark, not the copyright.

Choose Your Own Introduction

1 There are other storytelling media that allow interactivity, such as hypertext fiction and various forms of theater and performance art; but hypertext fiction is largely a product of narrative theorists virtually unknown outside of academia, and interactive theater isn’t really a “mass medium,” and generally responds to a large audience rather than to the direct commands of a single individual. My point isn’t to deny the importance of these media, but to point out that the video game is unique.

2 A tic-tac-toe game called OXO was built in 1952, and a basic tennis simulation built using an oscilloscope called Tennis for Two was completed in 1958. Both of these were graphical computer games, but were essentially hardware constructions rather than the digital programs of Spacewar! and all modern video games.

3 Namely the Video Game Crash of 1983, a massive collapse of the North American video games industry that nearly killed the nascent medium.

4 At least some of these are covered in Appendix C: Further Gaming.

5 For a much lengthier discussion of narrative definitions as applied to video games, see Dan Pinchbeck’s “Story as a Function of Gameplay in First Person Shooters,” pp. 36-48.

The Adventure Begins

1 My mother actually worked at Microsoft in Marketing for Children’s Software, a department that produced the Magic School Bus games, and I unwittingly beta-tested them from a very young age.

2 According to the Entertainment Software Association, the average gamer in 2010 was 34, with an even distribution around that (25% under 18, 26% over 50). While these numbers are not unquestionable—the ECA doesn’t say how it defines a “gamer”—they are solid enough to support the statement that most gamers are adults.

3 Thomas Rubey, “AT ISSUE: Profile of computer owners in the 1990’s,” U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, http://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/1999/04/atissue.htm#1a (accessed January 30, 2011).

4 While Loom is a classic in its own right, The Secret of Monkey Island proved to be the more influential game, both for me and the industry—hence this chapter’s exclusive focus on the latter.

5 Technically speaking, every game, from Pong upwards, presents a narrative (at least by my definition). By “narrative gaming” I mean the field of games that attempt to provide complex and novel narrative experiences for the player. I will be using this more constrained definition throughout the book.

6 There is some confusion as to when, exactly, Adventure was completed, but 1975 seems the most likely date. See Nick Montfort’s Twisty Little Passages, p. 91.

7 Locations in a text adventure are typically called “rooms,” even when they’re outdoors!

8 The predecessor to the internet that Crowther himself had helped program.

9 Mystery House sold about 10,000 copies, a pittance by modern standards but a large number in the small gaming market of 1980.

10 Maniac Mansion also featured numerous innovations such as selectable player characters and multiple endings, which would go on to be key forms of nonlinearity in gaming.

11 Ron Gilbert, “On Stranger Tides,” Grumpy Gamer, http://grumpygamer.com/6476640 (accessed September 15, 2010).

12 In fact, the majority of players of any given title don’t finish the game even once. Through the tracking of achievements—awards players receive at certain milestones of a game’s progress in most modern games—we can get a sense of how often games remain unfinished. Of those who played popular indie game Aquaria on Steam, only 16% finished; for Metro 2033, it was 38%. Ubisoft’s Gaelec Simard reported that 40% of Xbox 360 players completed the popular Assassin’s Creed II, a number he described as “huge.” Even Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2, an incredibly popular game with a campaign that lasted a measly five hours, registered only a 59% completion rate. The reasons for low rates of finishing are unclear, but are probably a combination of boredom, difficulty, unmet expectations, and the fact that most commercial games ask for a time commitment of at least 10 hours, and often much more. Of course, these stats are for nearly two decades after Monkey Island, so we still can’t be sure of how players approached “replayable” games in 1990.

13 Well, it’s a little more complicated than that—but we’ll get to text adventures in the next chapter.

14 It actually did eventually make a small profit, as word of mouth enabled it to sell slowly but continuously in the years after its release, but this was little consolation to a publisher operating in a hit-driven industry.

15 Erik Wolpaw, “Death of Adventure Games,” Old Man Murray, http://www.oldmanmurray.com/features/77.html (accessed January 30, 2011).

16 One of the leads on Escape from Monkey Island.

“Can a Computer Make You Cry?”

1 A third-party publisher is one that publishes games on multiple platforms. The distinction is made because the largest publishers are almost always, by definition, the manufacturers of the game consoles (currently Microsoft, Nintendo, and Sony), who publish games exclusively on their respective systems.

2 The advertisement was groundbreaking, but unfortunately did not catch on with the public, who (to quote Hawkins) “were really more [interested in] which games were fun and not who made them or why” (Donovan, p. 140). EA had phased out its focus on “artists” a short few years after its founding, and by the early 2000s has come under scrutiny for mistreatment of low-level employees, resulting in numerous class-action lawsuits.

3 Such manuals are one of the elements I miss most about the games of old; the best were vivid storybooks that helped kick-start the player’s imagination. While elaborate manuals became less common as the industry matured, the practice continued until around 2000, with some of the best manual-storybooks (Homeworld, Arcanum) appearing around that time. Shortly thereafter cost-cutting and the continued integration of instruction and backstory into the game proper led to the death of these intricate manuals.

4 A “turn” is defined as a single action—examining an object, moving from one room to another, and so forth.

5 Gareth Rees, “Planetfall criticism (*spoilers*),” rec.arts.int-fiction, May 7, 1993. http://groups.google.com/group/rec.arts.int-fiction/browse_frm/thread/e3c04c0c041fdb4/a2ef5c64c9fe8aa6?pli='1 (accessed July 9, 2010).

6 Barry Atkins, More Than A Game: The Computer Game as Fictional Form, Manchester University Press, 2003, 48.

7 This is considerably less true for many a postmodern author—see Thomas Pynchon—but game narratives rarely enter into that territory.

8 In the second episode of the cult BBC sitcom Spaced (1999), protagonist Tim is drowning his sorrows in video games when visited by housemate Brian.


Brian: What are you playing?

Tim: Tomb Raider III.

[Camera cuts to protagonist Lara Croft writhing underwater.]

Brian: She’s drowning.

Tim: Yeah.

Brian: Is that the point of the game?

Tim: It depends what mood you’re in, really.


All comedy aside, spitefully killing the player character and/or non-player characters is a time-honored way of venting frustration and angst. But it’s inherently an act subversive to the game’s story, where the player ceases to place any weight at all on the happenings of the game’s universe, up to and including character death. Again, we see that all authorial construction (in most games) is based on the assumption that the player character lives; dying kills not only the character, but the game itself.

9 Such as Monkey Island’s decision to remove death entirely.

10 And thank heavens for that! If nothing else, frequent death presented a large barrier of entry to new gamers. The chief reason behind the increasing easiness of most video games was the recognition that it would allow more players to play. Many games from the late ’80s onwards feature adjustable difficulty levels, giving the expert gamers a real challenge while letting the rest of us take things a bit easier.

11 Kirk Shimano, “Floyd Here Now!”—A Study of Planetfall’s Most Enduring Character, March 16, 2004.

12 Ibid.

13 Murray probably doesn’t mean “minor” in the sense that it’s unimportant, but is simply trying to avoid painting any single event as a medium-transforming moment. Admirable restraint, but it is (as she notes) a milestone nonetheless.

14 Janet H. Murray, Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace, The MIT Press, 1998, 53.

15 Some examples are provided in Murray, above; Ernest Adams, “Designer’s Notebook: How To Be Weird,” Gamasutra, February 12, 1999, http://www.gamasutra.com/view/feature/3316/designers_notebook_how_to_be_.php (accessed July 9, 2010); and Steve Meretzky, “The Creation of Floyd the Robot in Planetfall,” Electronic Book Review, 2008.

16 Kieron Gillen, “Word Play,” Rock, Paper, Shotgun, www.rockpapershotgun.com/2007/10/16/wordplay/ (accessed February 1, 2011).

17 Extensively chronicled in “Down From the Top of its Game: The Story of Infocom, Inc.” by Hector Briceno et al.

18 See the later chapter “Intertitle: Gaming in the New Millennium.”

Moral Gaming

1 “Wargaming” is a specific genre of gaming dedicated to simulations of military battles, ranging from the simple (Risk) to the extremely complex (Squad Leader). Such games normally feature geographic maps and squadrons of troops, rather than the individual characters and make-believe environments that characterize D&D.

2 The person who manages the game campaign for the other players, controlling monsters, guiding the plot, manipulating the difficulty level, etc.

3 Darren Waters, “What happened to Dungeons and Dragons?”, BBC News, April 26, 2004, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/magazine/3655627.stm (accessed July 28, 2010).

4 Nobody actually uses pens in “pen-and-paper” games. They use pencils. Don’t ask me.

5 Since this is a book on video games, I use “RPG” to refer to video game RPGs rather than their analog forbears; when I need to refer to those, I’ll specify “pen-and-paper RPGs.”

6 David Taylor, “Lord British: A Fantasy Interview,” Ultima Online Archive, www.uo.com/archive/ftp/text/intrview/richgar.txt (accessed February 7, 2011).

7 Johnny L. Wilson & Rusel DeMaria, “Richard Garriot & Origin Systems” in High Score!: The Illustrated History of Video Games, McGraw Hill Osborne, 2004, 122.

8 The Egyptian symbol of eternal life; it looks like a cross with an oval at the top.

9 The classes being Bard, Druid, Fighter, Mage, Paladin, Ranger, Shepherd, and Tinker.

10 David Buckingham, Computer Games: Text, Narrative and Play (University Park, PA: Polity, 2006), 9.

11 Ibid, p. 10.

12 The “Big Bad,” or “end boss,” is the principal antagonist that must be slain at the end of a typical RPG.

13 “Karma Meter,” TV Tropes, http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/KarmaMeter (accessed February 7, 2011).

14 In contrast to the Japanese RPG (or JRPG), which we’ll examine in the chapter on Final Fantasy VII.

15 Thankfully, there are a few games that step beyond it, and in the chapter on Deus Ex we’ll see the advantages of forcing the player to make uncomfortable decisions.

The Immersive Sim

1 The film being The Lady in the Lake, an adaptation of one of Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe detective novels. Point of view shots are fairly common in films, but are constrained to single shots; for a film to use first-person for even five minutes straight is considered daring by modern standards.

2 A technique where only the outlines of the objects are drawn, allowing for greater detail in shape at the expense of any texture.

3 Taking place in a large multilevel dungeon, Ultima Underworld: The Stygian Abyss tasked the player (whose avatar is the appropriately named Avatar introduced in Ultima IV) with exploring the catacombs in search of a noble’s kidnapped daughter. While featuring numerous innovations in its role as a true dungeon simulator, perhaps the most important fresh feature was also the most innocuous—the ability to look up and down.

Although this may not sound like a radical idea, it was one of the first shifts to true 3D. Other games presenting first-person 3D worlds restricted their universe to the x and y axis; verticality was simply not in the cards. With rooms of different heights and a map that filled in as the player explored, the developers of Ultima Underworld not only created a truly 3D world but encouraged the player to explore it, laying the groundwork for all free-roaming RPGs to follow.

4 While obviously without sex, SHODAN has a distinctly feminine voice, and she is portrayed as something of a deranged mother figure.

5 Warren Spector, “Remodeling RPGs for the New Millennium,” Gamasutra, http://www.gamasutra.com/view/feature/3309/remodeling_rpgs_for_the_new_.php (accessed August 19, 2010).

6 Neuromancer, a novel released in 1984, defined the modern cyperpunk aesthetic with its hip and cynical version of a cybernetic future, an anarchic world dominated by technology and massive corporations. Among other innovations, it coined the word “cyberspace,” and its vision of a networked world predated the launch of the World Wide Web by eight years.

7 Warren Spector, “20 Questions with Warren Spector,” GameSpy, http://archive.gamespy.com/legacy/interviews/spector_a.shtm (accessed August 8, 2010).

8 Actually, it was only the November 1994 CD-ROM rerelease of System Shock that featured voice acting, in addition to enhanced graphical resolution and cinematics. The original March release was on floppy disk, as the CD-ROM had only just entered mainstream usage and publisher Origin was reluctant to release the game exclusively on the new format. Both lead designer Doug Church and Warren Spector were opposed to the floppy disk release, considering voice acting to be essential to the experience. “The additional audio added so much it might as well have been a different game,” recalls Spector. “The CD version seemed so much more, well, modern. And the perception of Shock was cemented in the press and in people’s minds by the floppy version (the silent movie version!).” (“20 Questions with Warren Spector”)

9 Daniel Starr, “An Interview with Looking Glass Technologies,” GAME BYTES Magazine, Issue 17. Archived at http://www.ttlg.com/articles/SSint.asp (accessed August 8, 2010).

10 This has been true for most of the medium’s history—and certainly was when Shock came out—but is starting to change, as developing for the current cutting edge-graphics is very expensive. The most expensive films still cost far more than the most expensive games (no game has approached Avatar’s cost of $237 million), but if one were to use cheaper (i.e. video-game level) special effects, the film might very well be cheaper. Which is where indie games come in—see Gaming in the New Millennium.

11 Desslock, “System Shock 2 Review,” GameSpot, http://www.gamespot.com/pc/rpg/systemshock2/review.html (accessed February 9, 2011).

12 “Original IP” is short for “original intellectual property”—that is, a game that is a fully original creation and not a sequel, remake, or adaptation.

13 A game publisher that was, as of 2009, the third-largest independent publisher in the U.S. and Europe.

14 “The Gamasutra Quantum Leap Awards: First-Person Shooters,” Gamasutra, http://www.gamasutra.com/features/20060901/quantum_01.shtml (accessed August 8, 2010).

15 Matthew Weise, “Bioshock - A Critical Historical Perspective,” Eludamos: Journal for Computer Games Culture 2, no. 1 (2008): 154. http://www.eludamos.org/index.php/eludamos/article/view/34/65 (accessed August 8, 2010).

“The Greatest Story Ever Told”

1 Steve Napierski, “Strap Yourself In....” Dueling Analogs, http://www.duelinganalogs.com/comic/2010/07/15/strap-yourself-in/ (accessed September 29, 2010).

2 A game whose accomplishments are many, but whose narrative ambitions are largely nonexistent, hence its exclusion from this book.

3 The vast majority of Americans who purchased Final Fantasy VII had never played a Japanese RPG, and an understanding of the genre and its history isn’t really necessary to understand why Final Fantasy VII was so big in the states. That said, if you want to know more about the genre’s roots, I’d recommend Chris Kohler’s Power-Up: How Japanese Video Games Gave the World an Extra Life and the excellent Gametrailer.com video series The Final Fantasy Retrospective.

4 About 623 pages in traditional script format, including stage directions.

5 Large, ostrich-like birds that serve as beasts of burden in the Final Fantasy series.

6 I didn’t get a gaming console until 1999; it was by far my most desired birthday present, principally out of a desire to play Final Fantasy VIII, released that year.

7 This is one of those quotes that has become so ubiquitous that the originator is impossible to find, although its truth is unquestionable: Sony was fighting an uphill battle against Nintendo with its first console, and Final Fantasy VII was the chief early third-party title that swung the race in its favor.

8 Cameras in games have rarely advanced beyond straightforward overhead crane shots, profiles, POV, and shot/reverse-shot dialog sequences. Generally speaking, games either had a moving camera that stayed at a single angle (say, an over-the-shoulder shot in third-person action games) or a variety of these basic shots that were static; there were no dynamic transitions, simply cutting. Final Fantasy VII’s camera was alive with movement; the only cuts in the opening sequence are the rather jarring cuts between the train’s wheels and the city, with an opening that otherwise recalled the long single-shot intros of films such as Touch of Evil, The Player, and Boogie Nights.

9 By which I simply mean the examination of ludic elements, and not the controversial design philosophies that accompany the academic practice of the same name—see the glossary.

10 Greg Kasavin, “Final Fantasy VII Review,” GameSpot, http://www.gamespot.com/ps/rpg/finalfantasy7/review.html (accessed September 29, 2010).

11 “Top 10 Tuesday: Games as Art,” IGN UK, uk.games.ign.com/articles/809/809655p2.html (accessed September 28, 2010).

12 Of course, anger at a character for making the wrong decisions is hardly limited to interactive media; the difference is that the player of a game may reasonably expect his avatar to “listen” to him, whereas this is a more irrational impulse in other media. Fortunately, the principal moments when Cloud acts against the player’s wishes are times when Cloud himself has lost control; the player and his character are united in their frustration.

13 The game was so vast that it spanned three CDs at a time when other games were typically using only one.

14 The katana is a curved Japanese sword traditionally used by samurai.

15 It’s worth noting that a few games have successfully tackled this issue. At the end of Deus Ex, the player was given a choice of three distinct endings; the sequel, Deus Ex: Invisible War (2003), chooses to count all of these endings as canon to a certain degree, creating a sort of fourth canonical ending. Bioware’s Mass Effect trilogy (2006-12) actually remembers many player choices in the save files and has the player import his character and choices into the sequel, so that the game can recognize the individual player’s story as the “real” one. This is an ideal solution, but obviously a lot more work to implement.

16 Most released in a particularly prolific period around 2000—favorites include Final Fantasy VIII (1999), Chrono Cross (2000), and Legend of Mana (2000), as well as the strategy-RPG Front Mission 3 (1999).

17 Partly because they were written in English and suffered no translation issues, and partly because the PC monitor was able to display text at a higher resolution and therefore fit considerably more words on the screen, allowing for nuanced paragraphs that couldn’t exist in Final Fantasy VII.

The Rise of Cutscenes

1 Kojima himself said, shortly after the release of Metal Gear Solid, “The human body is supposed to be seventy percent water. I consider myself seventy percent film.”

2 The launch mechanism being the titular Metal Gear, a sort of bipedal, nuclear-equipped tank that is capable of stealth launching a nuclear warhead from any terrain.

3 Hideo Kojima, interviewed by Kent Stevens, “Hideo Kojima: Game Guru, Movie Maniac,” Metal Gear Solid: The Unofficial Site, http://www.metalgearsolid.org/features/hideo-kojima-game-guru-moviemaniac (accessed October 13, 2010).

4 Including, bizarrely, the removal of Metal Gear.

5 This is in many ways the greatest weakness of the medium. An excellent film from the 1970s can be watched today without seeming particularly dated, while the player of a 10-year-old videogame must struggle to overcome ugly graphics and often antiquated game design. This problem is particularly acute for serial games such as Metal Gear Solid. I consider the first game to be the weakest of the four principal games in the series, yet all later games in the series build off of it. To get the full experience from these better, more modern games, younger players must slog through a 20-hour game that likely won’t appeal to them. Suffice it to say that most won’t bother.

6 A rather creative solution to this problem was the Metal Gear Solid Database, released as a free digital download on the Playstation 3 before the release of Metal Gear Solid 4 in 2008. It featured a timeline of the series, relationship charts, and a massive encyclopedia of every character, place, item, and concept covered in the series, serving as either a refresher course for veterans or an aggressive primer for newbies.

7 Another, increasingly popular solution is to make prequels rather than sequels, particularly for games where it’s assumed that the target audience won’t have played the original. The third Deus Ex game, Human Revolution (2011), takes this approach.

8 The sequence has a distinct visual style: gritty two-dimensional animation, made black-and-white and overlaid with scan lines to give it that security-tape feel.

9 Sadly, Metal Gear Solid didn’t change publishers’ avoidance of political controversy. Outside of the series, Deus Ex and Blacksite: Area 51 (2007, by Deus Ex lead designer Harvey Smith) are the only games I know of that fit into this category. Political games have been much more successful in the independent sphere, with games like Peacemaker, a simulation game that casts the player as the head of either Israel or Palestine who must negotiate with numerous factions in order to reach a peace agreement.

10 Of course, most players would never think to do this, so unusual was the conceit. If the player continually fails to defeat Mantis, Colonel Campbell will call on the Codec and give a series of increasingly leading hints, eventually telling the player outright to switch controllers so that she can proceed with the game.

11 In another amusing breaking of the fourth wall, Dr. Naomi Hunter instructs the player to “massage” her sore arm with the controller as the game activates its rumble function.

12 Considerably more so than Final Fantasy VII, despite coming later. There are at least some reasons for this, including the fact that Metal Gear Solid uses cutscenes more frequently; much more closely emulates a Hollywood action film; and features the additional layer of passive exposition that is the CODEC. That said, I can’t wholly explain why retrospectives of Final Fantasy VII almost always focus on the content of the story in lieu of the way that the story is told.

13 Jesper Juul, “Games Telling Stories?” Game Studies 1, no. 1 (2001), http://www.gamestudies.org/0101/juul-gts/ (accessed October 13, 2010).

14 A definitional argument that is far more complex than one might expect: one of the key questions is whether interactivity involves active control or is merely a more abstract ‘system of exchanges’ between the consumer and the work.

15 Later MGS games actually allow the player to zoom in on different parts of the scene and occasionally change camera angles, but this is control of viewpoint, not of content.

16 Lee Sheldon, Character Development and Storytelling for Games (Game Development Series), 1 ed. (Cambridge: Course Technology Ptr, 2004), 185.

17 A permutation of the previously mentioned and more obnoxious “If I wanted a great story, I’d go read a book.”

18 And is one of the few people to have done so—my reliance on him in this section is due to the bizarre fact that there is almost no scholarship on cutscenes, despite them being the focus of one of the most heated arguments in game design.

19 Klevjer, Rune, “In Defense of Cutscenes,” Computer Games and Digital Cultures Conference (2002), http://www.digra.org/dl/db/05164.50328 (accessed October 13, 2010), 193.

20 Ibid, p. 194.

21 Ibid, p. 197.

22 Ibid.

23 Geoff King and Tanya Krzywinska, “Computer Games/Cinema/Interfaces,” Computer Games and Digital Cultures Conference (2002), http://www.digra.org/dl/db/05164.41114 (accessed October 13, 2010).

One Camera, One World

1 Which is not to say that FF7’s approach is inherently wrong; it all depends on the experience the developer is trying to create.

2 Ken Birdwell, “The Cabal: Valve’s Design Process For Creating Half-Life,” Gamasutra, http://www.gamasutra.com/view/feature/3408/the_cabal_valves_design_process_.php (accessed October 18, 2010).

3 It’s worth noting that Gordon never speaks. The mute player character is a technique used to allow the player to fully occupy his character’s skin and avoid the likely possibility that an overt voice will differ from his own. Of course, within the game’s fiction he isn’t mute, and the characters treat him as if they’ve had many conversations in the past.

4 A veteran of The Secret of Monkey Island, and whose Grim Fandango came out a few weeks before Half-Life.

5 Celia Pearce and Tim Schafer, “Game Noir - A Conversation with Tim Schafer,” Game Studies 3, no. 1 (2003). http://www.gamestudies.org/0301/pearce/ (accessed October 18, 2010).

6 Birdwell, p. 1.

7 Barry Atkins, “Gritty Realism: Reading Half-Life,” in More than a Game: The Computer Game as Fictional Form (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2003), 55-85.

8 By the mid ’90s, PC games had shifted from a keyboard-only control format to a mouse-and-keyboard format; the precision of the mouse was one of the key features in the ability to make possible a decent first-person camera.

9 Atkins, p. 80.

10 These types of games would not begin to emerge in any noticeable quantity till the mid-2000s, with the rise of the independent game movement.

11 This sort of in-game choreography would be dubbed a “scripted event.”

A Living World

1 Game journalists tend to be remarkably unified in their opinions of major commercial releases. Most journalists claim that this is because video games, particularly those that don’t push genre boundaries, have more objective elements than comparable media. I believe it’s because the gaming press isn’t particularly critical or self-examining, as we’ll see in the chapter on Metal Gear Solid 2.

2 Gamespot was initially so befuddled by the game that they retracted their review for “overlooking significant features,” the only time in the site’s history that they have rescored a game.

3 Shenmue actually allows the player to use the phone for everything from checking the weather to having late-night conversations with friends—an impressive attention to detail.

4 Sega’s Dreamcast console, first released in November 1998 in Japan, was one of the first to feature an analog stick integrated into the controller. Previous controllers had allowed only digital control; the button is pressed or it isn’t, and so precise control is difficult. Shenmue uses a typical direction pad to control Ryo’s movement, but the analog stick is used to control Ryo’s head, allowing for a fine direction of focus previously impossible.

5 Cole Machin, “The Making of Shenmue,” Retro Gamer (July 2010), 61.

6 Ibid, p. 63.

7 This system also became a minor internet meme. Ryo’s direct questions to strangers were, frankly, awkward, particularly when he asked questions such as, “Do you know where I can find some sailors?” An excellent video parody, the first from hit comedy group Mega 64, can be found at http://mega64.com/2003/10/01/shenmue/.

8 Unfortunately, the voice acting in Shenmue is pretty awful all around. Some of the main players make out okay, but the people on the street seem to have been played by, well, people yanked off the street. To avoid the massive cost of hiring professional voice actors for every role, Sega hired announcers and pretty much anyone with voice-over experience, even if they had no experience using any voice other than their own. The results varied between unintentionally humorous and downright depressing.

9 Shenmue has ground-breaking graphics, and each character has a unique model and face—the first time we’ve seen this, with previous games typically recycling models on a regular basis.

10 Gonzalo Frasca, “Sim Sin City: some thoughts about Grand Theft Auto 3,” Game Studies 3, no. 2 (2003). http://www.gamestudies.org/0302/frasca/.

11 Alexander R. Galloway, “Gamic Action: Four Moments” in Gaming: Essays On Algorithmic Culture (Electronic Mediations), 1 ed. (Minnesota: Univ Of Minnesota Press, 2006), 1-38.

12 Charles Herold, “GAME THEORY; More Pace Plus Less Tedium Equals a Better Sequel,” The New York Times (New York City), December 12, 2002, sec. Technology, http://www.nytimes.com/2002/12/12/technology/circuits/12game.html (accessed October 31, 2010).

13 Tom Bissel, “‘Fun’ Is Not the Point of Video Games,” Slate Magazine, http://www.slate.com/id/2277778/entry/2278197/ (accessed April 28, 2011).

14 Upon finishing a replay of this game to aid in the writing of this chapter, I loudly declared, “I never want to see a forklift again.” The forklift has, in fact, become a symbol of Shenmue—so much so that, 10 years later, Sega produced a limited run of 1,000 figurines of Ryo driving a forklift, and distributed them across the internet.

15 Containing the second, third, and fourth parts of the saga.

A Critical Mass of Choices

1 Warren Spector, “Postmortem: Ion Storm’s Deus Ex,” Gamasutra, http://www.gamasutra.com/view/feature/3114/postmortem_ion_storms_deus_ex.php?print='1 (accessed November 10, 2010).

2 A sprawling philosophical RPG released in 1999. See Appendix C, Further Gaming.

3 Kieron Gillen, “Deus Ex Review,” Kieron Gillen’s Workblog, gillen.cream.org/wordpress_html/?page_id='16 (accessed November 10, 2010).

4 By this point JC has built up a good relationship with his handler, who—shocked at JC’s murder of a comrade—opts to cover-up the logs of the event until JC can offer a good explanation (which he does).

5 At one level, most video games function as power fantasies, RPGs more so than most, and Deus Ex more so than most RPGs. This is a key selling point for video games, and one of the most valued visceral experiences of the player: the ability not only to be someone else, but to be someone else who excels.

6 A sci-fi extrapolation of currently developing nanomechanical technology, which uses nano-scale (read: microscopic) devices to accomplish tasks at the molecular level. For another vision of a future where nanotechnology is ubiquitous, see Neal Stephenson’s novel The Diamond Age.

7 The game was intentionally designed to facilitate nonlethal means of conflict resolution, but at three points during the game the player is forced to kill. Warren Spector considered this one of the design’s greatest failings, and he made sure the sequel allowed for an entirely nonlethal playthrough.

8 Tom Francis, “Taking Liberties: a Deus Ex story,” PC Gamer, http://www.pcgamer.com/2010/06/14/taking-liberties (accessed March 4, 2011).

9 Harvey Smith, “The Future of Game Design: Moving Beyond Deus Ex and Other Dated Paradigms,” IGDA, http://www.igda.org/articles/hsmith_future (accessed November 10, 2010).

10 Excerpt from an unpublished article that Morris graciously provided me.

11 Harvey Smith, “The Future of Game Design.”

12 “2. Deus Ex,” Gamasutra, Top 12 Games of the Decade, http://www.gamasutra.com/view/feature/4227/gamasutras_top_12_games_of_the_.php?page='7 (accessed November 10, 2010).

13 Kieron Gillen, “The RPS Verdict: Deus Ex,” Rock, Paper, Shotgun, http://www.rockpapershotgun.com/2010/06/22/the-rps-verdict-deus-ex/ (accessed March 4, 2011).

Gaming the Player

1 Madden NFL ’10 sold nearly 7 million copies across all available platforms.

2 One of the three biggest gaming sites, the others being Gamespot and IGN.

3 Tom Ham, “Metal Gear Solid 2: Sons of Liberty Review,” GameSpy, http://ps2.gamespy.com/playstation-2/metal-gear-solid-2-sons-of-liberty/557975p1.html (accessed November 23, 2010).

4 “The 25 Most Overrated Games of All Time,” GameSpy, http://archive.gamespy.com/articles/september03/25overrated/index25.shtml (accessed November 23, 2010).

5 Greg Kasavin, “Metal Gear Solid 2: Sons of Liberty Review,” GameSpot, http://www.gamespot.com/ps2/adventure/metalgearsolid2sonsol/review.html (accessed November 23, 2010).

6 James Howell, Driving Off the Map, DELTAHEAD Translation Group, http://www.deltaheadtrans-lation.com/MGS2/DOTM_TOC.htm (accessed November 21, 2010), Ch. 2.

7 Common abbreviation for “virtual reality.”

8 Final Fantasy X was released in July 2001 in Japan but was not released in the U.S. until December.

9 Even his name refers to Snake Pliskin, the protagonist of John Carpenter’s Escape from New York.

10 James Howell’s Driving Off the Map and ‘AR’ G. Ettinger’s Metal Gear Series Plot and Character Analysis are the best resources for this, although both naturally assume that the player has played the game to completion.

11 The Cyborg Ninja being a central character in Metal Gear Solid who very definitively dies, making his appearance all the more strange in this sequel.

12 Perhaps the most consistent message of the Metal Gear saga is that we are never safe from the threat of nuclear weapons, that they are just as much of a threat in the 21st century as they were during the Cold War.

13 The island where the first Metal Gear Solid takes place.

14 Game journalist Tim Rogers points out that, if nothing else, this title belongs to the Japanese RPG Mother, a 1989 NES game that takes illogical Japanese RPG conventions and inserts them into 1980s America.

15 Tim Rogers, “dreaming in an empty room,” | insert credit |, http://www.insertcredit.com/features/dreaming2/index.html (accessed November 21, 2010).

16 Mind you, this hasn’t stopped publisher Konami from turning it into a novel anyway. I probably should have read it for the purpose of writing this chapter, but a quick skim in the bookstore revealed prose so purple that I couldn’t bear the thought. Strangely, the novelization of the series started in 2008, with the MGS2 adaptation released in 2009.

Intertitle

1 The rise of alternative funding systems like Kickstarter does mean that there are more alternatives to publishers than ever before; but as of this writing, they are still necessary for most big-budget projects.

2 Chris Morris, “The Next Generation of Gaming Consoles,” CNBC, http://www.cnbc.com/id/31331241 (accessed April 28, 2011).

Interactive Drama

1 Andrew Stern, “Creating Emotional Relationships With Virtual Characters,” InteractiveStory.net, http://www.interactivestory.net/papers/stern_emotionartifacts1999.html (accessed December 1, 2010).

2 Michael Mateas and Andrew Stern, “Procedural Authorship: A Case-Study of the Interactive Drama Façade,” Digital Arts & Culture, www.interactivestory.net/papers/MateasSternDAC05.pdf (accessed December 1, 2010), 7.

Minimalism

1 An increasingly popular technique since the release of Half-Life.

2 The Hebrides comprise a large archipelago off the west coast of Scotland.

3 Dan Pinchbeck interviewed by Phil Cameron, “Interview: Moved By Mod—Dear Esther’s Dan Pinchbeck,” Gamasutra, http://www.gamasutra.com/php-bin/news_index.php?story='24217 (accessed December 7, 2010).

4 Metal Gear Solid 2 being a notable exception.

5 In fact, Pinchbeck revealed in the Gamasutra interview that the story and music emerged as the physical island took shape, rather than creating the setting to accommodate the story and gameplay. In commercial game development, the designers must create a project proposal to pitch to publishers (say that 10 times fast). Alongside the mechanics, the proposal must outline the game’s setting, protagonist, and basic plot before work has actually commenced on the project. In theory this would see the narrative guiding the gameplay, but often the actual game design changes during creation while the plot doesn’t, leading to a gross disconnect. By working backwards, Pinchbeck avoided this conundrum and produced a narrative that perfectly meshed with the barely there gameplay of Dear Esther.

6 Lewis Denby, “Dear Esther review,” HonestGamers, http://www.honestgamers.com/reviews/7778/Dear-Esther.html (accessed December 7, 2010).

7 The precise definition of fun is incredibly murky and remarkably underexamined. The key work on the subject, relevant both to game design and life in general, is Raph Koster’s A Theory of Fun for Game Design.

8 Dan Pinchbeck, interviewed by Phil Cameron, “Interview: Moved By Mod—Dear Esther’s Dan Pinchbeck.”

9 TTLG (which stands for Through the Looking Glass) was originally founded as a site dedicated to the games of Looking Glass Studios, but eventually developed a wider focus, particularly after Looking Glass closed its doors in 2000.

10 2007’s Portal, by Half-Life developer Valve Software, was the first hugely successful short-form game, selling heartily and racking up numerous game-of-the-year awards.

11 Dan Pinchbeck, “Dear Esther: An interactive ghost story built using the Source engine,” Chinese Room, www.thechineseroom.co.uk/PinchbeckStorytelling08.pdf (accessed December 7, 2010).

12 Or, at least, do not play what are traditionally thought of as video games. Windows Solitaire and the various Facebook games certainly qualify, but tend to be treated as an entirely different form and market from “traditional” or “core” video games.

Interactive Cinema

1 Seriously, you’ll find a variation of this sentiment in every single review/award of the game, from gaming blog Joystiq to the Minneapolis Star Tribune.

2 Retitled Indigo Prophecy in the U.S., out of a fear that consumers might somehow confuse it with Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11.

3 “Heavy Rain dev: Don’t retry—deal with it!” ComputerAndVideoGames.com, http://www.computerandvideogames.com/article.php?id='197626 (accessed January 10, 2011).

4 I’m not exaggerating the dominance of these cinematic games. Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 became the fastest-selling video game of all time, and the next year Call of Duty: Black Ops set a new record by having the most profitable opening week in media history, rivaled only by James Cameron’s film Avatar.

5 The game was later patched to allow it to be playable with the Playstation Move, a motion controller Sony made in response to the popularity of the Nintendo Wii. In this version the simulation is even more acute; you actually perform the actions with your own body.

6 Ian Bogost is best known as one of the leading creators and champions of “persuasive games,” a type of independent game used to educate or persuade the user in a specific fashion, used equally for political criticism and advertising.

7 Notable games to use this structure include 2001’s Suikoden III and, of course, 2005’s Fahrenheit.

8 Darby McDevitt, “The Deaths Of Game Narrative,” Gamasutra, http://www.gamasutra.com/view/feature/5952/the_deaths_of_game_narrative.php (accessed January 10, 2011). The protagonists are from Assassin’s Creed II, the Uncharted series, and Red Dead Redemption, respectively.

9 A few obscure indie titles, namely a dungeon delver called You Only Live Once, experimented with this model before Heavy Rain’s release. It’s freely available at http://www.zincland.com/7drl/liveonce/. Not to be confused with the flash game of the same name.

10 While Heavy Rain doesn’t feature the larger, interconnected world of Shenmue, it adopts its focus on small object interactions and environmental simulation.

Conclusion

1 Houghton, David. “Heavy Rain’s BIG plot-holes,” Games Radar, http://www.gamesradar.com/f/heavy-rains-big-plot-holes (accessed January 19, 2011).

2 Although, for what it’s worth, one writer at indie games website Strength Gamer successfully countered most of Houghton’s list. See “Heavy Rain Plot Holes Counter-Argument,” Strength Gamer, http://www.strengthgamer.com/Heavy_Rain_Plot_Holes.html (accessed January 19, 2011).

3 Tristan Donovan, Replay: The History of Video Games. (Washington, DC: Yellow Ant, April 20, 2010), 369.

Appendix A

1 An epic space-opera action-RPG released for the Xbox 360 in 2006 and later ported to the PC. It and its sequel, 2010’s Mass Effect 2, are possibly the most popular dialog-heavy games of the last five years.

Appendix B

1 Except, maybe, Ultima IV. It’s extremely punishing and will likely drive you mad if you play it today. Instead, go for Ultima VII: The Black Gate, which has the same basic moral concepts with significantly improved gameplay (and graphics).

2 OSX and Linux are a whole different story. You’re on your own. Sorry!

3 This is itself based on a project called Exult, which aims to do the same thing with Ultima VII. Sadly, Ultima VII is not freeware, so you must take the same “abandonware or eBay” approach as with Planetfall.

4 And if you don’t, you should. It’s one of the great PC games, with a marvelous aesthetic, and can be purchased in a release called The Orange Box that also includes Team Fortress 2 (a vibrant and comedic multiplayer shooter) and Portal (in my humble opinion, one of the best games of the last five years).

Appendix C

1 For a particularly amusing (and hyperbolic) take on this argument, see Eurogamer’s “Retrospective: Myst.”

2 One game that takes the “player-as-himself” conceit and runs with it is Quantic Dreams’ first game, Omikron: The Nomad Soul (1999).

3 There is also Fallout 3, but it was made years later by a different developer and is a significantly different game, having more in common with the Elder Scrolls series of RPGs than the original Fallout, and features a considerably more generic plot and setting.

4 While I highlight Grim Fandango, all of the Lucasarts graphic adventures—with the possible exception of The Dig and Escape from Monkey Island—are classics, and have held up well.

5 Jim Rossignol, “Forever Young, The Tragedy of Bloodlines,” Rock, Paper, Shotgun, www.rockpapershotgun.com/2009/02/11/forever-young-the-tragedy-of-bloodlines/ (accessed January 26, 2011).
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