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			Introduction

		

		
			Video games are old media. Before the video game industry became a popular culture phenomenon, proudly touting its success vis-à-vis other entertainment industries in the late 2000s,1 the industry of the late 1990s was aware that it was perceived primarily as the province of sexually frustrated, failed men.2 Before Mortal Kombat (1995) was lauded by famed movie critic Gene Siskel as “the only halfway decent video game turned into a movie,”3 his counterpart Roger Ebert had called The Wizard (1989) an unethical, “thinly disguised commercial for Nintendo video games.”4 Before the Nintendo Entertainment System was noted as the hottest American toy of 1998,5 Atari’s Pong (1972) was at the forefront of an industry that by 1974 was generating an estimated $900 million annually—or $2.6 billion when accounting for inflation.6 Though not as established as film, radio, television, or print media, the industry, in part because of its relatively recent, rapid ascension, was often seen as new media, though it emerged before VHS, audio cassettes, and the widespread adoption of color television with games like Mouse in the Maze (1959) and Spacewar! (1962), not to mention conceptual precursors like Bertie the Brain (1950) and Tennis for Two (1958). Throughout that time, video games played a significant role in the development of our cultural landscape—and this book argues that this role is worth remembering.

			Like other cultural products, video games reflect, intersect, and influence the history of which they are a part: the first video game console (the “Brown Box,” which later became the Magnavox Odyssey) was classified as a top-secret military training device until 1968;7 the success of Super Mario Bros. (1985), which by the late 1980s “had become more popular than Mickey [Mouse],” was once seen by some as “a travesty that signaled the next phase of the Japanese invasion”;8 SimCity 2000 (1994) was once “regularly used [in civics classes and urban planning seminars] to give budding policy wonks a preview of their chosen career”;9 and currently, games like Minecraft (2011) are being used to teach kids (and adults) how to program.10 Even major political figures have taken notice, with U.S. president Ronald Reagan once praising Space Invaders (1978) for helping “young people [develop the] incredible hand, eye, and brain coordination” necessary for tomorrow’s fighter pilots, and Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe appearing dressed as Mario during the closing ceremonies of the 2016 Rio Olympics.11 Video games have long been a part of the cultural conversation.

			Due to the industry’s entanglement in a range of political, economic, educational, and social concerns and interests, it is perhaps unsurprising that video games have served as a touchstone for larger cultural struggles.12 Indeed, considering the zeal that surrounds these debates, games scholar Dmitri Williams suggests that the term “lightning rod” might serve as a better metaphor for the industry’s ability to attract cultural criticism and praise.13 Though some of this criticism and praise may be unwarranted and may serve as a red herring, distracting our attention from other socioeconomic factors,14 the industry has actively tempted and courted the notion that video games play a significant role in society. With names like Rush’n Attack (1985), Desert Strike (1996), Big Brain Academy (2006), and Art Academy (2009), not to mention more incendiary titles like Mortal Kombat (1992), Manhunt (2003), and Bully (2006), it is clear that the industry has often sought to capitalize on the latest cultural trends and its perceived outsider status—whether as deviant rebel or external savior.

			This collection of essays includes all of these different types of engagements—from topics such as international espionage (Splinter Cell, 2002), health (Family Trainer, 1986), school violence (Super Columbine Massacre RPG! 2005), and education (The Oregon Trail, 1971). The significance of video games, nonetheless, is not just about its entanglement with these perhaps more salient cultural concerns but also about how the medium has transformed our understanding of play and entertainment. To this end, this collection of essays also addresses such topics as simulation (Sid Meier’s Civilization, 1991), interactive fiction (The Hobbit, 1982), genre development (King’s Quest, 1980), and eSports (League of Legends, 2009). Though differing in their emphasis—external sociocultural contexts versus internal game mechanics—we see these two interests as complementing each other, for whether game design is interpreted as a “narrative architecture” for engaging external sociocultural contexts or as a “magic circle” where players are able to escape from the confines of the external world, “all play means something.”15 Exploring this meaning is what this collection is about.

			Some Notes on “Greatest” and Cultural Significance

			“Significance” is a slippery term, and gamers have their favorite games for a range of reasons—perhaps it’s the nostalgia of working through the quirkiness of Mother (1994), or the addictiveness of the time sink that is Angry Birds (2009), or that validating moment when we realize that commercial games can be art (Ico, 2001). Because of this, it is incredibly difficult to narrow down the thousands upon thousands of significant video game franchises to just 100. To do this, we called on an international community of video game researchers and developers to argue for which franchises are the greatest—and for our purposes, we define “greatest” in terms of the franchises’ cultural importance: how the games of each illuminate something important about how people live or play.

			For instance, in terms of how people play games, you’ll see that Botanicula (2012) encourages players to become more environmentally ethical through a lighthearted and playful narrative design; Foldit (2008) allows gamers to crowdsource their collective creativity and skills in the application of solving potentially life-saving scientific problems; Anipang (2009) gives users a platform that integrates the addictive and fun quality of mobile puzzle games with opportunities to socialize; and Doom (1993) facilitates game modification through its use of public tools that allow both novices and experts to produce their own gaming content. More broadly, you can also see how Pac-Man (1980) serves as a recognizable cultural icon that highlights the evolution of video game development throughout the decades; how StarCraft (1998) demonstrates that collectivist mind-sets can be translated to social and technological dynamics represented by the communal life of professional eSports players; and how Metal Gear (1987) illustrates the capacity that video games have for multifaceted political commentary on globally complex topics.

			In this sense, we also invite you to check out this book’s companion volume—The 100 Greatest Video Game Characters—in which you can explore in tandem the ways that video game characters more holistically illuminate their contemporary cultures.

			How to Use This Book

			The 100 franchises included in this book touch upon a range of cultural themes illustrative of the ongoing evolution of how people live or play games. Though each franchise entry is capable of standing on its own, the reader will notice that certain themes can be traced across multiple entries. For instance, a reader interested in the evolution of horror in video games may be interested in the entries on Iron Helix (1993), The Last of Us (2013), Resident Evil (1996), and Silent Hill (1999; for other titles, see the appendix to this book under the heading “Survival Horror”). Likewise, the reader interested in the range of games produced by independent developers may be interested in the entries on Cave Story (2004), Depression Quest (2013), and Papers, Please (2013; for other titles, see the appendix under the heading “Independent”). Hence, though the entries are organized alphabetically, we have provided with our appendix an alternative table of contents identifying what we see as important points of connection. These are not the only connections present in the book, and you the reader may make other equally important associations.

			Because of this approach, this book does not rank the franchises by any particular trait (degree of difficulty, popularity, sales, etc.). It is instead a curated collection of arguments for why each of these franchises matters to gaming and popular culture. We acknowledge that there may be worthy franchises whose names are missing from this book. However, we believe this collection captures the spirit of the many different ways in which video games can matter in terms of gameplay and in terms of contemporary culture. To help highlight these connections, each franchise entry is followed by a listing of similar franchises: other video game franchises that exemplify the same themes or functions and can be thought of in similar ways.

			For example, the chapter on Tetris (1984) includes Pong (1972), Tiny Tower (2011), and Triple Town (2010) as three similar franchises because each also struggled with copyright infringement. Likewise, though popular Japanese role-playing games (JRPGs) like Chrono Trigger (1995), Xenogears (1998), Shadow Hearts (2001), and Suikoden (1995) are not featured in this collection, chapters on Final Fantasy (1987) and Dragon Quest (1986) represent the significant contribution JRPGs have had worldwide. Additionally, though some culturally relevant franchises are not explicitly included in this book, we sought to preserve a complementary balance between our Franchises volume and its companion Characters volume. Thus, while Tomb Raider (1996) is absent from this volume as a franchise, the cultural importance of Lara Croft as a character is highlighted in the Characters volume. Similarly, though God of War (2005) is not listed in our Franchises volume, the importance of Kratos as a character is illuminated in the Characters volume. In other words, we encourage you to engage both books not as definitive guides to top franchises or characters but instead as a guide to discovering—or perhaps rediscovering—the important roles in everyday life that video game franchises and their characters play.
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					Ace Attorney

					(est. 2001)

					Platform: Game Boy Advance

					Developer: Capcom

				

			

			The Ace Attorney series, featuring beloved characters such as Phoenix Wright and Miles Edgeworth, puts a modern spin on the point-and-click adventure and visual-novel genres by situating the series in a satirical Japanese-courtroom context. The series permeates Internet culture and has a strong fan base with its own wiki, making it culturally relevant not only to its players but also to other users of the Internet. It has become so popular that the series now boasts a manga, a crossover game, a live-action film, and even a musical adaptation.

			The mechanics of the game are fairly simple. The player-character is a defense attorney engaging two gameplay phases—investigation and courtroom—to earn the client an acquittal. During the investigation phase, players investigate crime scenes by clicking on items in the environment and by speaking with witnesses and suspects. Pieces of evidence to support arguments before and during the courtroom phase are also collected. Sometimes witnesses and suspects hold secrets close to their heart, which requires further prying by the player. In those cases, players can use a magical “Magatama” to expose those secrets and present evidence to slowly unveil the truth. In newer versions, players use a “perceive” system to determine whether a witness’s face reveals any contradictions between what the witness is saying and their facial expression. In its most recent Western release, Ace Attorney: Dual Destinies, players use a psychological system that senses the emotions of the witnesses as they testify. The players use this psychological system to sense discord in a witness’s emotions and can perform on-the-fly therapy to calm the witness down, who can then testify with a clearer mind.

			During the courtroom phase, players expose witnesses’ lies or mistakes by presenting evidence, gathered during the investigation section, that contradicts their seemingly tight testimony during cross-examination. This sounds easier than it is because sometimes witnesses refuse to testify about certain topics or are vague or oblivious. Some witnesses aren’t even human at all: in the first game, Phoenix Wright put a parrot on the witness stand. Other witnesses aren’t actually alive but are instead spirits occupying another body—which, as one would imagine, slightly complicates the cross-examination process. Players can “press” witnesses on their statements or ask witnesses for further information in hopes of revealing a contradiction in their testimony. But if a player presents the wrong evidence when that evidence is supposed to contradict a witness’s testimony, or if a player presses a witness too hard, the judge penalizes the player. Too many penalties from the judge result in a game-over.

			It is through these simple mechanics that Ace Attorney’s complex narrative emerges. No case exists in isolation; rather, each case in a given game is connected through a string of narrative threads. Players must complete all the cases if they wish to have a coherent understanding of each individual court case. The majority of cases provide background information about our favorite lawyers and prosecutors, information that is crucial to our understanding what makes the characters tick. It could be argued that the cases follow a pattern in traditional Japanese story-telling called kishōtenketsu:

			
					An introduction (ki) in which the characters and setting are introduced.

					The development (shō), which builds upon the introduction.

					A twist (ten), which introduces a new story line.

					A conclusion (ketsu), which ties the twist to the introduction and development and ends the story.

			

			This storytelling method makes Ace Attorney stand out from other the point-and-click adventures and visual novels, which tend to follow a Western introduction-conflict-climax-resolution storytelling pattern.

			With a 99 percent conviction rate in real-world Japan,1 it is no surprise that the odds are always stacked against our fictional defense lawyers. Prosecutors in the games hide case-changing evidence, encourage witnesses to lie, and bully the judge into making snap decisions regarding the veracity of their arguments. The prosecutors are also known to harass defense attorneys during the trial, sometimes even whipping them or throwing coffee at them. But most importantly, they sometimes turn out to be the real murderer or victim themselves. This adds a layer of complexity to the game narrative.

			The Ace Attorney series stands out from other game franchises by providing gamers with a critical parody of Japan’s courtroom system. As noted above, very few defendants in Japan are exonerated,2 and this is reflected in the game: it often takes multiple sessions of investigation and argument in court for the judge to rule Not Guilty. And throughout each court session, the judge is almost always on the brink of ruling Guilty. At the same time, the incompetent, bumbling police officers of each game represent a real-world low public-confidence in the Japanese police force.

			This combination of investigation and courtroom mechanics, rich and complex storytelling, and a wonderful cast of prosecutors and defense attorneys makes the Ace Attorney series among the best game series of all time. Watching the spiky-haired Phoenix point his finger as he shouts “Objection!” in the courtroom is not only an unforgettable game experience told through kishōtenketsu storytelling methods, it also provides a witty critique of the Japanese courtroom system.

			Similar Franchises: 999 (2009), Danganronpa (2010), Zero Escape: Virtue’s Last Reward (2012)

			—Jenny Saucerman

			
				
					America’s Army

					(est. 2002)

					Platform: Windows

					Developer: United States Army

				

			

			Apart from being recognized by the Guinness World Records as the most downloaded war-theme video game ever, America’s Army is a strategic communication tool of the United States Army. Introduced in 2002, this free, online video game captivated its players with scenarios based on actual battles, allowing them to explore from an insider’s perspective how the U.S. Army operates. At gaming tournaments across the United States, America’s Army attracted more than 10 million players from more than sixty countries throughout the 2000s.3 Constructed as the largest traveling game simulator ever, it triggered players’ interest in the routines of soldiering, which resulted in players spending more cumulative hours playing America’s Army than any other free online first-person shooter. Having gone through multiple iterations, the latest being America’s Army: Proving Grounds (2013), the franchise speaks to the promise and possible concerns of making play a central part of our image of modern warfare.

			The release of America’s Army gave the U.S. Army a much-needed promotional boost. It raised awareness about the U.S. Army by rebranding the force, making it appealing to potential recruits by tapping into the fantasy and challenge dynamics inherent to a first-person shooter genre. Emphasizing teamwork-based mechanics mirroring skills valued by the U.S. military, America’s Army is a well-regarded tactical game: it urges players to become a member of “one team, one fight.” Nonetheless, in comparison to other first-person shooters, it is also relatively easy to learn. The game’s high-quality visuals, complex but accessible mechanics, and realistic acoustics contribute to its effectiveness; indeed, in 2009, Kyle Orland of the Chicago Tribune reported that “30 percent of young Americans have played an ‘America’s Army’ game, and 30 percent of those players say they’re more likely to enlist in the Army because they played. You do the math.” The engagement and interactivity delivered by the America’s Army media platform answers the need of the U.S. Army to engage prospective recruits, to trigger their interest in the Army, and to start them thinking about the possibility of joining the U.S. Army. Paradoxically, being an “advergame” (a form of branded entertainment that promotes a specific idea, product, or service), America’s Army capitalizes on its reputation for being an absolutely free game that does not have advertising or promoted goods in any form within it. America’s Army attempts to navigate this tension by situating its combat mechanics within a rhetoric of militaristic realism.

			Seen through the perspective of video game culture—or video games as interlocutors of a specific culture defined by the consumption of a particular medium—and good game strategy, that is, “video games as pleasantly frustrating but doable challenges,”4 the success of America’s Army can be explained in part by the fact that it has initiated its players into a culture of consuming modern warfare.5 This culture is not only defined by players’ consumption of the video game medium. It is also grounded in their understanding of that medium; namely, what it is, how it operates, and how it is capable of interacting with the outside world. America’s Army operationalizes player expectations based on this understanding through its honor system, which grants points based on how well the player follows military rules of engagement, and these honor points grant various in-game benefits (such as access to special missions). Guided by their expectation that warfare should be heroic and patriotic—and determined to enhance their knowledge of modern warfare, life-saving technologies, and fighting routines—players immerse themselves in the environment of a game that is suited to and aimed at fulfilling this expectation. Hence, the game’s promotional success can also be attributed to what James Gee calls “the marriage of rules and story-element meanings.”6

			As a result of this multidimensional marketing tactic that combines a culture of good video game design with an ability to serve the needs and wants of a target audience, America’s Army not only rebrands and enhances the image of the U.S. Army, it also makes play central to the player’s understanding of patriotism, modern warfare, soldiering, and what it means both to be a soldier and to serve one’s nation. Elaborating in terms of play on the day-to-day routine and tasks of those who serve in the Army, it offers multiple opportunities for the players to be acquainted with the U.S. Army in a fun, mediated space, but in a space that nonetheless offers the illusion of actually being a part of the military. Nevertheless, we ought to understand that realism—a selective approximation of what is within the limits of plausible reality—is not the same as reality, and hence America’s Army sanitizes its representation of warfare (e.g., it doesn’t portray or mention collateral damage), exposing players only to a facade of warfare. This presentation of warfare may prevent players from thinking about the consequences of war for society and the world in general.

			Surpassing the U.S. Army’s initial promotional goals for increasing military recruitment and getting young people interested in military service, America’s Army has become a gaming icon by fulfilling the expectations of video game fans excited by the prospect of playing a free, high-quality, military-theme game with no ads to interrupt their experience. By satisfying at the same time the requirements of hard-core gamers regarding game mechanics, quality, and strategy, America’s Army has become an advergaming phenomenon popular among both gamers and recruiters alike. But America’s Army stands for something more than just a video game or a promotional tool, a popular culture artifact or a serious game: it is the acknowledgement that war has changed and play is now deemed an important part of the military equation. As a result, America’s Army has entered the gaming world’s iconography while advocating a concept of soldiering and modern warfare in the service of one’s nation that, at least according to the game’s scenarios, if used well, will help build a better world.

			Similar Franchises: Full Spectrum Warrior (2004), Special Force (2003), Virtual Battlespace (2002)

			—Olesya Venger

			
				
					American McGee’s Alice

					(est. 2000)

					Platform: Windows

					Developer: Rogue Entertainment

				

			

			With the release of American McGee’s Alice (AMA) in late 2000, video game fans were introduced to a macabre reimagining of Lewis Carroll’s 1865 children’s classic Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Set roughly ten years after the events described in the book, the AMA franchise functions as both adaptation and sequel and centers on an orphaned, teenage Alice and her adventures in a dark and twisted Wonderland. The first title in the franchise became an instant cult classic, and in 2011, a sequel, Alice: Madness Returns, was released for PC, PlayStation 3, and Xbox 360. In the games, players control a traumatized Alice as she searches for closure in the tumultuous aftermath of her parents’ death in a house fire. Guilt-ridden and confined to a psychiatric asylum, Alice creates a warped version of Wonderland fueled by her bleak surroundings. As players make their way through the transformed landscape, they must solve puzzles, collect items, and fight fearsome monsters like the Armored Card Guards, the Army Ant, and the Insidious Ruin—all in the uncanny, nostalgic experience of helping Alice regain her sanity and returning Wonderland to a normal state.

			The AMA franchise exists within many other revisions of Lewis Carroll’s book, including notable film adaptations such as Disney’s 1951 animated feature and a 2010 fantasy film directed by Tim Burton. However, by expanding Alice’s story into the horror video game genre, the franchise makes important contributions to multi-platform storytelling and past adaptations of the source text. The many revisions that surround Carroll’s original make Alice’s story timeless and reinforce its place in Western cultural knowledge. American McGee’s version of Alice assumes some level of player familiarity with Alice’s story and cleverly reworks what is known and familiar into a hack-and-slash video game experience. The result is a new brand of Alice—a change, the designer notes, that is reflected in the title of the franchise itself. The Alice players encounter in the video game is no longer Carroll’s; instead, she is American McGee’s reimagining of that Alice.7

			This new brand of Alice includes elements of violence, tension, and horror that video game fans have come to associate with American McGee, a designer known for his work on first-person shooters such as Doom and Quake. This change in branding is perhaps most apparent in the transformation of various characters and story items. In the games, Alice wears dark eye-makeup and a blood-spattered apron tied in the back by a skull-shaped bow. The Cheshire cat looks terribly emaciated, his teeth are stained, and he wears an earring and tattoos. The Vorpal Blade from Through the Looking-Glass becomes Alice’s primary attack weapon, and the teapot from the Mad Tea Party scene in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland is transformed into a teapot cannon, firing balls of steaming hot tea.

			Despite its darker tone and psychological complexity, the franchise never loses its relationship to the source material. It allows adult players to reconnect with a story from their childhood and to experience the madness of Wonderland under very different circumstances. This may leave players with the strange feeling of something that is recognizably familiar yet also deeply changed. To make sense of such experiences, psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud calls on the notion of the “uncanny”; that is, the estrangement of the familiar. In his essay on the uncanny,8 Freud uses German etymology to tease out the relationship between heimlich (comfortable) and unheimlich (scary). The word heimlich has two meanings. It can be used to describe what is intimate, friendly, and comfortable, as well as what is concealed, obscure, and kept out of sight. Because of that, Freud argues that the word heimlich gradually “develops in the direction of ambivalence, until it finally coincides with its opposite, unheimlich.” An uncanny experience is unsettling because of this association between unheimlich and heimlich, between what is frightening and strange—yet also familiar at the same time.

			In the context of AMA, players experience the uncanny through repetition with variation, that is—as noted by literary scholar Linda Hutcheon—through the adaptation itself.9 The franchise infuses the familiar children’s story with violent themes typically found in horror video games, and while there is comfort in recognizing familiar characters and story lines, there is also excitement, curiousness, and perhaps even discomfort in seeing how the original elements have been altered. Carroll’s fictional universe, of course, does not make any sense. It is an upside-down world full of chaos and insanity where Alice has to stand up to the other characters’ absurd logic. In AMA, the element of madness is still recognizable, but it takes on a very different meaning. Alice suffers from psychological trauma and has to fight off monsters and the corruption that is taking over Wonderland. Madness no longer refers to foolish behavior but to the actual state of being mentally ill and the struggles that come with having to face the darker side of the human psyche. Carroll’s original psychedelic vision of Wonderland is supplemented with elements of the horror genre such as distrust, paranoia, fear, and gore. The result is an uncanny experience in which Wonderland, while perhaps still recognizable, has become the product of a young woman’s hallucinations rather than the fruit of a child’s imagination.

			The twofold transformation of both Alice and Wonderland is at the core of the franchise’s adaptation and is what makes the AMA games important cultural artifacts. Lewis Carroll’s story explores Alice’s internal battle in accepting the unpredictability of childhood and imagination; through a rebranding of Alice, AMA invites players to experience an uncanny version of Wonderland that has been reimagined for a new medium and an older audience. In doing so, AMA not only reflects on the original text. Through its association with American McGee and the horror genre, American McGee’s Alice also explores the fears, tensions, and psychological anxieties that characterize postmodern culture.

			Similar Franchises: Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem (2002), Fran Bow (2015), Silent Hill (1999)

			—Fanny A. Ramirez and Joe Cruz

			
				
					Angry Birds

					(est. 2009)

					Platform: Maemo and iOS

					Developer: Rovio Mobile

				

			

			Angry Birds launched in December 2009, catapulting its developer, Rovio, to Silicon Valley stardom. In popular imagination, this casual, mobile, bird-flinging game represents a heroic breakthrough: materially, through the achievements of a previously obscure developer; and symbolically, through the on-screen action of the birds. It took until late 2010 for the game to attract attention in the burgeoning arts criticism–style game publications of the time such as Kill Screen and Nightmare Mode. One got the sense that a generation of game critics accustomed to writing about AAA games were unsure how to approach this popular puzzle. Kill Screen even commissioned a writer outside game-criticism circles to capture the experience of the average mobile player who might not identify with gaming culture. Altogether, game critics struggled to unpack the success of this trailblazing mobile game, a success that may boil down to its symbolic and ludic features and to the mythical status of Rovio as an indie developer.

			Writing in the tech section of the Australian paper The Age, Richard Castles remarked that he “hadn’t been this attached to a video game since Frogger circa 1983.”10 This says a great deal about the image of the Angry Birds player: somebody with little interest in contemporary video games but who might be drawn to master simple physical challenges vicariously through tiny cartoon animals. “But why this particular game now?” he asks. “My nephew’s 11-year-old brother was clear-eyed enough to give me the straight answer: ‘They’re like suicide bombers. . . . Somehow, without realizing it, I had been co-opted into a terrorist cell. And I had enjoyed it.’”

			It was an observation that had been made elsewhere in the critical sphere as well: these birds were willingly giving up their lives for a cause time and time again, exploding around audacious, yet fragile, towers in the hope of bringing ruin to the hated pigs. “Some of them wear helmets and moustaches that make them look like a sort of composite of fascist iconography,” observed Castles. “The fat green pigs are also greedy thieves who steal eggs from the birds’ nests. They build all sorts of complicated fortresses to protect what they have stolen. Cranes, bridges, skyscrapers and so on signify the capitalist development of the pigs, juxtaposed against the natural backdrops of the birds.”

			Games scholars have tried to make sense of how the game’s haptic, temporal, and cybernetic qualities bring pleasure to so many millions of players. Much of the explanation lies in the controls; one key innovation was eliminating on-screen buttons in favor of intuitive, hands-on control of a slingshot—a form of naturally mapping the game control to the player’s body, which is known to enhance spatial presence and enjoyment.11 In the 2014 Routledge Companion to Mobile Media, Brendan Keogh describes this modality as “mimetic”; that is, “much like a real slingshot.” This gives players a sense of clear physical control through the continuity between the game world and their own bodies. Crucially, this little moment of control can fit nicely into a busy lifestyle. Not only can it be played in small bursts of only a minute or so at a time, it can also be put down at any point without penalty to the player. The pigs and birds will wait patiently. Counter to the standard expectation that an immersive game must capture all the player’s attention, it is this very put-down-ability that makes Angry Birds so addictive.12

			The story of Rovio’s design talent quickly proliferated as a rags-to-riches tale of cutting-edge auteurship: famously, Angry Birds was the fifty-first game that the family-run studio had created. In the legend of Rovio, Angry Birds was successful for two reasons: first, creating fifty “failures” earned Rovio hard-won design skills; and second, while their previous games had been created in the old J2ME/Brew infrastructure, which was gate-kept by operators who stood between a developer and their potential user-base, launching on the Apple App Store meant that Rovio was able to directly access a paying audience. The popular notion is that the fifty preceding games had been flops but at the same time risks taken in the name of experimental learning, which suggests the trial-and-error play-style that makes Angry Birds feel so satisfying.

			However, a closer examination complicates this tale. Founders Mikael and Niklas Hed began working together in 2004 after Niklas participated in a game design competition co-organized by Hewlett-Packard executive Peter Vesterbacka. Mikael’s father, Kaj, was a successful entrepreneur himself, and he invested a million euros in their startup. They set to work as subcontractors for clients such as EA, Namco, and Real Networks, making many of their first fifty games not as commercial risks but as part of paid contracts. Their staff expanded to fifty before downsizing to twelve in the winter of 2006 when work began on Angry Birds. Angry Birds launched in December 2009, but reception was lukewarm until it was featured by Apple in February 2010—an event that, according to Forbes, Rovio had prepared for in advance with a special YouTube video, a free trial-version of the game, and forty-two new levels. This launch was followed not just by sequels, such as Angry Birds: Space (2012), but by a $42 million investment by Accel partners, Felicis Ventures, and the founders of Skype. Rovio then took on big-name hires from companies such as Marvel, swiftly expanded into branded goods such as stuffed toys and lunchboxes, and announced its intention to be listed on the stock market not simply as a games company, but as a multimedia brand.

			Despite the game’s innovative mechanics, symbolic narrative, and a story that took hold of the popular imagination, Rovio were not outsiders breaking into the capitalist piggies’ house. Angry Birds was a product of years of building contacts in the industry, working with experienced entrepreneurs, and, to some degree, working with Apple directly. All the birds were in a row, and it only took a single launch to slingshot them into the stratosphere.

			Similar Franchises: Fruit Ninja (2010), Plants vs. Zombies (2009), Temple Run (2011)

			—Zoyander Street

			
				
					Anipang

					(est. 2009)

					Platform: Cyworld

					Developer: SundayToz

				

			

			As smartphone use has grown rapidly in Korea, mobile gaming has become one of the most significant activities in peoples’ everyday lives. Due to the compact screen and mobility of smartphones, major mobile game developers have produced casual games that require only sporadic and short-term attention, and they’ve distinguished them from PC games by their simple rules and substantially lower barriers to entry in terms of time and skill.13 Several mobile game corporations such as SundayToz, Gamevil, Com2us, and Wemade have rapidly expanded investment in the development of new mobile games. In particular, puzzle games enjoy great popularity, and the social puzzle game Anipang, produced by SundayToz, has garnered especially high download numbers, making it an exemplar for mobile game engagement in Korea as a center of casual socialization.

			Ani comes from the word “animal,” and pang is an onomatopoetic word used in Korea to refer to explosions. This is important because the simplicity of the explosion mechanic is a key to Anipang’s broad appeal. Users simply swipe the screen to move animal characters around and line up three identical icons in either a horizontal or vertical line, after which the icons explode. The game shows a screen of 49 animal characters—6 types of animals jumbled in a matrix of 7 horizontal lines and 7 vertical columns. Players have to line up three or more identical animals as quickly as possible since a successful pang, or explosion, will renew the screen, allowing the player to find more sets to line up (the mechanics are similar to those of Candy Crush Saga). Anipang boasted 30 million downloads and a peak of 10 million daily active users shortly after its release (these numbers are significant in comparison to those of the popular Farmville 2, which garnered only 8 million daily players14).

			Importantly, Anipang was the first casual game to demonstrate the effectiveness and virality of an integrated social messaging platform—in this case, Kakao Talk. Given its mobility, the game transcends not only age and social barriers15 but also physical barriers—it is not uncommon to see subway commuters or customers standing in lunchtime cafeteria queues squinting their eyes and clutching their smartphone to play the one-minute game sessions. Because of this distributed, ad hoc play, differences emerged in practices surrounding mobile gaming and other forms of gameplay. For instance, for online gaming, which has been the largest segment of video games in Korea since the early twenty-first century, many Korean youths play together at “PC bangs” (Internet cafes; literally, “PC rooms”). However, the accessibility of smartphones allows their users to congregate virtually and not in a specific location, so gamers began digitally inviting their distributed friends and acquaintances to play the game and socialize with them through the game itself.

			Cultural norms also play heavily into social gameplay practices. Like its counterparts in the social puzzle genre, Anipang is free of charge but it deducts a “heart” for each round. A heart is automatically filled up every eight minutes, but users can also receive hearts from their friends. Koreans are a collectivist culture, which means that Koreans work together, eat together, and play together, so the “gifting” of hearts is culturally well suited to Korea’s gaming culture. In spite of this cooperative mentality, however, social games at their core may also be understood as competitive. As such, features allowing players to compare their scores with those of their friends and acquaintances also fare well and lure many new users to play to beat their friends. Most importantly though, Anipang enables players to browse the rankings and scores of their Kakao Talk friends and contacts, igniting a strong sense of competition and, occasionally, frustration. To capitalize on the success of its limited network gaming features, the game later added a ranking system in which players formally compete with their friends. Through encouraging competition with people that they know, Anipang has become entrenched in the lives of smartphone users as the rankings between friends drive Koreans to keep playing—both to collaborate and to compete with their community members.16

			In addition to aligning with touchstones of local culture, Anipang also benefits from good timing. Smartphone-based mobile games were poised to enter a high-growth cycle in line with growing smartphone penetration, especially as the technology began to expand beyond traditional early-adopter demographics. In particular, Anipang found a key market in females and middle-age gamers. As SundayToz states, 80 percent of Anipang gamers are over age thirty—compared to the players of other mobile games who are in their teens and twenties—and the majority of players are female. As Korea has seen massively multiplayer online games dominate the gaming industry up to this point, games that tend to be played by younger males, Anipang represents a significant shift in the digital game consumer base. This dramatic shift suggests that just as online games became a national sensation in Korea in the early twenty-first century, mobile gaming will continue to have a dynamic and conspicuous role to play in the ludic and social experiences of all types of gamers.

			Similar Franchises: Angry Birds (2009), Candypang (2012), Farmville (2009)

			—Dal Yong Jin

			
				
					Assassin’s Creed

					(est. 2007)

					Platform: PlayStation 3 and Xbox 360

					Developer: Ubisoft Montreal

				

			

			Whether swan diving from Masyaf Castle in Syria or free-running along the Pantheon in Italy, the Assassin’s Creed franchise provides players with a unique, firsthand journey through history that may serve as one of the most influential historiophoties of the twenty-first century.17 In addition to its focus on historicity, Assassin’s Creed is a historical fiction that often utilizes the fuzzy nature of historical accounts to further the fictional narrative that directs the franchise. We can better understand why Assassin’s Creed should not be overlooked by historians when we review its juxtaposition of fiction and nonfiction.

			Intertwining a fictional story with known historical events, Assassin’s Creed is historical fiction. Historical fictions take place during specific time periods, utilizing the persons, places, and locations associated with the events of those eras. Assassin’s Creed pays close attention to accurately portraying the time periods in which each game takes place. The central conflict of the franchise is between the Assassins and the Knights Templar. The historical counterparts of these two organizations (i.e., the Poor Fellow-Soldiers of Christ, and of the Temple of Solomon and Nizari Ismailis) were on opposite sides of the Crusades during the period represented in the first installment of the franchise. The Assassin’s Creed franchise then postulates a world in which the conflict between the Assassins and Knights Templar was not limited to the Crusades but, instead, has been ongoing throughout history.

			Whenever possible, Assassin’s Creed takes advantage of the inherent ambiguity of history instead of blatantly altering it. For example, Wade Berger and Patrick Staley posit that Assassin’s Creed III uses uncertain aspects of eighteenth-century American general Charles Lee’s life, including his inability to become commander in chief, to build an argument that he may have been a Templar.18 The franchise also exaggerates the events surrounding conflicting historical accounts, such as the Boston Massacre. To ensure historical accuracy and to identify potentially malleable areas of history, Ubisoft consistently hires experts and researchers. For Assassin’s Creed: Ezio Trilogy, which takes place near Rome during the Renaissance, a researcher especially ensured the accuracy of historical figures and locations, along with how the events around these characters would have occurred. In Assassin’s Creed III, Kanien’kéha experts were employed to sculpt a believable, accurate portrayal of the North American Mohawk people.

			Through the pursuit of historicity, Assassin’s Creed propagates the ethos of classic games such as Oregon Trail and Civilization. Namely, Ubisoft attempts to invite players into distinct historical eras. Assassin’s Creed takes this further by heavily mirroring the standard approach to other historical media. Therefore, the franchise serves as a series of dynamic historiophoties. This media is especially dynamic due to its blending of two highly popular video game genres: action and adventure. The Assassin’s Creed franchise is, therefore, able to present history in a format opposed to traditional pedagogical approaches. Because Assassin’s Creed shapes history as an open world through the use of a virtual environment, players can directly explore some of the most influential periods and locations throughout history.

			Action-adventure games also benefit by providing players with an immersive experience atypical of other famous historical games (e.g., Civilization and Total War). The immersion is especially noteworthy because it invites players to take up a core role in the narrative. This narrative style is what Hayden White calls “romance emplotment” due to the centrality of a single agent in significant changes in history.19 As different assassins, players become heroes in their quest to overcome evil. Assassin’s Creed is not limited to micro-level history, however. Instead, the franchise mixes both traditional (micro) and modern (macro) historical narratives based on its division of past and future story elements. Borrowing from the Annales School of historiography,20 Assassin’s Creed supplements the short-term of traditional narratives with both middle-term and long-term. Assassin’s Creed applies a traditional narrative to the primary, historical gameplay while taking a more modern approach to sections of the game that occur outside the “Animus”—the virtual-reality system by which the central character can experience the lives of his ancestors. It is through this modern narrative structure of the future elements of the game that players can continue to connect the games logically to a broader narrative despite an ever-changing landscape of assassins.

			When we consider the structure permitted by action-adventure games, Assassin’s Creed can provide insight into the potential for both historiography and historiophoty. Notably, the use of video games allows for the use of written (historiographic) and visual (historiophotic) records within the same media construct. For historiography, Ubisoft produced an in-game database through which players could learn more about notable individuals, landmarks, and events. The textual elements of the game heavily mirror traditional historical writings. For historiophoty, the video game format allows the form to extend beyond images and videos. Visual representations of history are often considered weakest because of limited representative breadth and prior visualizations. However, by combining both approaches, Assassin’s Creed minimizes the effect of this limitation.

			Assassin’s Creed is not perfect, but its approach provides a novel invitation to explore history. The individuals who play this game can navigate these historical events and learn about their context. In a broader sense, players are able to understand the possibilities of investigating and representing history. Berger and Staley claim that Assassin’s Creed provides a deeper representation of history than most people typically encounter.21 They note that the historical inaccuracies within the games provide players with an opportunity to approach history more critically as something created by the interpretation of known facts by historians. Assassin’s Creed is, therefore, one of the most accessible and influential historiophoties of the century.

			Similar Franchises: Civilization (1991), Oregon Trail (1970), Prince of Persia (1989)

			—Alex P. Leith and Joseph A. Fordham
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					BioShock

					(est. 2007)

					Platform: Windows and Xbox 360

					Developer: 2K Boston and 2K Australia

				

			

			As a spiritual successor to Ken Levine’s cyber-punk classics System Shock (1994) and System Shock 2 (1999), the BioShock franchise is a AAA trilogy of bio-/steam-punk first-person shooters that demonstrates how a video game series can handle incredibly complex sociological and philosophical themes in immersive, creative, and challenging ways.

			BioShock and BioShock 2 are set in the art deco–infused underwater city of Rapture, while BioShock Infinite is situated fifty years earlier in the American Beaux Arts–influenced, floating air city of Columbia, 1912. Both of these deeply flawed, utopian-turned-dystopian worlds are replete with astonishing production values, giving the impression of a fully developed, preexisting reality that the player has encountered at a critical point in its history. Within the atmosphere of either a faded society irreparably ravaged by civil war (BioShock and BioShock 2) or one that has amassed enough hubris to find itself on the brink of collapse (BioShock Infinite), the citizens consistently reinforce each other’s firmly entrenched ideologies. By accessing the audio diaries of these inhabitants, the player learns how these figures intersect with the critical themes of the franchise: individual agency versus external manipulation; and individual effort versus the collective enterprises of society. The separate, discursive fields of religion, science, industry, art, war, and childhood can all be refracted and understood through the symbolic figureheads that populate the narrative arcs, but it is through the tensions between the playable protagonists and the central antagonists that all of these swirling and competing ideologies forcefully collide.

			Although the two cities are separate in time and location, through the drives of their respective figureheads, each world presents the consequences of isolationist attitudes. BioShock, for example, heavily explores the objectivist philosophy of Ayn Rand. Antagonist Andrew Ryan created Rapture as “a city where the artist would not fear the censor, where the scientist would not be bound by petty morality, where the great would not be constrained by the small.” The masses that cannot compete sink to the bottom of the heap; at the same time, the system can be exploited by criminal usurpers such as Frank Fontaine, who takes on the fake savior alias of “Atlas.” Released in 2007, BioShock resonates with the historical context of its time: the housing bubble had just burst in the United States and a mortgage crisis was devastating the life of the “common man”—to borrow a term from Ryan—while the financial institutions that had created the economic collapse were seen to be largely unscathed by their own self-interested actions. This championing of the individual over all others contrasts starkly with the perversely elevated virtues of utilitarianism in BioShock 2, where the principal antagonist, Sofia Lamb, attempts to forge a “greater good” for everyone, provided that this collective altruism includes complete supplicancy to her unbending will. Lamb goes as far as to experiment on, and then imprison, her own daughter in order to create a messianic figurehead for her cult society.

			BioShock Infinite then takes the competing ideologies of the first two games and combines them, focusing on an American exceptionalism that has been corrupted by ultra-nationalistic and eugenic methodologies. The logic is that America is better than all other countries, and Columbia is a superior form of America: Columbia is a “New Eden” that must preserve the nativist and capitalist traditions of “the Founders” by worshipping the prophecies of Father Comstock and his own confined daughter, “the Lamb,” while exploiting the lower classes and expelling all minority races and viewpoints. This segregation gives rise to a militant insurgency called “Vox Populi” (Voice of the People)—another “False Prophet”—and ends in revolutionary civil war, much as in Rapture. Released in 2013, BioShock Infinite also reiterates the franchise’s earlier socially analogous thesis, updating it to incorporate elements suggesting the rising popularity at that time of the Tea Party movement in the United States, which resisted a perceived government socialist agenda, and the Occupy movement—buoyed by the Arab Spring of 2011—which protested against ingrained structures of inequality in the United States.

			The BioShock games deploy a series of narrative mechanisms that are designed to further entangle and enhance conflicting worldviews. For example, every title features at least one parent-child relationship that has been abused, which is then juxtaposed with familial bonds that are seemingly more positive (a dynamic comparable to the struggles of the silenced underclasses). All three games also feature prominent characters with secret identities and protagonists with hidden memories that only resurface after severe trauma. Additionally, the links between man and machine are explored, either through hulking cyborgs (Big Daddy variants and the Songbird) or computerized souls (Alexander and the Thinker), as are the bonds between humanity and nature (corrupting chemicals are copiously consumed by all—including the player protagonists). Ultimately, the franchise attempts to explore the relationship between reality and the individual. Rapture’s citizens are perpetually frozen in denial by the events of their revolution, while defenseless female figures (the Little Sisters and Elizabeth) either have a radically altered worldview or find solace through portals into alternate dimensions.

			Yet in a series where the player appears to be an agent for change or disorder, what does it then imply when, through the quantum coin flipping of the Luteces or Frank Fontaine’s posthypnotic “Would you kindly?” the player and protagonist have no ability to exert their own free will and change events? This meta-reflexive commentary on individual agency and predestination within gaming is further exemplified by the games’ twisting the damsel-in-distress trope until the question uneasily shifts from whether “the damsel” can be saved to who is saving whom, and what being “saved” actually means. The multiple endings and downloadable content (especially Burial at Sea) to all three games hinge upon this critical, final series of questions.

			BioShock Infinite posits, “The mind of the subject will desperately struggle to create memories where none exist.” One wonders if, in the end, the ideological struggles within Rapture and Columbia are a call to arms directed entirely at us, the players of these video games and their manipulated player-subjects.

			Similar Franchises: Deus Ex (2000), Fallout (1997), System Shock (1994)

			—Carl D. Wilson

			
				
					Botanicula

					(est. 2012)

					Platform: PC

					Developer: Amanita Design

				

			

			A single tree glows, lighting up a foggy night. Its seeds radiate at the end of each branch until a dark, spiderlike parasite slinks up the tree and blinks out the seeds, one-by-one, with its tendril-like legs. One feisty seed, however—the one at the tree’s apex—seems not to care much for the idea of being darkened and hops out of the parasite’s reach, bounces to a lower branch, and plunks onto the head of a nutlike creature. The impact zaps the nut, Mr. Lantern, into a vision in which he and his friends must save this last seed, journeying down to the earth to plant it. On waking, he and his four friends gather, Mr. Lantern takes the seed into his shell, and they begin the trek. These events unfold to launch players into Botanicula—a point-and-click exploration game taking the form of an environmental parable that artfully avoids many of the critiques of “serious” games by weaving its conservation ethic into the fabric of play.

			As players engage the game, they are given no instructions. Rather, the game presents players with beautiful but melancholic environments and with features and denizens presenting opportunities for interaction: a seesaw with a pebble at the other side, a sad-looking chestnut by a volleyball net, a dark undersea cave with snapping anemones. Each character (much as in traditional role-playing games) seems to need one or more objects that the creature-crew must obtain (often requiring tasks across multiple screens) before progressing. In some ways, the often-frustrating trial-and-error gameplay can be read as mirroring human environmental challenges—it manifests through careful evaluation of and response to an expansive environment with remarkably diverse dynamics. Whereas most games offer scaffolded lessons, Botanicula requires a shift in thinking to work through the characteristics of each unique environment, many of which operate under different principles (e.g., one type of leaf must be clicked while another type must be moved with the mouse). Said another way, the player must be willing to explore the game as a system by recognizing environmental cues and by understanding how discrete environments function, how environments may be related, and how these conditions dictate specific responses. Notably, the system may be best understood only when the entire gameworld—the tree—is revealed in a leaf-vein map upon completion of the game.

			On this puzzle-solving journey, the player simultaneously controls five tree-creature friends: the intrepid Mr. Lantern (glowing orange from the light of the encased seed); Mrs. Mushroom (who creates copies of herself and shrinks to fit small spaces); the more substantial Mr. Poppyhead (who floats and pushes or pulls with force); the slim, flower-bearing Mr. Twig (who walks upside down and expands his many arms); and Mr. Feather (who is rather weak but can fly short distances). The player navigates this motley crew through more than 150 screens, leveraging the unique abilities of each to solve puzzles. For instance, Mr. Twig collects items deep underwater by extending his arms, while Mr. Feather flutters to collect items high out of reach. At the end of each successfully completed puzzle, the group collectively lets out a jubilant “Yeehoo!” and moves on to the next task. By controlling multiple characters, the player can escape what Nick Yee and colleagues refer to as the “tyranny of embodiment,” in which the single-mind-single-body embodiment metaphors of everyday human life are reproduced in game environments in the form of single-player-single-avatar gameplay.1 In other words, by controlling multiple bodies, players may benefit from engaging disparate perspectives and abilities and, thus, may come to appreciate the interdependence of the tree-creatures as they (1) materially contribute to gameplay success and (2) serve as a metaphor for ecological interdependence.

			Finally, the basic game is augmented with an optional, Pokémon-style hunt to find the myriad creatures living in the tree, with each find awarding a creature card or sometimes an achievement. Some creatures are found simply during regular gameplay, but the rarest of the bestiary require solving complex puzzles. For instance, the creature “Svalovac” (found by only 11 percent of players according to Steam’s global gameplay stats) requires clicking a series of ladle-like plants in the correct order so that water droplets bounce down to a specific spot on a branch to spawn a bulb; clicking on the bulb reveals a sluglike creature that summons a hauntingly beautiful swarm of singing fireflies and then awards the creature card. Collecting 123 unique creature cards (collectively called “the mythology”) by solving puzzles and relying on the unique resources and conditions of various critters hints at species diversity and, more subtly, at the notion that they will all face peril if the tree creatures and player fail at their seed-planting task.

			Although not billed as a serious game (that is, a game designed for some purpose other than fun), Botanicula is a fun game with a serious message. Serious games are often critiqued for being boring and ineffectively obvious; however, the tree-creatures’ journey skirts these issues by softening the message to a loose narrative and embedding deeper meaning and a call to action in the gameplay itself. In this way, it fulfills many of the same functions of serious games as laid out by Rabindra Ratan and Ute Ritterfeld: educational content (e.g., Botanicula’s emphasis on socioecological issues), learning principles (e.g., the game’s exploration, experimentation, and problem solving), and an interaction between content and principles (through Botanicula’s ludic manifestations of system dynamics, interdependence, and species diversity and doom).2 This shift of the “serious” characteristics of a traditional, narrative-heavy game design to a balanced integration between narrative and gameplay may facilitate the two dynamics thought to advance peoples’ support for social movements. Specifically, support for environmental movements has been suggested to emerge out of the interplay between altruistic values (here, the narrative of helping the creatures and saving the tree) and egocentric values (here, gameplay elements such as earning achievements and completing the game3). Botanicula may, as games scholar Jim Gee suggests, put gamers inside a world to see it from the inside out, which may leave them feeling a little bit of a glow themselves.

			Similar Franchises: Machinarium (2009), Oddworld (1997), Trine (2009)

			—Jaime Banks
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					Call of Duty

					(est. 2003)

					Platform: Windows

					Developer: Infinity Ward

				

			

			Released in 2003 as a first-person shooter multiplayer game about World War II, Call of Duty (CoD) has become an incredibly successful gaming franchise. It helped to transform video game marketing by targeting not only hard-core game players but the general public as well, positioning each new release as a popular culture event—often through bombastic, highly polished commercials featuring prominent celebrities such as Kobe Bryant, Jimmy Kimmel, Jonah Hill, and Kevin Spacey. This use of celebrity endorsement is an essential part of publisher Activision Blizzard’s positioning of CoD around the idea that “there’s a soldier in all of us.”1 Hence CoD has sought to establish itself as the militaristic game of choice for everyone and for every taste in warfare, whether that war be in the past, present, or future.

			Although the franchise consists of multiple story arcs that are only loosely connected (for instance, the Russian, Viktor Reznov, plays a prominent role in both Call of Duty: World at War, 2008, and Call of Duty: Black Ops, 2010), the series is better understood as being unified thematically. Whether the player is reliving the greatest battles of World War II (e.g., Call of Duty, 2003), simulating battles in the near-future (e.g., Call of Duty: Modern Warfare, 2007), or fantasizing about battles in the distant future (e.g., Call of Duty: Infinite Warfare, 2016), the franchise is constant in its Italian, futurist-like insistence that war is beautiful. As Activision Blizzard senior brand manager Eric Folliot said in an interview with spong.com,

			Call of Duty delivers epic scale, so the single player does amazing stuff. It effectively puts you in the heart of a movie that Michael Bay directed, and it’s just . . . explosions everywhere. It’s that experience that really resonates with people. They love it. That once-in-a-lifetime, you get in there, and you’re like “wow, I can’t believe I’m doing all this stuff.”

			So though the enemies may change to fit the historical context of this Western-centric franchise—from the German Nazis of World War II to the Middle Eastern terrorists of the 2000s—the player can be confident that regardless of era, war never really changes.

			The Call of Duty franchise emphasizes the spectacle of engaging with multiple abilities, technologies, and scenarios: from skydiving while avoiding surface-to-air missiles and aircraft debris (Call of Duty: Black Ops 2) or controlling the weaponry of the venerable AC-130 gunship (Call of Duty: Modern Warfare) to retaking the White House from the Russians (Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2, 2011). In creating these spectacles, however, the game almost always aims at efficient portrayals of military realism at the expense of “realisticness” or factual states of affairs.2 For instance, in contrast to the world of CoD, soldiering routines do not offer much choice when it comes to the weapons used during military missions. Also, the game does not promote the importance of the buddy system and reliance on the team when it comes to military assignments and their completion. Hence, it is not surprising that despite its marketing claim of enabling players to experience soldiering, CoD promotes an ideology of modern warfare without providing players with the skills necessary for successful military operations. The franchise helps to craft players’ expectations of warfare, stimulated by their successful completion of military missions, and teaches them that warfare is primarily dependent on technology and modern weaponry rather than anything or anyone else.

			The popularity of CoD for its fans can be partly explained by the game’s ability to operate as a persuasive game, that is, a game that makes “arguments about the way systems work in the material world. These games strive to alter or affect player opinion outside of the game, not merely to cause him to continue playing.”3 The games may be compelling to fans because the franchise suggests that with the right technology (which is always celebrated in-game for its capabilities and strengths) anyone at all can be transformed into a superior soldier whose weaponry is unmatched by that of his or her opponents. And yet, in order to sustain this myth, despite the rhetoric of offering “a near-real combat experience,” CoD must prevent players from experiencing “simulation fever—a type of moral panic . . . [by] sidestepping issues that might spur critical reflection about war games’ inability to model the social reality that attends to worldly conflict.”4 Thus critics of CoD refer to it as a tool for escapism that sharply contrasts with real experiences in the military.

			The cultural significance of CoD’s representations of militarism is in the franchise’s contribution to constructing a highly technological spectacle. At the same time, the game also helps its players explore the notions of heroism and sacrifice alongside the capabilities of modern weapons and technology. This combination of flawless technology and multiple scenarios that enable players to experience a wide spectrum of emotions ranging from excitement to despair has resulted in one of the most profitable game franchises in the history of first-person shooter gaming.

			Similar Franchises: Battlefield (2002), Halo (2001), Medal of Honor (1999)

			—Olesya Venger

			
				
					Candy Crush Saga

					(est. 2012)

					Platform: Facebook and Mobile Devices

					Developer: King

				

			

			Sitting in a bus or subway, or at the dentist or doctor’s office, if you look around at what people are doing on their cell phones, chances are that you’ll see at least one or two people playing Candy Crush Saga (CCS) or another of the franchise’s popular spin-offs, Jelly Saga and Soda Saga, to pass the time. The games all follow the match-three format made popular by PopCap Games’ Bejeweled (2001), with a few tweaks to make the games even more enticing to a broader audience, among them a simple and lighthearted narrative, a base free-to-play business model with the potential to pay for in-game advancement, and ties to players’ social networks. These three aspects of the franchise are part of what has led to its lasting significance as a prototypical casual social game.

			Set in the land of Candy Kingdom, the game shows us Tiffi Toffee as she travels by train with her best friend Yeti to places like the Custard Coast and Vanilla Vila to help an array of characters. Each episode (or series of levels) begins with an animation to contextualize the setting of the level; for example, in Easter Bunny Hills, the Easter Bunny is stuck in chocolate and Tiffi must find a way to help. After the player completes all the levels in the episode, there is another brief animation showing Tiffi’s solution. However, players can easily skip through the animation to start the gameplay, ignoring the narrative altogether as it has no actual effect on the gameplay.

			CCS gameplay is structured within this narrative frame through themed episodes made up of groups of levels. Each level provides the player with new challenges by offering different match-three–based puzzles along with a variety of power-ups and blockers that get more difficult as the player progresses. One of the strongest drivers of the game’s success is its free-to-play model: players are given five lives that regenerate every half hour, and though lives are lost each time a player fails to achieve the specific winning condition of a particular level, players can wait to accumulate power-ups for free to help them beat a level. If waiting for new lives to regenerate or free power-ups is not something a player wants to do, they have the option to connect to their social network for help, asking other players on their friends lists for free lives or extra moves. In the early stages of the games, players must rely on their friends (linked through Facebook networks) to progress to the next episode because three different people must give them a “ticket” to be transported to the next stage. This can cause frustration and delays in progression; but if a player wants to move things along faster, or not rely on their social network, the player can purchase lives, episode tickets, and other in-game power-ups by buying in-game credits with real money.

			This reliance on players’ social networks is an aspect that creates several different contexts for gameplay beyond the practical aspect of progression through the game. Similar to many casual mobile games, CCS is played for a wide variety of reasons, including “seeking, maintaining and enhancing relationships.”5 The CCS games appeal to a broad range of players because they are easy to play, rely largely on luck, and don’t take much of a time commitment to play, which makes finding others in your social network who play them likely. Because players are required to rely on their social network to play the game, there is a sense for many of being connected to others even if there is no direct, social interaction. Though a player cannot chat in any of the games in the CCS franchise—in comparison to Anipang—it has been found that players who play with family members and friends feel that they are “keeping in touch” through the game.6

			But social network games are more than casual activities that fill time or make people feel connected across geographic distances. Research has shown that players will also compete with other players even though there is a cooperative aspect to the games.7 All the CCS games have a map outlining the levels and episodes on which players can see their friends’ profile pictures next to the level they are on. While players may feel obliged to help friends and family along the way, seeing friends and family who are much further along in the game can instill a sense of competitiveness, egging the player on to play more in order to catch up or even pass them. Furthermore, each episode crowns a winner based on who has accumulated the highest score based on the total sum of points from each level within the episode. The winner’s profile picture is featured inside a trophy highlighting the “best” player among a player’s list of friends as a reminder that the goal is not only to get through each level but to excel at it as well.

			However, this competitive element may also cause conflict for players because the requirement that players help each other to progress may cause them to not respond to help requests in an effort to surpass their friends and family. Still, CCS represents more than just a way to fill time while waiting for an appointment or traveling on public transit: it offers the player an ability to connect with friends and family near and far, coupled with the tensions between cooperation and competitiveness that are a part of what makes the games in the CCS franchise compelling for so many.

			Similar Franchises: Adventure Time Puzzle Quest (2015), Farmville (2009), Puzzle & Dragons (2012)

			—Kelly Boudreau

			
				
					Captain Blood

					(est. 1988)

					Platform: Atari ST

					Developer: Exxos

				

			

			While most narratives of video game history tend to focus on the United States and Japan, it’s important to remember that there were many games being developed in Europe during the 1980s—often on platforms like the Amiga, ZX Spectrum, and the Atari ST—that never saw widespread use in the United States. This state of relative isolation led to the creation of many European games that were strikingly different from those created elsewhere. Nowhere is this more evident than in Captain Blood, a game built around a novel non-player-character (NPC) communication system.

			Created by Exxos in 1988 and released in Europe as L’Arche du Captain Blood, it was an unusual game even for the rather idiosyncratic French game industry. The story of Exxos and Captain Blood is in many ways reminiscent of that of Id Software and Doom, which would follow just five years later. In both cases, the story began with the meeting of two talented developers, each with a skill set that complimented the other’s. In the case of Exxos, it was the cinematic storytelling of Philippe Ulrich and the low-level graphics programming of Didier Bouchon. As the two became friends, they began to plan out a game inspired by science fiction authors like Douglas Adams and Isaac Asimov and surrealist artists like H. R. Giger and Moebius.8 Despite this unusual approach, Captain Blood was an amazing commercial success. It was among the best-selling games not only in France, but in England, Germany, Italy, and Japan.

			At the peak of Captain Blood’s success, its developers were as infamous as those at id for their outrageous promotional events. Several of these events involved making sacrifices to their fictional god of programmers, Exxos, after whom they had renamed their label. These included such theatrics as decapitating several of Bouchon’s latex aliens (games weren’t the only medium in which he created wacky science-fiction characters) with an ax and smashing an Amstrad PC in the middle of the Champs-Élysées.9

			The most conspicuous point of departure between the two studios is the place of narrative in the design process. While the explicit narrative elements of Doom consist of little more than single screens of dense text that await the player at the end of each episode, the story of Captain Blood begins with a seven-chapter novella included in the box.

			In the game, the player takes on the role of Captain Blood, an aged, cybernetic starship captain whose objective is to track down and eliminate five clones that were created from him during a hyperspace accident. These clones can’t simply be killed from orbit because each possesses some of Blood’s “vital fluids,” which he needs to survive. Thus each clone must be lured aboard Blood’s ship where it can be disintegrated and its fluids extracted. Blood’s only lead at the beginning of the game is a single inhabited planet. From there, Blood must begin gathering more clues, following one clue to the next until each of the clones has been found.

			Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the game is the UPCOM interface that is used for communication within the game. This translation system, which consists of 120 symbols, serves a number of important functions. First, it serves the diegetic, or narrative, function of allowing the player to communicate with aliens without giving the aliens an inexplicable understanding of human languages. Second, and perhaps more importantly, it frames the limitations of the conversation not as a limitation of the game system, but as a limitation of the system through which the characters are interacting. This was one of Ulrich’s primary motivations in developing the system.

			I wanted to be an example and to invent new stuff that stood out. . . . I wanted to impress the player. I wanted the extra-terrestrials to be alive in the computer. When playing The Hobbit I hated the stereotyped answers such as “I don’t understand” or “What is your name?” The challenge was to make it intelligent. The incredible thing is that the aliens answered all questions, were funny and never repeated the same thing twice.10

			UPCOM differs from other conversation systems—like the keywords in Ultima VII or the menu-based dialogue trees of modern role-playing games—in subtle but important ways. Because both the aliens and the player are subject to the same constraints, Captain Blood avoids the artificiality found in games where non-player characters give extended speeches while the main character is able to offer only single-word responses. The abstract nature of the UPCOM symbols gives the illusion that the aliens are intelligent creatures struggling to use the system just as the player is, while allowing for a wide variety of conversation topics (the full UPCOM set provides nearly a trillion different possible combinations). While some messages require a precise word order (most often with passwords, coordinates, or names), usually the mere mention of a word or phrase is enough to start a conversation. The player’s goal is usually to prompt the character to reveal a piece of information or issue some kind of quest, but most characters will try to say something relevant to whatever you ask them. For example, saying the word “Trap” to one of the violent Croolis-Var can elicit a response of “Me Like Trap Kill Kill (Curse).”

			As primarily European platforms like the Atari ST declined, the European game industry began to grow closer to its counterparts in North America and Japan, with French companies like Ubisoft and Vivendi becoming important players in the worldwide industry. Captain Blood stands out as an example of a uniquely French style of video game that existed in the days before this global stage. It also demonstrates the innovative mechanics that can be found when we take a more diverse view of video game history.

			Similar Franchises: Dune (1992), KULT: The Temple of Flying Saucers (1989), Star Control (1990)

			—Peter Christiansen

			
				
					Cave Story

					(est. 2004)

					Platform: PC

					Developer: Daisuke “Pixel” Amaya

				

			

			The late 1990s were not an ideal time to start making a game without the backing of a large studio packed with programmers and artists. Technological advancements such as 3D graphics and optical discs—along with increasing competition and demand in the video game market—had dramatically increased the size and complexity of the average game. In some studios, development teams doubled in size in a matter of a few years. Gone were the days when a single developer could sell a game in a Ziploc bag (as did Roberta Williams and Richard Garriott) and turn it into a million-dollar empire. Polygon count was now the coin of the realm. These were some of the barriers that Daisuke Amaya, creator of Cave Story, would encounter and eventually overcome as part of a burgeoning indie-games movement.

			Amaya was entering technical school during that era. In addition to an unfriendly marketplace and high technical expectations, educational programs to specifically prepare people to work in video game development were almost nonexistent. As told in a Kotaku Australia profile,11 Amaya soon realized that work in the video game industry wouldn’t mean creating his own games but merely being a small part of a larger team. Being practical, he decided to shift his career goals toward being a salaryman, or typical white-collar Japanese businessman, but he didn’t completely abandon his dreams of making games. Instead, he made games in his spare time.

			During the time he was learning to program games, he was also playing Super Metroid. While the game inspired his creativity, he preferred the cuter aesthetic of other games to Metroid’s grittier feel.12 It was during this time that his ideas began coalescing into the game that would become Cave Story. His finished game would ultimately tell the story of an amnesiac robot exploring a massive, Metroid-inspired world full of dragons, witches, and anthropomorphic rabbits. In addition to an engaging story full of memorable characters, the game would have very finely tuned mechanics—the end result of countless iterations. Like Super Metroid, the game also featured many hidden items and features, including multiple endings.

			As Amaya set out to begin his new project, however, it quickly became apparent that he lacked the technical skills to make the game he wanted. In order to build these skills, he first created two smaller games, Ikachan and Azarashi, as well as a music engine and composition editor.13 By the year 2000, he was finally ready to begin work on his magnum opus. Though technological advances in computing had seemingly pushed commercial game development beyond the reach of individuals or even small teams, these same advances also opened up new opportunities. Over the years Amaya had spent training himself, the development of faster processors and more memory meant that many of the highly technical optimization tricks that had once been a necessity were now less important. New programming languages and tools eliminated the need to write complicated low-level code. The growth of the Internet made it possible for programmers to share free development tools that studios previously had to either purchase or develop themselves. Amaya took advantage of these tools, as did many other aspiring indie developers at the time. Thus, despite its retro aesthetic, Cave Story is very much a product of the technology of its time.

			Perhaps the most important technology in the success of Cave Story was the advent of digital distribution. Web-enabled sharing and publishing had changed the nature of the video game industry in profound ways. Although services like GameLine and the Nintendo Satellaview had experimented with similar forms of distribution, it wasn’t until the early 2000s that Internet connections were widespread and fast enough for it to become practical. In 2003, Valve launched its digital distribution platform Steam, which would become an important distribution channel through which independent developers could sell their games. The next year Amaya posted Cave Story online under the moniker “Pixel.” Unlike many other indie developers, he opted not to sell it, instead offering the game as freeware.

			Amaya was finally satisfied with his game upon its release, but he was also burned out. “Maybe I worked so hard to finish the game because I was so convinced ‘This’ is certainly the last game I will ever make,’” he said in an interview. “And then even after the game was finished and released, I had to fix bugs. So that whole time I was constantly annoyed.”14 This type of burnout is not uncommon among indie game developers because development often requires intense time and energy investments. While this “crunch time” often begins as a combination of passion and necessity in small studios with tight budgets, it is a hard habit to break as companies grow, and as such, the strain is an ingrained part of industry culture—developers push themselves beyond their limits to avoid being seen as lacking in passion.15 Spanning five years in development, Cave Story was far from rushed, but Amaya suffered the strain of burnout on top of keeping a full-time job, making the completion of his game all the more impressive.

			From obscure beginnings, Cave Story was soon shared across the Internet. Fans translated the game into English, accelerating its dissemination in North America. It was soon one of the most widely known independent games around the world. According to Electronic Gaming Monthly, “Cave Story proved that with sufficient vision, skill, and passion, a single designer can still craft a deep, compelling action game.”16 While independent game development is still a difficult undertaking, Cave Story stands out as an example of what even a single developer can achieve with hard work and dedication.

			Similar Franchises: Blaster Master (1988), L’Abbaye des Morts (2010), Maldita Castilla (2012)

			—Peter Christiansen

			
				
					Chex Quest

					(est. 1996)

					Platform: DOS

					Developer: Digital Café

				

			

			The year 1996 saw the creation of a number of successful video game franchises, including Quake, Pokémon, Resident Evil, Diablo, and Tomb Raider. Each of these games sold millions of copies and spawned numerous sequels and remakes. Alongside these titles, however, was another widely successful game that was neither sold at retail nor spread as shareware. Instead, it was given away in cereal boxes. The game was Chex Quest—a first-person shooter with a goofy cartoon aesthetic created as an advergame to boost the sales of Chex cereal.

			Advergames had been around since the days of the Atari VCS (1977), with games such as Kool-Aid Man (1983) and Johnson & Johnson’s Tooth Protectors (1983), both of which were distributed by mail order when customers sent in proofs-of-purchase from their respective products.17 As their primary purpose was generally little more than to raise brand awareness, these games were often made with small budgets, and their developers had little incentive to find innovative solutions to design problems. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the resulting games were often criticized for their low quality. This changed with Chex Quest.

			Chex Quest is unique for three reasons: (1) it was the first game to be packaged as a cereal-box prize; (2) it was actually a decent game; and, perhaps because of these two points, (3) it was incredibly successful. In spite of its brief promotional run, Chex Quest was recognized by the Promotion Marketing Association (now the Brand Activation Association) for boosting the sales of Chex cereal 295 percent. Although not a single copy of the game was sold directly, it was distributed as widely as many of the most popular games released that year.18

			Chex Quest’s marketing acclaim and social appeal is ironic, nonetheless, because the game was praised for being a nonviolent alternative to conventional, mainstream games—first-person shooters, in particular, were under intense scrutiny due to concerns over gun violence, and hence parents were actually encouraged by outlets like the Youngstown Vindicator, a daily newspaper in eastern Ohio, to get their children a copy of Chex Quest. This is ironic because Chex Quest was based on the game Doom (1993)—a poster child for everything seen as wrong with video games at the time.

			More specifically, Chex Quest was a Doom mod created by a small company called Digital Café. In creating a version of Doom that could be distributed to children of any age, the developers replaced nearly every asset in the game. They replaced the zombies and demons with cartoon alien blobs and traded Doom’s familiar satanic imagery for product placement. Pools of blood were replaced with bright green slime, and even the weapons were replaced with nonviolent alternatives. Instead of killing the invaders, the player was equipped with a variety of wacky teleportation devices to send the blob monsters safely back to their homeworld. And when creating these devices, the designers were careful to make sure that they didn’t resemble the guns they replaced, instead making them look like oversized remote controls. The chainsaw, for example, one of Doom’s most brutal and iconic weapons, wasn’t actually removed from the game. Instead, it was redesigned to look like a spork.

			The underlying mechanics of the game remained completely unchanged. The procedural logic of the game (fast pace, corridors filled with hostile entities, inability to interact in any way other than shooting, etc.) conveyed the same ideas as Doom. This procedural understanding of the game, however, was trumped by the visual. Aesthetic changes were enough to change people’s perceptions, even when similar games were experiencing a huge public backlash.19 In this sense, Chex Quest provides an interesting counterexample to the argument that violent games differ from other violent media due to their interactivity. Although Chex Quest and Doom were respectively praised and censured for the interactive experience they created, it was not violent actions that evoked these responses, but violent representations.

			Chex Quest, with its unique distribution channels and wholesome image, brought 3D games to an entirely new audience. Although often brushed aside as nothing more than another Doom clone, for many kids in the 1990s, Chex Quest was like nothing they had seen before. To some extent, it served not only as an advertisement for Chex cereal but for first-person shooters as well.

			Due to the game’s surprising popularity, some of the original developers would go on to create a second Chex Quest game (Flemoids Take Chextropolis, 1997) and a third (Chex Quest 3, 2008), with the final installment of the trilogy being released a decade after the original game had made its debut in boxes of breakfast cereal. In July 2016, the game’s artist announced an HD remake using the Unreal 4 engine. And today, twenty years later, Chex Quest still maintains active fan forums. It also maintains a decent presence in the Doom modding community. Speedrunners, who compete for the fastest times at running through popular games, have even run Chex Quest in their annual Awesome Games Done Quick charity event. While the very idea of creating a free game that places the player in the role of an anthropomorphic piece of breakfast cereal sounds like it should have been a recipe for disaster, Chex Quest continues to defy expectations, maintaining a loyal cult following.

			At the same time, Chex Quest highlights the great diversity that exists within video game development. While the history of the mainstream industry is well known to many in the video game community, it’s important to remember that there are many influential games that are difficult to evaluate with standard metrics like retail-sales numbers or critical acclaim. Moreover, while game studios employ a large percentage of all game developers, talented game developers can be found in many different fields, from advertising to education. Great games can be built from scratch, or, like Chex Quest, they can begin their lives as mods.

			Similar Franchises: America’s Army (2002), Kool-Aid Man (1983), Skrillex Quest (2012)

			—Peter Christiansen

			
				
					Command & Conquer

					(est. 1995)

					Platform: DOS

					Developer: Westwood Studios

				

			

			Command and Conquer—which later became the name for the entire series, the game itself being then retconned to the name Tiberian Dawn—was, alongside Warcraft and Starcraft, one of the most important early games in the real-time strategy (RTS) genre. Although Command and Conquer (C&C) has all but vanished in recent years, the franchise this first game spawned was quite noteworthy among early real-time strategy games because it implemented live-action cinema to an extent never seen before (or since), and it explored a range of cultural themes from alternate-history retrofuturism and asymmetric warfare to postdisaster dystopias and science-fiction B-movies.

			The franchise’s distinguishing feature was its use of live-action cut-scenes featuring physical actors rather than more common computer-generated imagery. These cut-scenes conveyed the game narrative, showed the game world, and depicted actors speaking directly to the player as if giving a military briefing. The franchise’s titles contain anywhere from 60 to 90 minutes of cinematics, sometimes intertwining real-world and fictional photographs and historical events.

			Alongside this commitment to live-action storytelling, the series also explores a wide range of issues, themes, and aesthetics, some more serious than others. In this regard the C&C franchise is split into three veins: the Tiberium series, the Red Alert series, and the lone edition of the Generals series. The first, the Tiberium series, began with the original Command & Conquer. It was set around the time of its real-world release in a slightly fictionalized, yet surprisingly recognizable, version of contemporary Earth. This world is populated with a deadly substance known as “Tiberium,” a substance closely akin to petroleum in the trade-off between its immense monetary value and the environmental damage caused by its use.20 Tiberium is fought over by the Global Defense Initiative—a massive, global peacekeeping force with significant economic and military capital—and the Brotherhood of Nod, a mysterious, decentralized, quasireligious terrorist organization. This game was followed by Tiberian Sun (1999), a postdisaster dystopia that was a sequel to the original game and set several decades later; Renegade (2002), the only first-person shooter game in the franchise; Tiberium Wars (2007), the third in the Tiberium series and set several more decades ahead during an alien invasion hinted at since the start of the series; Tiberian Twilight (2010), the final game of the Tiberium series’ narrative arc and one that received a number of strongly negative reviews for its story, immense changes in gameplay mechanics, and clearly rushed release;21 and Tiberium Alliances (2012), a browser game in which groups of players battle over territory and resources.

			The Tiberium series always contained the franchise’s more serious narratives: in Tiberian Dawn, the series begins by exploring, with surprising depth and prescience, asymmetric warfare, the influence of the media on conflicts, religious fanaticism, and the role of civilians in conflicts.22 These themes are woven into the gameplay to produce a compelling image of a nearly-contemporary war, while also laying the ground for many of the concepts, principles, and assumptions in the decades of real-time strategy games that followed. The later Tiberium games, Tiberian Sun and Tiberium Wars, then pushed further into increasingly distant and bleaker futures. In the former, the world has been destroyed by the aggressive and seemingly unstoppable terraforming of the Tiberium substance, while the latter takes place during an invasion of Earth by a species that seeks to mine that same substance, continuing to develop the dystopian themes of Tiberian Sun toward their bleak but logical conclusions.

			After Tiberian Dawn, Westwood Studios released Red Alert 1 (1996), in which a second fictional universe was created. This game focused on an alternate-history World War II in which the Allies battle the Soviets rather than the Axis Powers. Red Alert 2 (2000), the sequel to Red Alert, moved closer to the then present-day but was replete with science-fiction elements and an underlying tongue-in-cheek sense of humor, while Red Alert 3 (2008), the most futuristic entry in the Red Alert series, introduced an additional Japanese faction and appropriate volumes of giant “mechs.” Unlike its Tiberium cousin, the Red Alert series tends to focus on increasingly more diesel-punk and retro-futuristic aesthetics, gradually replacing the real technologies of World War II with outlandish technologies from the boldest of mid-century science fiction: mind control, weather manipulation, lasers, teleportation, time travel, and many others. The later games thereby became increasingly self-referent, comical, and surreal as over-the-top science-fiction as opposed to the slightly more serious alternate history of the original Red Alert.

			A brief mention must also be made of Command & Conquer: Generals (2003), in which the player can control three factions: the United States, China, and the Global Liberation Army (GLA), which quite unambiguously represents a Middle-Eastern terrorist faction but lacks in realization the subtlety of the Brotherhood of Nod of the Tiberium series. Set once more around the then present day, the game played with questions of global, political, and military dominance, but it never found the success of the other series, and with the benefit of hindsight, the game can be seen as a precursor to the series’ decline in subsequent years.

			Despite its eventual decline, in its golden era, C&C innovated widely in both its methods of storytelling and in the range of thematic settings it explored, while maintaining core gameplay components that marked each iteration as undeniably a Command & Conquer game. In the process, Westwood (and later Electronic Arts) produced a series of fascinating and highly distinctive games that contributed much to the real-time strategy genre, portrayed a range of themes and aesthetics rarely touched upon or reproduced elsewhere, and remain to this day extremely playable and highly original entries in the gaming canon.

			Similar Franchises: StarCraft (1998), Total Annihilation (1997), Warcraft (1994)

			—Mark R. Johnson
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					Dance Dance Revolution

					(est. 1998)

					Platform: Arcade

					Developer: Konami

				

			

			Gamers are not traditionally known for their physical strength, stamina, speed, or athleticism. They have long been stereotyped as lazy, overweight, and antisocial basement-dwellers. But when Konami created Dance Dance Revolution (DDR) in 1998, they changed how people could play games and how bodies could navigate controls. Since then, the franchise has grown substantially, spanning more than thirty different versions (mixes) internationally and contributing to an entirely new genre: rhythm games. Although DDR was not the first such game, it was the first to gain widespread appeal, especially after it transitioned from arcades to home-play on the PlayStation platform. Many more rhythm games emerged in Japanese arcades, including those played with drums and others played by hitting buttons with your hands in time to music,1 some of which were featured in the film Lost in Translation (2003). Given that DDR was largely responsible for introducing rhythm games internationally, it exists today as a substantially important cultural phenomenon that captures the attention of gamers, non-gamers, educators, and researchers alike.

			Across the various mixes and localizations, DDR gameplay remains largely consistent with the original version. Like many video games, the screen displays rules, avatars, and choices for the player. To begin, players scroll through a list of songs that can range in style from reggae to techno to J-pop to Disney. After selecting a song, the player begins the dance. But where DDR vastly diverges from traditional games is the controller: rather than using a simple, handheld, standard controller, DDR uses a large dance floor or stage pad (of metal or a soft material) placed on the floor and designed to be stepped upon. In the simplest version, players use their feet to push a series of buttons on the dance pad: up, down, left, or right. These buttons on the dance pad are mirrored on the screen, and the screen buttons scroll up to give players the goal of stepping on a corresponding dance-pad button exactly in time with its matching on-screen button. Successfully timed steps score more points; thus, timing is key.

			Though novices may awkwardly struggle to match their steps to the proper on-screen buttons, experts move skillfully with speed and style to seamlessly perform complex dance moves. Later iterations added diagonal buttons and more complicated steps including double steps, jumps, and off-beat arrows. In addition to on-screen performance indicators that show successful steps, an announcer’s voice also provides encouragement and feedback. Notably, the idiosyncratic encouragement of the announcer serves as a key feature of DDR’s lighthearted format and style because he is known for making quirky comments such as “Your dance was so great, it’s like sunshine on a cloudy day!”

			As a cultural phenomenon, DDR is significant for three primary reasons. First, DDR brought players back to the arcade. Though video gameplay more broadly began as a remarkably social phenomenon in the 1970s and 1980s with players meeting others in arcades, home console systems in the 1990s contributed to a decline in arcade attendance. Home systems made the social arcade experience unnecessary and allowed for the development of gameplay as a more solitary behavior. However, when DDR launched, it arrived as a showy system of lights, motion, and sound that drew players back to the arcade.2 Though players could practice on a home console system, they visited the arcade to show off their skills. Some became so superbly adept they could draw crowds of onlookers to marvel at their speed and dexterity. In this way, game playing became more like street performing, and DDR continued to rise in popularity, with competitions and tournaments still held worldwide to this day. Not only did it bring players back to the arcade, it provided a social vehicle by which players could game together: it functioned as a party game one could play at home with a large group of friends and family. But DDR is not only fun for players. It’s also fun to watch. The spectacle of dance attracts attention from both gamers and non-gamers.

			DDR remains significant for a second reason: it helped to launch a new genre of rhythm and motion games. Though it was hardly the first to utilize action-pad technology (e.g., Nintendo’s Power Pad, 1986) or rhythm (e.g., the game PaRappa the Rapper, 1996), it was the first to combine rhythm and action to produce a style meant to emulate real-world dance. Shortly after the success and popularity of DDR, other rhythm-action and motion games appeared—including Beatmania; Guitar Hero; and Rock Band—that similarly used instruments to perform rhythmic functions. Following this trend, novel game controllers and tools continued to emerge such as the PlayStation Eye, the Wii motion controller, the Wii Fit pad, and the Kinect Camera. Each enabled players to use their body as a controller to some degree in ways that differed from the standard handheld controller. Undeniably, DDR was the first to launch this trend on a large scale and has since continued to garner further support for the genre of rhythm games.

			Finally, DDR was the first to launch the popularity of what has now been termed “exergaming.” Games in this vein are not only played for spectacle, entertainment, leisure, and fun, they also provide an opportunity for the player to engage in aerobic activity, build lean muscle, improve stamina, and achieve weight loss. As a result, researchers, educators, and players alike are drawn to DDR for its health benefits. Numerous physical fitness programs have brought DDR into educational systems as an exercise tool to improve both cardiorespiratory endurance as well as academic performance.3

			DDR serves as an exemplary franchise that significantly influences popular culture by bringing dance to an otherwise sedentary demographic. It provides a framework within which uncoordinated players are able to learn rhythm, and it promotes socializing through shared play and showing off. To this day, players of DDR can appreciate the game’s ability to instill in its users a sense of fun, accomplishment, and pride, even while performing some otherwise questionable dance moves.

			Similar Franchises: Family Trainer (1986), Guitar Hero (2005), PaRappa the Rapper (1996)

			—Aubrie Adams and Norah E. Dunbar

			
				
					Dark Souls

					(est. 2011)

					Platform: PlayStation 3

					Developer: FromSoftware

				

			

			Demon’s Souls, released in 2009 for the PlayStation 3 and the predecessor of Dark Souls, was a sleeper-hit role-playing game that accrued critical acclaim for its difficulty and complex, dark fantasy story. The expansive world of Demon’s Souls was accessed via “archstones,” each leading to its own (often lengthy) level. Each level was devoid of intermittent checkpoints, and upon death, the player was returned to the start of the entire level. Reaching again the point at which he or she had previously died (marked by the blood stain of that death) would allow the player to retrieve all the “souls,” or experience points, held at the time of that death. The story, meanwhile, was dense, often confusing, and told through item descriptions and the cryptic utterances of in-game characters. Its multiplayer mode, repeated and iterated in later editions of the series, allowed players to invade the single-player worlds of other players to assist or attack them as they saw fit. Although a cult success,4 Demon’s Souls success was only a precursor to the popularity that its spiritual successor, Dark Souls, would shortly achieve—a popularity driven by its maddening difficulty paired with novel death-and-resurrection mechanics and an expansive narrative.

			Dark Souls (2011) became instantly notorious as one of the most difficult games ever released.5 Although the appellation “most difficult game ever” is often thrown around with wild abandon, it persisted, and tales rapidly emerged of players unable to progress past the first or second boss, and of players so infuriated by the game’s unforgiving nature and inscrutable objectives that they would give up after only a couple of hours. The game’s checkpoint system utilizes in-game locations called “bonfires” that are rare but positioned to give the player simultaneous access to several parts of the labyrinthine game world. As with its predecessor, the game areas are large and full of often powerful enemies; the player’s souls can only be regained after death if the point of that death is reached a second time; and it is not often clear how to access new areas or whether the player is even moving in the right direction. On top of these challenges, in many cases the game doesn’t even explain key gameplay mechanics to the player. For instance, when a player first rests at a bonfire and is given the option to “kindle” it, there is no in-game prompt to explain what exactly this means. Even the world design of the game reflects this commitment to difficulty and obfuscation: playing Dark Souls is less like playing a computer game and more akin to exploring a world that has its own logic and rationale, a world that is not necessarily designed for a player to navigate, which further confuses matters for the player expecting spatial regularity and clear progression markers.

			The narrative of Dark Souls, meanwhile, is split into two components: (1) a story, which includes all the background information and the greater overall narrative of which the player-character is only a single piece, and (2) a plot, which is simply what the player-character does during their time in the game world. The plot is minimalist: players are freed from jail, are tasked with killing and capturing souls from a number of mighty creatures, and, in doing so, are given the option of having the world continue its current path or take a new and far riskier path instead. The story, however, is vastly more expansive. It encompasses a range of mythopoetic ideas spanning thousands of years of history and legend, and it contains cosmological and thematic elements; creation myths; different moralities; approaches to the nature of freedom, chaos, law and order, and perseverance; philosophies of life; and much else besides. As in Demon’s Souls, this is all told either through rare interactions with other non-player characters who pursue their own quests or through item descriptions and appearances, many of which have stirred significant discussion. There are also pieces of contradictory lore, such as the agenda of the two Primordial Serpents who advise the player and may either be telling the truth, lying, or doing both at the same time—the game never states the answer explicitly, but it offers just enough evidence to allow the player to construct their own hypothesis.6 So rich and conflicting is the game’s historical data that to this day, debate continues in online forums on such questions.

			Through its extreme difficulty and complex, dense narrative, Dark Souls epitomizes a kind of ludic-narrative entanglement, undermining a common belief in academic game-studies that difficult play and narrative are necessarily at odds. These two rather go hand in hand with the clearly intended audience of skilled and thoughtful gamers of Dark Souls who will overcome its tricky mechanics and narratological ciphers. The Dark Souls series marks a watershed moment in popular gaming at which extreme difficulty became a selling point in the indie game market and a AAA release took the gamble of releasing a game with very high levels of both gameplay and narrative difficulty, subsequently reaping the reward of significant sales; feverish, word-of-mouth popularity; and a deeply committed community of players. By treating the player as an intelligent, mature, and capable gamer who would be able to meet the game’s hefty challenges, the Dark Souls franchise gave players a sense of satisfaction and mastery found in almost no other major, contemporary, single-player experience, while promoting long-term community survival in a dense and confusing lore, and an innovative and cruelly entertaining multiplayer mode. In doing so, the franchise became a major driving force in the rise of highly challenging games as well as an increase in experimentation with nonlinear and nonexpositional forms of storytelling, both of which are likely to impact game design for a significant time to come.

			Similar Franchises: Bloodborne (2015), Lords of the Fallen (2014), Titan Souls (2015)

			—Mark R. Johnson

			
				
					Defense of the Ancients

					(est. 2002)

					Platform: PC

					Developer: Eul and many others

				

			

			Defense of the Ancients (DotA) defined the multiplayer online battle arena (MOBA) genre, a multimillion-dollar industry that bolstered a global rise in eSports popularity and legitimized gaming as a spectator sport. DotA’s convoluted history is one of the best examples of how gaming is much more than players consuming entertainment products. Gaming exists as a cultural production that is shared between designers, players, and fans. Through this history of constant negotiation about what it means to play and participate, DotA sets the standard for the MOBA genre through its incredible depth of play and—for better or worse—its intense, collaborative mechanics.

			DotA started out as a custom map, or level design, for the real-time strategy game Warcraft III by Blizzard Entertainment. Using another fan-made map (Aevon64’s Aeon of Strife) originally built for Blizzard’s other real-time strategy game Starcraft, fan-developer Eul created the first DotA map in 2002. Development after that was chaotic, with a series of iterations and disparate versions as modders worked on maps independently. Eventually, these were combined in Defense of the Ancients All Stars, managed by Steve “Guinsoo” Feak who would go on to work for Riot Games in 2009, makers of the other extremely popular MOBA League of Legends. Riot also hired Steve “Pendragon” Mescon, the lead community manager for DotA and owner of the dota-allstars.com domain, which he then sold to Riot, effectively killing a major social hub for DotA. This was a shock to the DotA community, and to this day there’s no love lost between DotA fans and Riot. Eventually, Valve Corporation bought the rights to DotA, hiring then current leader of the project IceFrog to create a stand-alone game client, which would be released as Defense of the Ancients 2 in 2013.

			In DotA, each player controls a single hero in a 5-versus-5 match, and the players attempt to destroy each other’s home base. Games typically last forty minutes and are often won with careful coordination and synergistic play. Each hero (of 112 in total) has its own unique set of special powers, and part of playing well involves mastering each hero’s abilities. Some of these abilities also act in combination with the powers of other heroes. For example, while going the same lane with Shadow Fiend, Lion can provide control with an ability called “Earth Spike” that stuns the enemy so that Shadow Fiend’s “Shadowraze” (a skill that causes high damage but requires high accuracy) perfectly hits the enemy. Each additional combination a team performs increases their advantage. Hero categories later emerged, based on their intended role or unique abilities, allowing players to specialize and hone their expertise with specific hero styles and also allowing teams to strategize by forming effective team compositions.

			DotA succeeded in part because Warcraft III and StarCraft were extremely popular, but it also continues to attract and retain players due to its refined play and the high skill levels required; players never stop learning and improving as they play, and players are always right on the edge of their cognitive threshold.7 For instance, one of the coauthors of this article was once a professional player of DotA, and he spent many of his college days in China attempting to achieve mastery of the game. He mastered individual heroes through various techniques; for example, by reciting every tiny detail of their abilities (e.g., “the cooldown of Sacred Arrow is 17 seconds” and “Mirana’s attack range is 600”), by imitating professional players’ items and skill builds and play-styles, and by playing hundreds of matches with each character.

			DotA’s emphasis on teamwork can lead to very tight bonding between team members as many players go through similarly rigorous training schedules. Also, teams work best when all team players are in the same room physically because they can communicate and coordinate much more effectively.8 This is especially true for professional teams because it takes hundreds of hours of practice and drill per month to stay competitive. This teamwork focus makes DotA the perfect dorm room or Internet cafe game. In China, where the game is very popular, friends will gather in an Internet cafe after a day’s work or study to enjoy playing together. As do players of World of Warcraft, many DotA players experience a powerful sense of belonging when playing DotA, and those who don’t play often feel left out when they cannot understand the talk of their player-friends.

			But although DotA can rapidly create trust and cooperation among team members, it can just as readily create conflict since matches and practices are intense and serious. In fact, civility and levelheaded feedback are not what most players think of when they reflect on the MOBA player community.9 Rather, despite impressive and effective moves by developers to improve the player community, one of the most common words used to describe chat in both League of Legends and DotA is “toxic.” In fact, as with EVE Online, the hazing new players must go through to join is truly a rite of passage, and it may serve to solidify the MOBA culture’s lasting stability.

			This depth of gameplay and intense social play contributes to DotA’s emergence as a prototypical MOBA and has helped give rise to both the genre’s popularity and its status among eSports enthusiasts . . . especially in Asian and European markets. When Riot released League of Legends as a free-to-play game, it solidified the popular appeal of the genre, with both Valve and Blizzard following suit by making Defense of the Ancients 2 and Heroes of the Storm also free to play. Recently, a Defense of the Ancients 2 championship tournament drew thousands of live spectators and millions of home viewers, while featuring prizes totaling over $18 million—$16 million of which were viewer contributions.

			With fans contributing enthusiasm and money, and with players contributing their skill and the camaraderie of their teams, Defense of the Ancients has emerged as a rich sphere of interaction and practice that places an emphasis on teamwork and the rich cultural heritage of both the players and their fans.

			Similar Franchises: Heroes of the Storm (2015), League of Legends (2009), StarCraft (1998)

			—Mark Chen and Ang Xu

			
				
					Depression Quest

					(est. 2013)

					Platform: Browser-based

					Developer: Zoë Quinn

				

			

			In both its novel examination of mental illness and its ability to cultivate empathy, Depression Quest raises the question of what constitutes a video game. Most video games ask the player, “What difficulty level or brightness setting would you like?” Depression Quest asks, “Who are you?”

			The question matters because the player plays as “You,” meaning the player plays as a character named in the second-person. Depression Quest gives You a dull job, a small social network, and a partner named Alex. This would be unremarkable, of course, but You is unmotivated and is unable to function as others do. With this as its background, the game works as a choose-your-own adventure story in which the player selects links that represent either more information about a situation or particular decisions that You makes when confronted with challenges. Depending on the player’s previous decisions, some options will either not exist or will appear as unclickable text. Three text boxes at the bottom of the screen show the player You’s current level of depression, You’s current therapeutic plan, and You’s pharmaceutical help. The narrative branches out in different directions because player choices have a different impact on You’s mood, resulting in different endings to the game, but all the endings conclude with the idea that the struggle with depression is ongoing.

			Defining Depression Quest as a game was a major part of its early reception. When debating whether a particular program constitutes a game, critics and gamers often engage in academic-style arguments of generic definition. The act of defining games often works to emphasize particular aspects of games, sometimes in a self-serving way, and the definitions include a cultural and economic weight.10 Depression Quest received enough coverage in both gaming and mainstream publications that game critics and gamers were forced to define a medium that was central to their profession, hobby, and identity. Depression Quest destabilized notions of what a game could be for general audiences. The act of defining games in this sense became the act of defining ourselves. Depression Quest asks those who define themselves through games, “Who are you?”

			Depression Quest’s destabilization of the definition of gaming challenged the identity of gamers as well. Asking gamers to examine and define themselves (at the risk of finding that definition a little more ambiguous than they thought) likely contributed to the reactions coalescing around certainty, traditional gender roles, and objectivity that were core parts of the #Gamergate coalition. “#Gamergate,” it might be noted, refers both to a harassment campaign in gaming circles that began in August 2014 and to the opposition coalition that formed against that campaign. One of Depression Quest’s developers was an initial target for that harassment campaign, and Depression Quest’s press coverage was folded into press coverage of #Gamergate. Neither Depression Quest nor its developers caused #Gamergate, but the same questions raised by Depression Quest became part of a reactionary response to a cultural shift in video games as reflected in #Gamergate.

			Beyond these definitional challenges, Depression Quest’s use of a text-based system borrowed from novels—a medium that efficiently depicts internal states—so as to avoid caricaturing mental illness, as is often done in video games such as Silent Hill 2 (2001), Amnesia: The Dark Descent (2010), and BioShock Infinite (2013), which portray mental illness as a motivation for villains, a single stat meter, or a prop, respectively. These three games are not the only games that depict mental illness in a limiting way, which makes Depression Quest important. Beyond the use of text, however, using unclickable text to eliminate options depicts the subject’s awareness of options without being able to access them. The unclickable text represents options that exist but that You finds impossible to choose. Even if the player understands that You could ask a friend to move to a different place so You could talk honestly about his or her problems, something prevents You from making that choice.

			The opening screen of Depression Quest claims the game can help people experience and understand the feeling of depression. However, the gap between understanding and empathy is large, and some critics claim that empathy through playing a video game alone is impossible.11 Research on the ability of video games to cultivate or normalize a lack of empathy through violent behavior shows varied results, but one of the Depression Quest developers stated in an interview with the New Yorker, “Externalizing [the differences between people with depression and people without] into a game and asking people to take some time out to see what ‘rules’ other people have to live with, I think, is a powerful use of the medium.” By encouraging people to debate the effect of video games, Depression Quest is a rare example of attempting to cultivate positive empathy through understanding.

			While Depression Quest can create understanding, there are situations where understanding does not occur. In my study of the game, I wanted to see if my actions had a consistent impact through each play-through, but I kept trying to make myself get results. So when an action failed to change the character’s mood, I got frustrated, I looked for the source code, and that’s when I lost, in a sense, Depression Quest. When I played Depression Quest, I was worse than not empathizing: I was telling You, “Why don’t you just do X?” without realizing the thing I was asking You to do was not possible. I assumed a code could fix everything, but neither Depression Quest nor mental illness work through decoding. Helping takes genuine attempts to understand, and I misunderstood.

			But even if I had failed to empathize, Depression Quest shows how a game can still help players empathize, and it can show players what empathy means. Empathy is not a skill one can master but a habit of mind and approach recognizing the worth of the experience of other people. Depression Quest is about depression, but it is also about building understanding and approaching empathy. Depression Quest forces games, games critics, and each player to ask, “Who are you? Who am I?” and raises the question about what is possible with a video game.

			Similar Franchises: Actual Sunlight (2014), Papers, Please (2013), Star Court (2014)

			—Ian Derk

			
				
					Deus Ex

					(est. 2000)

					Platform: Windows and Mac OS

					Developer: Ion Storm

				

			

			With rapid changes in computer technology, popular discourse reflects an anxiety about the future and the role of humans in the world. Cyberpunk—a mode of science fiction that highlights information technology and degrees of social disorder—in some ways captures these anxieties. The societies imagined by cyberpunk suggest worlds falling apart and humanity doomed by the fallout from a triumvirate of hubristic science, criminal-political self-interest, and ruthless corporate greed. These worlds are ruled by transnational conglomerates; nations have been dissolved; and public-welfare institutions have evaporated, leaving individuals themselves responsible for their own well-being. In tandem, technology has allowed humans to reshape their bodies and minds according to these needs. Cybernetic augmentation, genetic manipulation, nanotechnology, viral reprogramming, and other self-improvement technologies are available for whoever has the money.

			The video game series Deus Ex is set in such a cyberpunk future and focuses on a central motif of the genre: body augmentation and transhumanism. The series combines cyberpunk’s discourse on body modifications and its consequences for both the individual and society with gameplay decisions that enforce these consequences—not in a pre-scripted narrative arc, however, but according to the player’s own ethical decision-making. The implementation of player choice is central to the development of the game as a vehicle for character differentiation, as creator Warren Spector points out. The character development of Deus Ex, according to Spector, was designed “to ensure that those character differences would be more than cosmetic” and to provide decisions that would affect gameplay, making Deus Ex “a game of problems . . . all solvable in a variety of ways.”12

			In the late 1990s, this approach was groundbreaking on several levels. First, it combined the elements of traditional genres in a novel format. Deus Ex combined the player proximity and fast-paced gameplay of first-person shooters with the reliance on problem-solving narratives of adventure games and the character development of role-playing games. This meant, second, that the meaning-making process and the ethical positions of the game were not fixed but rather needed the player’s collaborative participation. As Spector argues, “We’d put power back in [the players’] hands, ask them to make choices, and let them deal with the consequences of those choices.”13 One such consequence confronts players with different political positions and interpretations. Instead of letting the player be the “good guy” in the game, Deus Ex sets up an alternative reading, throwing into doubt the justification that the official mission statement provides. Miguel Sicart argues,

			In Deus Ex, ethical thinking is as powerful a weapon as a handgun, and ethical responsibility the most adequate gameplay strategy. . . . Furthermore, the goals and winning conditions were ethically questioned almost from the beginning, forcing players to think morally about the missions and their meaning.14

			Are players really “doing the right thing” when they fulfill missions or is someone manipulating them? Central themes of paranoia and political control are explored and linked to the idea of transhumanism. Narratively, the franchise constructs a maze of political, economic, and social futures—based in the pros and cons of transhumanism—that players must navigate. Each game then sets up a final decision and leaves the ending in the hands of the player. As Sicart points out, the Deus Ex story line is ultimately an “open ethical design”15 in that the player’s choice determines the outcome of the conflict.

			Regarding the final decision for Deus Ex: Invisible War, media scholar McKenzie Wark argues that the player is faced with four options positioned along two axes: the “question of the boundaries of the body and its other” represented by the choice between body augmentation and biological purity; and the question of power distribution over access to machines, favoring either “democratic relation, in which all bodies communicate equally” or “hierarchical, where all communication passes via a controlling power.”16 Similarly, the decision in Deus Ex is whether to allow the destruction of existing power through technology or to pass this power on to either a secret cabal or an artificial intelligence. The most nuanced position on transhumanism emerges in the final decision of Deus Ex: Human Revolution, in which players transmit information to manipulate four endings. Each ending represents a political stance on transhumanism: the player can either demonize transhuman modification, glorify it, put it under strict control, or leave it to public decision.

			In its insistence on individual decision, Deus Ex rejects any notion of neutrality regarding the politics of transhumanism and associated futures. Whereas in film or literature, the position of the author is a guidepost by which viewers and readers can orient themselves, the game mechanics of ethical choice introduced by Deus Ex force player decisions. Since no option is optimal—each comes with trade-offs, unforeseen consequences, and prices to pay—players must involve themselves in the political conflict, addressing transhumanism, political sovereignty, and capitalist endeavors in order to find their individual position.

			Similar Franchises: Fallout (1997), Mass Effect (2007), The Witcher (2007)

			—Lars Schmeink

			
				
					Donkey Kong

					(est. 1981)

					Platform: Arcade

					Developer: Nintendo R&D1

				

			

			As one of the oldest and longest running video game franchises ever, Donkey Kong rivals Pac-Man and Super Mario Bros. for most recognizable property in the world. Though the character Donkey Kong, a massive ape, began as a barrel-tossing villain perched atop construction scaffolding, he has been reborn multiple times: first as a kidnapped father in Donkey Kong Jr. (1982) and later as the protagonist of the celebrated series Donkey Kong Country (1994–present). The franchise had a significant impact on Nintendo’s early efforts to enter the video game market, yet its continued cultural importance, like much of Nintendo’s library of intellectual property, is due largely to its status as a nostalgic totem in popular culture.

			The original Donkey Kong arcade machine made Nintendo one of the world’s leading video game developers when it launched in 1981. After the company’s 1979 arcade game Radar Scope failed to connect with players, leaving three thousand unsold arcade cabinets sitting in warehouses, Nintendo decided to convert these surplus cabinets to host a new game. Inspired by his childhood love for the 1933 film King Kong, fledgling game designer Shigeru Miyamoto came up with the Donkey Kong concept, reportedly landing on the name “Donkey” after trying to find an English synonym for “stubborn.”17 Although the character’s name and design baffled most executives at Nintendo of America, president of Nintendo Hiroshi Yamauchi believed in the young Miyamoto’s work. He was wise to do so. Donkey Kong would go on to earn $180 million in its first year of release and another $100 million in its second year.18

			Nintendo has reinvented the Donkey Kong franchise multiple times, transitioning the series from its groundbreaking arcade roots to the standard, side-scrolling platform franchise it is today. The first Donkey Kong arguably popularized the platforming genre, characterized by its memorable hero and the central mechanics of jumping between platforms to progress.19 In Donkey Kong, players are tasked with scaling construction scaffolding to reach a kidnapped woman while avoiding the barrels that the titular ape hurls down from his perch. Once players reach the top of one board, they are whisked away to the next to attempt the challenge again. With its emphasis on running, jumping, and avoiding obstacles and enemies, Donkey Kong paved the way for Miyamoto’s later Mario games, which continue to define the genre. In addition to its mechanics, Donkey Kong experimented with early video game storytelling. Along with Pac-Man, Donkey Kong was one of the earliest games to introduce narrative cut-scenes, such as watching Donkey Kong scale the construction site before beginning play.

			Over its history, the series has continued to offer novel ideas while leveraging the ongoing nostalgia players have for the original game. Perhaps the most successful reinvention of the series occurred during the 16-bit era with Donkey Kong Country. Renowned at the time for its impressive visuals, Donkey Kong Country on the Super Nintendo used prerendered backgrounds for its 2D environments, rivaling the visuals of more powerful hardware like the PC and upstart Sony PlayStation. With this incarnation, the franchise became a challenging 2D side-scroller that emphasized carefully executed rolling, jumping, and blasting between barrels. The notable graphics and attractive mechanics made the game a critical and commercial success. Yet even so, Donkey Kong Country’s opening title sequence consciously pays tribute to the original game: it begins with an older ape, Cranky Kong, hand-cranking a phonograph while standing on construction scaffolding. The imagery suggests he was the original Donkey Kong. A younger gorilla wearing a thick red tie then drops from above with a boombox, knocking Cranky down, as the tops of tropical trees replace the scaffolding. While paying homage to the original, the beginning of Donkey Kong Country informs players that this is not your parents’ Donkey Kong. Yet even this popular reinvention could not completely disassociate Donkey Kong from the arcade era of the 1980s.

			Through its success as a commercial product, Donkey Kong has been absorbed into popular parlance, representing a nostalgic and recognizable touchstone similar to Disney’s Mickey Mouse. In this way, the games themselves have been overshadowed by their title character’s larger cultural importance as both a 1980s and video game icon. Notably, Donkey Kong inspired the rapper Ice Cube to use the phrase “It’s on like Donkey Kong” in his 1992 song “Now I Gotta Wet’cha” on the album Predator. In fact, this phrase became so widely used in competitive contexts that Nintendo filed for its trademark in 2010, nearly twenty years after its original use. That same year the image of Donkey Kong graced the hood of a U.S. Hot Rod Association Monster Jam monster truck driven by Frank Krmel. Films have also traded on the nostalgic pleasure Donkey Kong represents. The 2007 documentary King of Kong: Fist Full of Quarters celebrates the original game while also framing it and its aged fans as relics of the past, showing those fans as stunted somehow by chasing something lost, whether a particular era of gaming or a period of their own lives. Most recently, Donkey Kong inspired the 2012 Disney film Wreck-It-Ralph and even made an appearance in the critically panned 2015 Adam Sandler comedy Pixels, a movie that also focuses on a group of former gaming all-stars trying to recover the glory they enjoyed in the 1980s. The character’s presence in living culture has kept Donkey Kong relevant more than any effort by Nintendo. Donkey Kong has become a symbol, representing both the timelessness and timeliness of video games.

			The Donkey Kong franchise remains significant by reinventing itself across multiple sequels and spin-offs and transcending the silos of video game culture to become a nostalgic symbol within popular culture. The original Donkey Kong that spearheaded the platforming genre rescued Nintendo from its previous development failure and launched the career of legendary game designer Shigeru Miyamoto. Every subsequent game in the franchise has offered nostalgic touchstones by which seasoned players could revisit familiar mechanics and characters as well as fresh entry points through which new players could connect with one of gaming’s most notable icons.

			Similar Franchises: Manic Miner (1983), Pac-Man (1980), Super Mario Bros. (1985)

			—John Vanderhoef

			
				
					Doom

					(est. 1993)

					Platform: DOS

					Developer: id Software

				

			

			It was midnight, December 10, 1993, and Jay Wilber sat in his office attempting to upload the shareware episode of Doom to the University of Wisconsin’s FTP server. Wilber could not connect to UW’s server to upload id Software’s eagerly awaited game because word of the game’s impending release had made the rounds via Internet relay chat, and UW’s server was full to capacity.20 When Wilber finally completed the upload, however, and the game began to make its way onto the Internet, gamers experienced something that had not existed before: an addictive, 3D game with nearly endless replayability because gamers could add, create, and share their own levels, music, and art. It was a watershed game for gamers, the gaming industry, and the gaming culture at large. Once released, Doom and its sequel would go on not only to revolutionize how future video games were produced but to mainstream gaming and its associated industries.

			Set in a nightmarish world where demons from Hell are pouring into our universe, Doom has two modes of gameplay. In single-player mode, the gamer becomes a space marine, a lone human fighting Union Aerospace Corporation (UAC) marine zombies, imps, and cacodemons. Players navigate UAC marine fortresses and abandoned moon bases looking for weapons, ammunition, health, and keys while attempting to survive the onslaught of enemies who squeal and moan like depraved animals. The game is ultraviolent, dark, and extremely challenging. And in Doom’s player-versus-player deathmatch mode, the game’s arsenal of rocket launchers and plasma cannons are turned on other humans, who take the place of the game’s zombies and imps—though multiplayer gaming was not an aspect Doom originally supported. Deathmatches are competitive, and they’re known for spawning grudges, contempt, and friendship. The novelty of these matches and their addictiveness gave rise to some of the first gaming cafes and local-area network (LAN) parties, where players faced each other over networked computers. Prior to Doom, the rendering speed, visual fidelity of the environments, and network performance in multiplayer mode had not existed. Doom’s single- and multiplayer gameplay combined to form a revolutionary first-person shooter.

			Beyond the gameplay, Doom’s developers—John Carmack and John Romero—crafted a set of technologies that would form the basis of the game engine id Tech 1 and that would shape the way future PC first-person shooter games were made. Carmack and Romero infused the engine with a hacker ethos, making it an open system of tools and processes that allowed those with a do-it-yourself, “moddability” mentality to learn from its implementation. While game engines today are typically licensed, Doom and its modifiable infrastructure were free. After the game was released, gamers initially hacked the engine in order to learn how to modify its content, but Carmack slowly released information about the game’s file formats and source code, and a growing community quickly became dedicated to modifying, or “modding,” the game.21 (“Modding” is creating new content and features for an existing game; “mapping” is creating new levels.) Dedicated fans and gamers began creating content for the game: modders could create their own WAD (Where’s all the data?) files, make new levels for Doom, or turn it into a completely different game. From such efforts arose new titles like Hexen, Heretic, and Strife as well as countless mods and maps. Some successful developers’ first projects involved modifying Doom, meaning the game ultimately created a new way for people to enter the game industry. Prior to the release of Doom, game files had to be modified using hex and process memory editors through tedious trial and error; now the same tools that developers used were available for everyone to deploy to create their own experiences, allowing novices and experts alike to create content of a quality similar to that of Doom. By releasing the tools used to make Doom to the public, id Software set a precedent for openness that today’s aspiring designers and developers rely on to enter the industry by mapping and modding existing games or making new games using existing engines (a “total conversion”).

			While an achievement in gaming for technical and gameplay reasons, all was not rosy for Doom. Due to its success and violent content, the game was controversial and became, as Kushner states, “emblematic of how violent media were inspiring real-life violence” after the Columbine High School Massacre in 1999 occurred and it emerged that Doom was a favored game of the killers.22 After the Columbine shootings, Doom and games like it were singled out as “murder simulators” for emphasizing violence from a first-person perspective where players looked down the barrel of a weapon model. First-person shooters were purportedly used to train individuals to become killers. In the United States, politicians—Democrat and Republican alike—used the game and others made by id Software (e.g., Quake) to resuscitate a line of research from the 1960s purportedly showing that children exposed to violent content exhibited real-life violent behavior. Despite contemporary research to the contrary and demonstrating that violence in gaming reduces real-life aggression,23 the role of Doom in the lives of the Columbine killers became a focal point of a conversation seeking to understand the relationship the game had to “what some call America’s culture of violence.”24 The qualities that led to Doom’s success were ultimately those that became scrutinized by an American public in the aftermath of a mass-shooting.

			Regardless of the claims associated with Doom’s violence—that it perpetuated real-life violence—its sequels and competitors gave rise to a successful and creative first-person shooter development industry. The title cemented the first-person shooter genre of gameplay initiated by Wolfenstein 3D, and went on to essentially define the way such games were made through id Software’s release of tool sets and editors, shaping what the overall concept of a “game engine” meant, and setting the bar for future 3D first-person shooter games.

			Similar Franchises: Heretic (1996), Quake (1996), Wolfenstein 3D (1992)

			—Peter Kudenov

			
				
					Dragon Quest

					(est. 1986)

					Platform: Nintendo Entertainment System

					Developer: Chunsoft

				

			

			Dragon Quest marked a pivotal moment of fracture and foundation in the history of video games, simultaneously embracing the conventions that came before it and making a firm break—mechanically, aesthetically, and culturally—from them. Its release would disrupt international gaming scenes while laying the groundwork for future generations of video games. Without this franchise, the contemporary gaming landscape would arguably lack the crucial titles—such as Final Fantasy and Pokémon—that arose in its wake. Indeed, thanks to Dragon Quest, Japanese role-playing games (JRPGs) have flourished as a distinct genre, achieving a significant cultural impact both domestically and internationally.

			Dragon Quest is the franchise that established and defined the JRPG, setting it apart from its Western RPG predecessors. Yuji Horii, the creator of the franchise and producer of the first Dragon Quest, set out to design a game that would be uniquely Japanese. At that time—the early- to mid-1980s—RPGs were limited almost exclusively to expensive home computers. But Horii aimed to bring RPGs to a broader Japanese audience, releasing Dragon Quest on the more accessible Famicom console (the brand name in Japan for the Nintendo console). While drawing from the mechanics of Western RPGs such as Ultima and Wizardry, and using a medieval, European-style world for its setting, Dragon Quest was different and distinct in its art style and mechanics. Horii’s efforts were a roaring success—Dragon Quest became a cultural phenomenon in Japan, earning widespread, lasting acclaim and admiration.

			A divergent moment in the history of video games, the success of Dragon Quest must be considered in both its domestic and transnational contexts—and both as these spheres are distinct from each other and as they intermingle. As Martin Picard notes in his essay on the history of early Japanese video games, “The Japanese video game industry is both a global and local phenomenon and the two aspects must be distinguished in order to avoid misinterpretations and omissions in histories of video games.”25 In short, the game found domestic appeal in Japan through links to local symbolism and customs—features that would, in turn, come to influence the international gaming industry.

			The qualities that distinguished Dragon Quest from Western RPGs were, in part, mechanical, generally engaging a rule set that “was very different to Western RPGs, with a simpler stats system and a focus on characters and resources.”26 In addition to these ludic deviations, the aesthetic of the game resonated with Japanese players because “it had immediately accessible appeal due to the artwork supplied by Akira Toriyama, one of the most famous manga artists in Japan, responsible for phenomena like Dr. Slump and Dragon Ball.”27 The game’s artwork was thus a departure from the predominant Dungeons & Dragons styling of Western RPG formats, both in its aesthetic characteristics (manga versus semi-realistic high fantasy) and in the depth that it added to the game world through multimodal character representations. In particular, although it would be years before the Dragon Quest games would fully render Toriyama’s character and monster designs on-screen (beginning with Dragon Quest VIII in 2004), the earlier games came with richly illustrated manuals. Players could imaginatively map these memorable designs onto their experiences of the game’s otherwise simple graphics. In particular, Toriyama’s monster designs have enjoyed an enduring cultural legacy, generating one of the most iconic figures in Japanese gaming: the Slime. Moreover, along with the artwork, the franchise’s musical score contributed both to the lushness of its game world and to the establishment of a new genre, creating a soundscape with greater complexity than most RPG soundscapes had at the time. The grand orchestral scores by Koichi Sugiyama, a classically trained musician, made for evocative atmospheres and powerful heroic experiences, even on an 8-bit Famicom.

			Since its initial split from the aesthetic traditions of Western RPGs, the Dragon Quest franchise delineated itself with a firm adherence to its original narrative, structural, and mechanical traditions largely through the influence of a consistent core-development team. The game’s narratives usually revolve around a fairly simple story about a hero tasked with building a party to defeat an evil force that threatens the safety and stability of the world’s inhabitants. Players move this party across an open overworld, conquering monsters, exploring dungeons, and attending to the needs and crises of villagers and nobles along the way. Combat systems are generally first-person, turn-based encounters against monsters, and many of these monsters reappear throughout the franchise. On the whole, the series has been known for being fairly straightforward and accessible, especially in comparison to the intricacies of later JRPG franchises.

			Dragon Quest forged a path that branched away from the Western RPG—and fostered even further genre branching—along with other clones and rivals. Final Fantasy for example, emerged as Dragon Quest’s primary competitor. Notably, Dragon Quest V featured a monster recruiting system before Pokémon and other Japanese monster-collecting games did. Yet the long-standing commercial success and cultural prominence of Dragon Quest has been largely situated in Japan. Despite the impact that the franchise has had on the proliferation and elaboration of JRPGs—and undoubtedly on Western RPGs as well—the series has not enjoyed success or critical attention in North America or Europe that compares either to the momentous positioning of other JRPG franchises (such as Final Fantasy) or to Dragon Quest’s own legacy in its country of origin.

			Dragon Quest remains one of the most important video games in the history of the medium, but we must take care when we attempt to locate it within the complex and uneven networks of local and international significance. The cultural impact of Dragon Quest has been both domestic and transnational—and both effects often have ramifications for the other. The franchise draws upon Western traditions while solidly embedding itself in its own cultural milieu; it has shaped the growth and characteristics of specifically Japanese genre; and it has, in turn, impacted the development of video games on a global scale.

			Similar Franchises: Final Fantasy (1987), Fire Emblem (1990), Pokémon (1996)

			—Stephanie C. Jennings

			
				
					Dragon’s Lair

					(est. 1983)

					Platform: Arcade

					Developer: Cinematronics

				

			

			Dragon’s Lair, created in 1983 by Cinematronics, is an interactive LaserDisc game and is sometimes referred to as an “interactive movie.” While the majority of games developed during this period used pixelated sprites—such as the original arcade game versions of Pac-Man and Donkey Kong—Dragon’s Lair leveraged the multimedia capabilities of LaserDiscs (the large predecessors to the DVD) to display gameplay environments and characters via animated cinematics. In this way, the game’s iconic knight was effectively a cartoon that the player could control. Importantly, ex-Disney animator Don Bluth (known for his work on The Secret of NIMH, 1982 and An American Tail, 1986) provided much of the animation, allowing Dragon’s Lair to exceed the experiential limitations of previous arcade machines not just through superior storage capacity, which allowed more expansive game content, but by allowing players to engage an experience at the intersection of familiar cartoon aesthetics and novel gaming mechanics.

			In Dragon’s Lair, players control Dirk the Daring, a somewhat clumsy and reluctant hero tasked with the classic task of rescuing a princess, in this case rescuing Princess Daphne from the evil Singe, a dragon residing within a wizard’s castle. Rather than directly controlling the main character, however, players control the character’s reflexes through a series of animated video clips attempting to follow the correct choice pattern. Bluth animates many of the creatures Dirk faces in amusing ways, and Dirk’s own actions often take on a comedic tone. Though often portrayed as brave, Dirk is disposed to yelps of terror and other entertaining reactions when faced with assorted monsters and obstacles, making him a less-than-perfect hero who may have been appealing to typical arcade gamers. Instead of a hero reminiscent of early 1980s hyper-masculine stereotypes like Conan the Barbarian and Rambo, Dirk represented perhaps a more fallible hero who was easier to relate to and who reacted to intimidating situations much as an average person might. Players navigated Dirk through levels not with power, but with wits and reflexes.

			The game uses a quick time event (QTE) play-style in which players use directional buttons on LaserDisc remote controls (if playing at home) or a joystick (if playing an arcade version) to guide Dirk through a castle filled with obstacles and monsters. While the phrase “quick time event” was not coined until the release of the Sega Dreamcast’s Shenmue (1999),28 Dragon’s Lair represents the first arcade version of QTE gameplay and the first North American LaserDisc game to use QTEs. Originally released in Japan, Sega’s Astron Belt (1982) was to be the first LaserDisc game to be showcased using QTE gameplay, but development problems with its English version caused that version’s release to be delayed until after the launch of Dragon’s Lair. Even with Dragon Lair’s high cost of production, its popularity spawned a number of additional QTE LaserDisc games such as Cliff Hanger (1983), Space Ace (1984), and Road Blaster (1985).

			This QTE system represented a significant contribution to the technical evolution of video games, leaving a legacy found in many 1990s Dreamcast games and duplicated in modern game franchises—e.g., Uncharted, God of War, Final Fantasy, Mass Effect, and Call of Duty—in which players must often press buttons in specific sequences to complete challenges. Players of these modern games are generally presented with a single, repeatedly blinking button icon to initiate the proper QTE. Successful initiation of the correct sequence advances the plot, whereas unsuccessful action is met with failure or an additional opportunity to complete the initial action. Critics of QTE-heavy games like Dragon’s Lair suggest that many of these games are merely movies that the viewer must respond to in order for the plot to progress. This type of gameplay potentially gives the user the illusion of controlling the game when, in reality, a predetermined set of moves is entered in order to advance a cinematic sequence. For example, it is widely known that some players of Dragon’s Lair became so familiar with the game that they could play from memory.

			Enjoying a larger production budget than most of its contemporaries, Dragon’s Lair became one of the first U.S. arcade games to charge $0.50 for each play rather than the standard $0.25.29 Despite costing twice the usual amount, the game became so popular that media outlets took notice. In a Newsweek article from August 1983, Cathleen McGuigan and Peter McAlevey explained,

			Dragon’s Lair is this summer’s hottest new toy: the first arcade game in the United States with a movie-quality image to go along with the action. . . . The game has been devouring kids’ coins at top speed since it appeared early in July. Said Robert Romano, 10, who waited all day in the crush at Castle Park without getting to play, “It’s the most awesome game I’ve ever seen in my life.”

			The disparity between the quality of graphics in Dragon’s Lair and most other arcade games of the same time period helped to drive the game’s popularity.

			Although high-fidelity graphics and rich cinematics are the norm for contemporary video games, the bright, cartoonish graphics of Dragon’s Lair were an anomaly for the time, and artifacts of the game speak to its impact. Many of the game’s original arcade cabinets still exist and have become a sought-after commodity for today’s arcade-game collectors. Further, Dragon’s Lair boasts the status of being one of only three games to be stored at the Smithsonian Institute in Washington, DC—alongside the iconic Pong and Pac-Man.30 Indeed, while the bumbling, relatable Dirk enjoys the “Daring” title, it was the game itself that made bold strides to enhance the rich interactivity of video games.

			Similar Franchises: Cliff Hanger (1983), Road Blaster (1985), Space Ace (1984)

			—Christopher J. E. Anderson and Joshua H. Miller
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					E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial

					(est. 1982)

					Platform: Atari 2600

					Developer: Atari

				

			

			In 1982, the film E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial was released to critical acclaim and record-setting sales. E.T. is a small alien, stranded on Earth, who eventually befriends a young boy named Elliot. The two unlikely friends eventually build a makeshift, intergalactic phone to contact E.T.’s comrades. However, government officials eventually capture E.T., forcing the pair to escape and elude authorities until they can successfully signal E.T.’s shipmates. After sharing a heartfelt good-bye, E.T. departs. This imaginative story of friendship went on to become the highest grossing movie of the 1980s. Hoping to capitalize on the film’s success, Atari negotiated for the rights to create a video game adaptation of the film for the Atari 2600. Steven Spielberg, director of the film, asked that Howard Scott Warshaw develop the game because Warshaw had already produced a successful video game adaptation of a previous Spielberg film, Raiders of the Lost Ark.1 In order to meet a holiday release date that same year, Warshaw was given a mere five weeks to complete the entire game, a task which normally took around five to six months.2 The result was a game that is routinely referred to as “the worst video game ever created,” credited as one of the largest commercial failures in video game history and considered the origin of one of the video game culture’s most enduring myths—a game so bad that millions of copies were buried in the desert.3 But what is the truth behind all this?

			Warshaw’s vision for E.T. was both innovative and overly ambitious. His original ideas included a 3D world with movie-inspired settings and emotional interactions with other characters.4 Given his inadequate development time, the final result was limited and included a number of problems that went unresolved due to a lack of play-testing and the rushed nature of the game. Throughout the game, players controlled E.T. in a search for the pieces of an intergalactic telephone in order to “phone home.” Players navigated an open world that was filled with pits that needed to be explored to find the telephone parts. Later, these pits were almost universally condemned by both critics and consumers alike for their monotonous and frustrating nature. In essence, the pits were easy to fall into but difficult to escape due to a bug. When asked to think back on the game’s development, Warshaw reflected, “It walks that line between really trying to make something happen and venturing into the impossible.”5

			Despite these shortcomings, Atari predicted record sales for E.T., producing millions of cartridges to accommodate high holiday demand. In fact, E.T. initially sold over a million units, making it one of the best-selling games of its time. However, E.T.’s initial success was short-lived because the poor quality of the game resulted in an almost immediate consumer backlash, and many copies of the game were returned. These factors combined with millions of excess cartridges and an estimated $22 million license fee made E.T. a massive financial loss for Atari.6 Circumstances surrounding the release of E.T., rapidly changing market conditions, and a severely damaged reputation led to the end of the Atari 2600 and the eventual closure and sale of Atari itself in 1984. In fact, E.T. is considered by some to be one of the factors that contributed to the eventual collapse of the American video game industry a year later.

			In reality, E.T. was the byproduct of a flawed industry that had become unsustainable. The growing popularity of video games in the early 1980s resulted in a number of companies attempting to produce consoles and games for the home market. During this time, many games were quickly produced and shipped, filling stores with poorly designed and carbon-copy games. This oversaturated video game market filled with poorly designed games left many gaming companies with bad reputations among customers and retailers. Home console versions of arcade classics such as Pac-Man (1980) showed promising initial success only to later result in massive losses due to overproduction and customer dissatisfaction. E.T.’s failure was perhaps the largest of a growing number of missteps by the industry-leading Atari. However, the mythos of this failure would later become one of the best-known urban legends in gaming history.

			In 1983, rumors began to spread when a small newspaper in Alamogordo, New Mexico, reported that truckloads of Atari games were being driven out to a local landfill and dumped. This story became an industry legend as the myth of E.T., “the worst game ever made,” continued to grow despite Atari’s and Warshaw’s statements to the contrary. Could a game really be so bad that it deserved to be buried in the desert? This question was met with skepticism, fascination, and sometimes laughter. However, in 2014, these claims were confirmed when a documentary crew chronicled the excavation and discovery of over one thousand E.T. cartridges buried, along with a number of other Atari cartridges, in the landfill.7 A number of key participants in the history of E.T. were present during the excavation, including the creator, Howard Warshaw who said, “It’s an immensely personal thing. What it took to make these games. . . . It was a lot. And this one was done in 5 weeks. That was one of the hardest 5 weeks of my life.”8

			Now, over thirty years later, E.T. maintains its mythical status because it remains a topic of discussion around the world as both a legend and a lesson. Few games have retained cultural relevancy as long as the fabled E.T. The story behind E.T.’s development, release, and reception serves as a testament to the pitfalls associated with rushed, poorly produced games. In fact, one of the recovered copies from the 2014 excavation has since been acquired by the Smithsonian Institute as a tribute to E.T.’s enduring legacy in gaming lore.

			Similar Franchises: Pac-Man (1982), Link: The Faces of Evil/Zelda: The Wand of Gamelon (1993), Duke Nukem Forever (2011)

			—Christopher Ball and Joseph Fordham

			
				
					Ecco the Dolphin

					(est. 1992)

					Platform: Sega Genesis

					Developer: Novatrade International

				

			

			In Ecco the Dolphin, players control a dolphin as he explores side-scrolling, underwater labyrinths while racing to find pockets of air to breathe. Along the way, he discovers an interspecies conflict involving extraterrestrial beings, the sunken city of Atlantis, and a sophisticated planetary drama that pits a heartwarming mammalian protagonist against horrific alien forces. The brainchild of designer Ed Annunziata, Ecco was praised for its novel approach to adventure gaming, including its lack of overt violence. The franchise spawned a sequel titled Ecco: The Tides of Time (1994), a series reboot for the Sega Dreamcast in 2000, and various ports to new platforms that continue today. Importantly, Ecco is significant for juxtaposing its cute protagonist against a horrific setting and premise, effectively developing themes of deep isolation, and using these elements to promote greater ecological awareness among its players.

			After being traumatically separated from his family in the first level, main character Ecco spends most of the game in solitude, potentially doomed to wander alone forever. Exploring desolate seascapes with Ecco, players confront the possibility of a planet that is indifferent to their struggles—much like what Eugene Thacker terms a “world-without-us.”9 This sense of isolation is central to Ecco’s ongoing importance, and it operates on multiple scales: at an individual level, at a species-wide level, and ultimately on a cosmic scale. For the first half of the game, Ecco swims through a new aquatic environment in each level, hunting for clues about the fate of his family. Ecco’s isolation grows to much greater proportions when he encounters a sentient formation of globes known as “the Asterite,” which informs him that reuniting with his pod will require finding a time machine in the ruins of Atlantis, traveling 55 million years into the past, and ultimately confronting the extraterrestrial beings responsible for abducting his pod.

			Along Ecco’s path through these obstacles, the character’s loneliness mirrors the experience of players forced to confront a world completely indifferent to humanity’s presence or absence. Ecco’s world-without-us reduces evidence of humanity to only the vaguest traces, mobilizing supernatural horror tropes like the “forgotten, unknown, or even imaginary species” and the “creature that cannot be named.”9 Records of possible human existence in this world are present only in the ruins of Atlantis and in the various crystalline glyphs that departed Atlanteans scattered around the ocean. In Ecco lore, dolphins even eschew the human-given name “dolphin,” calling themselves “singers” instead. An unnamed humanity is thus reduced to haunting the periphery of Ecco the Dolphin, forcing players to confront individual and species-scale isolation right alongside Ecco himself.

			Ecco the Dolphin’s treatment of species identity and isolation is not without precedent. In many ways, the game presents a faithful dramatization of late neurophysiologist John C. Lilly’s idiosyncratic theories related to dolphins, sensory deprivation, and interspecies communication. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Lilly received lucrative government contracts to work on altering brain activity in both humans and dolphins. His 1961 book Man and Dolphin helped to introduce now-popular notions of dolphin intelligence to American readers, and he was even thanked in the credits of the hit dolphin movie Flipper (1963). In 1964, Lilly began administering psychedelic drugs to both dolphin and human research subjects in efforts to facilitate enhanced interspecies communication; his government funding was discontinued the next year. After this career disruption, Lilly’s experimentation with sensory deprivation and psychedelic drugs only accelerated. He drifted further from the scientific establishment, and by 1976, he claimed to have established contact with a benevolent extraterrestrial consciousness called Earth Coincidence Control Office (ECCO).10

			The narrative arc of Ecco, like the arc of Lilly’s intellectual career, begins with cute dolphins, takes a turn through deep isolation, and ends with extraterrestrial encounters. Ecco creator Ed Annunziata is certainly aware of the connection, writing on Twitter in November 2012, “No, I never took LSD, but did read a lot from John Lilly.” Both Ecco and Lilly’s writings highlight the isolating properties of underwater environments, along with the possibility of nonanthropocentric perspectives on interspecies and even extraterrestrial communication. Ecco’s treatment of these themes provides an opportunity for players to develop greater sympathies for nonhuman life-forms by playing through their troubles on-screen.

			In fact, several games in the Ecco franchise expand on this teachable quality to provide explicit educational content. The Sega CD version of Ecco the Dolphin rewards players who reach the library of Atlantis with two mini-documentaries about dolphins, while Ecco Jr. (1995) provides a list of dolphin facts through its Parents’ Menu. Yet while these features are novel and well intentioned, they are incidental to the overall Ecco experience. Dropping players into a world that has no particular sympathy for humanity, the game is at its most memorable when it forces us to confront the lonely possibility of belonging to a disappearing species.

			In the first lines of Man and Dolphin, John Lilly draws a close connection between underwater and outerspace intelligence, arguing that the future of humanity will require thorough knowledge of both. He writes, “Within the next decade or two the human species will establish communication with another species: nonhuman, alien, possibly extraterrestrial, more probably marine; but definitely highly intelligent.” He concludes, “If this account sparks public and private interest in time for us to make some preparation before we encounter such beings, I shall feel my time was well spent.”11 However one may feel about these assertions today, Ecco the Dolphin deserves to be remembered for transposing their rhetorical content into the formal structure of a video game. Ecco uses common narrative and design elements to create a remarkable sense of isolation in the player. Bringing to life the possibility of a world without humanity, Ecco provides players with an opportunity to move beyond anthropocentric perspectives on interspecies and planetary issues.

			Similar Franchises: Deep Black (2012), Seaman (1999), Subnautica (2014)

			—James A. Hodges

			
				
					The Elder Scrolls

					(est. 1994)

					Platform: DOS

					Developer: Bethesda

				

			

			“Remember the old pencil-and-paper RPGs? The limits of your adventure were only defined by your own imagination. The dungeon master . . . allowed the players to explore the world he had created.” This wistful appeal that begins the game manual of The Elder Scrolls I: Arena establishes the essential flavor of The Elder Scrolls (TES) role-playing game (RPG) series: freedom and exploration rather than linearity and narrative. An open world, and open possibilities. Indeed, Arena was conceived by the staff at Bethesda Softworks purely as the description of a world to be used as the setting of their own role-playing sessions for the pen-and-paper RPG Advanced Dungeons & Dragons (AD&D). Turned into a game, Arena led to four critically acclaimed and commercially successful sequels, including The Elder Scrolls II: Daggerfall (1996), The Elder Scrolls III: Morrowind (2002), The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion (2006), and The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (2011). The series also spawned a multitude of spin-offs across various media, most recently the massively multiplayer RPG The Elder Scrolls Online (2014). Over its two decades of existence, TES has driven the evolution of computer RPGs away from their pen-and-paper roots and toward virtual worlds with live-action-oriented mechanics.

			Arena’s manual evoked pen-and-paper RPGs to set out its concept of a game based on open-world freedom, but also to indicate its slavish imitation of the AD&D rule book. The digital form of this computer role-playing game (cRPG) superficially set it apart from its pen-and-paper roots, but RPG players could easily recognize the rules “under the hood”: dice rolls, character classes, extensive statistics, and strongly delineated interaction mechanics governed by explicit rules. Even the bestiary of the game world was transposed largely from AD&D as an unruly mishmash of monsters from various mythologies and J. R. R. Tolkien’s fantasy novels. Nonetheless, by shifting the previously overt mechanics related to dice and rule disputes into the background, cRPGs like Arena created a different experience, deprived of the inter-player social interaction common in tabletop games.12

			Arena and Daggerfall provided extensive documentation of their mechanics through the game manuals and strategy guides, and so strong was the resemblance to tabletop RPGs that a player equipped with this documentation could easily have converted these games back to pen-and-paper. Nonetheless, the use of real-time, first-person action already predisposed the series to gradually abandon its roots and develop a form of RPG that concentrated on immediacy, action, and world-building. However faithful Arena may have been to its tabletop roots, the gameplay was already radically different in practice.

			Morrowind and its sequel Oblivion moved away from tabletop mechanics toward what-you-see-is-what-you-get (WYSIWYG) mechanics. While Morrowind’s changes were subtle and limited, Oblivion embraced WYSIWYG mechanics with enthusiasm. Gone were many of the virtual dice rolls: a sword did not hit based on a dice roll but because on the screen, it had made virtual contact with the target. The reception of these changes was noteworthy. Those RPG fans attached to classic pen-and-paper mechanics reacted with hostility, arguing Oblivion was no longer an RPG. Simultaneously however, the game reached a far broader audience beyond conventional cRPG fans, giving Bethesda enough financial security to acquire the rights to the postapocalyptic cRPG series Fallout. Subsequent Fallout games partook in Bethesda’s RPG evolution, while retaining their own flavor with a more combat-oriented focus.

			The latest stage in the long transformation of the TES series can be seen in its fifth game. Skyrim abandoned most of the character statistics so typical of pen-and-paper RPGs. Another significant departure was the removal of static character classes, which had determined and limited the player characters’ abilities in tabletop games. Player-character development was thus no longer constrained by typical RPG rules, giving players extensive freedom for customization.

			By this point, the series’ resemblance to early cRPGs was becoming tenuous, seemingly justifying the argument that it was no longer an RPG. However, the RPG genre had always been broader than a single monolithic definition, and it already included multiple subgenres.13 In shifting away from early cRPGs and their pen-and-paper predecessors, the TES series moved closer to another well-recognized genre of nondigital RPG: the live-action RPG, or its more ephemeral cousin, the systemless RPG. Where tabletop and cRPGs disembodied players, separating them from their characters, these forms of RPGs enacted a reembodiment, merging player and character into a single entity as character sheets and dice were removed in favor of real-time interaction between players.14

			There is a familial resemblance between modern digital RPGs such as Skyrim and live-action RPGs. However, the Skyrim player operates not in the material world but as a virtual character in a virtual world, interacting with other virtual actors. This important difference reflects the designers’ desire to make the fullest possible use of digital simulation, and it was also present in, and even crucial to, early cRPGs like Arena. Socially impoverished compared to its pen-and-paper predecessors, here Arena could do more by employing visualization and simulation where pen-and-paper RPGs had been limited by the players’ imaginations. Two decades later, for modern digital RPGs like Skyrim, its sibling Fallout 4 (2015), and its competitor The Witcher 3: The Wild Hunt (2015), the virtual world and the player’s freedom to interact with that world had become even more crucial. Skyrim and its kin are at the forefront of what Mark Wolf has described as “world-building”—the creative process of building consistent and engrossing imaginary worlds.15

			Is Skyrim still a cRPG at all? Perhaps modern cRPGs need a new label. It could be a “virtual-world RPG,” or a “virtual-action RPG,” highlighting the inflow of genes from the live-action RPG. Labels aside, one thing is clear: this evolutionary process in cRPGs is strongly exemplified by, popularized by, and arguably driven by The Elder Scrolls series. For once, it is appropriate to invoke a marketing cliche: The Elder Scrolls have redefined the role-playing game.

			Similar Franchises: Fallout (1997), Ultima (1981), The Witcher (2007)

			—Jakub Majewski

			
				
					EVE Online

					(est. 2003)

					Platform: Windows

					Developer: CCP Games

				

			

			While it may be tempting to label EVE Online a traditional massively multiplayer online game (MMO)—given its massively multiplayer format and persistent environment—the game’s importance lies in how it actually deviates from such MMO contemporaries as EverQuest and World of Warcraft. It may even be tempting to say that it’s a space combat game that parallels other MMOs in its focus on high fantasy-framed combat, given that players spend most of their time piloting heavily armed ships across multiple star systems in a far-flung galaxy. However, EVE Online’s most important distinction is that the game is, at its core, an economic simulation in which player groups measure victory not by skill in dungeons and raids but in creating optimal logistic infrastructures and building wealth to destabilize markets.

			With EVE’s launch in 2003, Icelandic developer CCP (Crowd Control Productions) laid the groundwork for the most robust virtual economy in gaming, one so complex that even its most ardent fans refer to it as a “spreadsheet simulator in space.”16 Crafting anything of value in the game requires the collection of raw materials from disparate locations, transporting these materials across expanses of space at risk of ambush from either non-player characters or other players, manufacturing the finished product at an orbital station, and then finding a buyer on the galactic market. And CCP’s approach is fiercely laissez-faire libertarian—the company doesn’t govern player transactions—such that personally negotiating individual deals and complex markets is core to gameplay.

			Given that market navigation is core to the EVE experience, it was important that the burgeoning economic system remained balanced so that gameplay success relied on skill in market dealings. To facilitate such balance, an economist was hired to oversee the game’s evolution. In 2004, CCP developers presented at a conference on experimental economics hosted at the University of Akureyri in Iceland. The dean of the university’s Faculty of Business and Science was Dr. Eyjolfur “EyjoG” Guðmundsson. He was immediately taken by CCP’s hands-off approach in allowing the EVE economy to develop naturally, and he soon responded to a CCP job posting seeking a game economist. EyjoG’s official introduction to the players of EVE Online made two things clear: he was going to have significant power over the game’s economy (comparing himself to then-chair of the U.S. Federal Reserve, Alan Greenspan), and CCP was not in the business of hand-holding: “It is obvious that only the smart ones can survive in EVE.”17

			In particular, this unwillingness to hold players’ hands through any part of the EVE experience extends to the mechanisms by which players can gather market information—market data is available in-game and through third-party sites, but with no instruction or advice. Perhaps more extreme is the company’s refusal to get involved in fraudulent transactions between players. Verbal agreements between players are completely unenforceable if one side reneges, and unscrupulous players can make a buck by claiming to offer a valuable item but then offering a worthless one that can only be spotted on close inspection. The approach has even resulted in large-scale frauds such as the infamous EVE Interstellar Bank, an elaborate Ponzi scheme, which allowed a player character known as “Cally” to abscond with the savings of several hundred players.

			Exploiting game mechanisms, however, will spark CCP into swift and decisive action. For instance, EyjoG once notably detected a bug through game-economy evaluations. While analyzing quarterly market data, he noticed that one corporation (the EVE equivalent of a player-run guild) was selling abnormally high amounts of a particular industrial product. EyjoG determined that the amounts of raw materials needed to make that amount of product could not possibly have existed in the game, and that a resource duplication exploit was the cause. As a result, CCP patched the bug and banned more than one hundred player accounts from the game.18

			Another exploit common to most MMOs is “gold farming,” or using automation tools or hacks to accumulate virtual currency, which is then sold for real-world profit. Although most MMOs rely on support staff to field gold-farming complaints (playing “whack-a-mole,” and banning individual accounts only to have them resurface hours later), EyjoG approached the problem from an economist’s perspective. He came up with a different solution: an officially sanctioned and monitored solution for converting real-world cash into in-game currency, the Pilot’s License Extension (PLEX). Players can spend real money (approximately US$15, the price of one month’s subscription to the game) to purchase a PLEX that will appear as a tradable item in the character’s warehouse, and which can then be sold on the market for in-game currency. By helping to satisfy demand for those who wanted to buy an in-game advantage, the PLEX disincentivized gold farmers while also giving those who spent considerable time in-game a way to keep playing without emptying their physical wallets. Notably, other MMOs have since taken up this model.

			EVE’s libertarian approach to its economy and gameplay—giving players information and then leaving them to their own devices—may influence player demographics. Much as with the U.S. Libertarian Party, EVE’s membership is significantly more male than the “general population” of MMOs: only approximately 4 percent of EVE players are women, as compared to World of Warcraft’s estimated 20–40 percent female subscribership. CCP has claimed “it’s not a goal for us as a development team to specifically increase the number of female players,” while some player theories cite multiple stereotypes of women as reasons for their distaste of the game: namely, that women don’t like sci-fi games and that women are disinclined to participate in the extensive math required to excel at playing the game.

			EVE’s unique narrative and mechanics in an MMO market arguably saturated with fantasy combat have carved a niche by introducing a robust virtual economy, complete with limited resources, complex financial markets, and unscrupulous actors on the fringes . . . then sitting back to watch players fend for themselves in an unforgiving economic crucible on the other side of the universe.

			Similar Franchises: Sim City (1989), World of Warcraft (2004)

			—Ted M. Dickinson
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					Fable

					(est. 2004)

					Platform: Xbox

					Developer: Lionhead Studios

				

			

			Sacrifice your dog or your reputation? Build a brothel or an orphanage? These are some of the difficult decisions that can be made in the Fable series—a role-playing game franchise where the player shapes the world through a series of tasks, quests, battles, and choices. Fable is notable because it presumes we can combine meaningful, ethical decision-making with role-building, quest-going, and game playing. Although we may initially believe that games are separate spheres and not places to practice ethics, we can deeply engage in moral decisions in games,1 and Fable explores this potential.

			When the original Fable came out in 2004, it was hotly anticipated as a top Xbox exclusive. The eagerness for Fable was not surprising, given that it was created by Lionhead Studios, and the head of Lionhead Studios, Peter Molyneux, also spearheaded the Black & White series (2002–2006). Fable was commercially and critically successful, selling 2.66 million units worldwide as of December 2015, according to VGChartz. It also kicked off sequels such as Fable II (2008) and Fable III (2010).

			The Fable series has the typical Western role-playing-game genre trappings—missions and quests, spells and fighting, an open world, a heroic avatar, leveling up, a character-driven story line, a fantastical setting, and a feeling of “saving the world.” Like Black & White (2001), Knights of the Old Republic (2003), and Mass Effect (2007), the Fable series involves deciding whether to solve problems in a “good” or “evil” way. These moral choices impact one’s gameplay and the game world itself. For example, you may need to choose whether to bully another character, which in turn negatively affects your character’s morality rating, appearance, and even how other non-player characters treat your avatar. Unlike most other games, however, you can affect your role not only by answering moral questions, but also by how you choose to complete quests (using magic or weapons), and how you make more quotidian choices such as what you eat and drink, and whom you have sex with or marry—which could be someone of the same sex in the later Fable games.

			The Fable series takes place in Albion, a fictional world akin to a European city of the past—starting with medieval settings in the original Fable (2004), the colonial era in Fable II (2008), and an Industrial Revolution backdrop in Fable III (2010). With each new installment, the franchise attempts to become more nuanced by making it more difficult to be “good.” The changes in moral complexity stem primarily from differences in gameplay and story; however, the nature of some moral decisions reflects the historical setting of each game.

			In Fable, you control an avatar, “the Hero of Oakvale,” who completes a series of missions in Albion. Actions in the world—such as good deeds (earning positive points) or evil acts (earning negative points)—affect the Hero’s alignment and also earn him money. A critique here is that morality becomes more like an attribute, much like “strength” or “magical power,” because good actions are rewarded with positive moral points and bad ones are punished with negative moral points along a linear morality scale. It also ties morality to money, as if the game were using a type of moral accounting, which Bogost problematizes as operationalizing moral decision-making into a cost-benefit system rather than one that invites deep consideration of the unique value of an act.2

			In Fable II, you can play as a female or male avatar called “the Hero of Bowerstone.” Fable II is an open world where you can buy and sell real estate (shops, houses), explore towns and dungeons, get married and start a family, and do tasks (as a blacksmith) to earn money. There are two separate alignments—(1) good or evil, and (2) pure or corrupt—which affect the appearance and reputation of the player’s avatar. The use of an open world and dual alignment system provides further nuance to one’s choices, though Bogost’s moral accounting critique still holds true in that it is relatively easy to “game” the system, making choices based on whether one wants to power up as “good” or “evil” and “pure” or “corrupt.” Hence, Fable II is more about optimizing one’s character rather than authentically engaging the ethical decisions of the game.3

			In Fable III, the player becomes a queen or king and makes a series of moral choices about how to rule over Albion. A common critique of Fable III is that the choices are too “black and white”; that is, simplistic. In one scenario, players are asked whether to kill a non-player character (an evil deed) or to spare the character (a good deed), though there are potentially an infinite number of “gray” ways to behave in this situation. The moral feedback (e.g., “killing is bad”) might in turn come across as simplistic, didactic, and pandering. This is contrary to Bogost’s vision of building a complex ethical system with nuanced relationships such that you need to grapple with the ethics of subtle social interactions and weave your own unique tapestry of morality in the game.4

			Though players may not always be emotionally affected by the moral decisions in Fable, there can be powerful moments with difficult choices and evocative consequences. Likewise, Fable players often role-play as the good hero but at the same time use a variety of skills to make their decisions, such as reasoning, empathy, and reflection.5 Hence, although Fable’s morality system is not particularly nuanced, there are ways that players can add complexity to it. They may develop empathetic relationships with non-player characters and worry about offending or hurting them.6 Players may make difficult, or so-called bad, moral choices to help non-player character villagers or to support the greater good.

			While the Fable series may not have lived up to its fantastic premise, the franchise helped to popularize a trend toward reflective, story-driven games where we can grapple with emotions, morals, values, and our role in the world. Though such a game has yet to be fully realized, the release of Fable can give us hope that one day it will be.

			Similar Franchises: Black & White (2001), Dragon Age (2009), Elder Scrolls (1994)

			—Karen Schrier

			
				
					Fallout

					(est. 1997)

					Platform: Windows

					Developer: Interplay

				

			

			From its inception, the Fallout series has been entrenched in feelings of nostalgia for an era long gone or, one might argue, for an era once imagined to come. In effect, Fallout is a case of “retrofuturism,” a cultural form that “highlights nostalgia, irony, and time-bending dislocation . . . engaging the relationship between the future and the past.”7 Retrofuturism reveals a need for nostalgia, while also pointing toward a disappointment with the present. With the turn of the twenty-first century and a loss of socially stabilizing institutions all around, U.S. culture has seen a move toward moments of nostalgia for a time of simpler values and categories that promise a certainty based on stratified notions of race, class, and gender. In this vein, Fallout’s creators based its postapocalyptic role-playing scenario not on late-1990s anxieties and struggles with globalization but rather on the social strata and technological visions of the atomic age of the 1950s.

			In a Game Developers Conference talk, project lead Timothy Cain explained that one of the earliest design inspirations for the game was the film Forbidden Planet (1956): “All of the technology would be based on technology that the ’50s projected into the future. . . . We did not want to see Terminator-style robots, we wanted to see Robby the Robot–style robots.”8 Staging the extrapolation of science fiction from that very specific moment in U.S. history before the social upheaval of the civil rights era allows players to visit a nostalgic past of relative comfort and safety—a past that never was—and to explore a world eighty years (in Fallout) or two hundred years (in Fallout 4) later in a future that never will be.

			The fictional history of Fallout takes its cue from the idea of a “golden age of atomic power” in the late-twentieth century. According to this history, after World War II, the United States finds prosperity in nuclear technology, allowing the development of nuclear-powered robots, weapons, household items, and personal vehicles. This new energy source leads to prosperity for the middle class—an atomic variant of extreme consumer capitalism—and an even stronger social stratification, cementing the hierarchies of the 1950s and its reactionary political views in place.

			But Fallout is not so much about praising the social conventions and technological wonders of this 1950s “optimistic brand of futurism [that] shaped space-age fantasies”9 as it is about criticizing the consequences of that futurism for world history. Harvesting nuclear power for capitalist consumption leads to global conflict on an unprecedented scale. The dangers of nuclear technology are ignored, and society pays a high price for its commodification when a global nuclear war between China and the United States in 2077 devastates the planet. This history is buried in the game’s world as a commentary on consumerism, technoculture, and the risks that are connected to unregulated progress. The game employs a vision of a past utopia and then exchanges it for a devastating vision of future dystopia. It presents an alternate timeline into this postapocalyptic future of a wasteland America in order to stir players into contemplating the consequences of unfettered technological optimism.

			The game is thus also an example of alternate history, which proposes a divergence from reality in terms of historical development. It is an imaginative “what-if” scenario that deals with a past that never came about and that is different from what we know to be true. In the case of Fallout, the space race of the 1960s never started and science instead remained focused on commodifying nuclear power. The genre allows for a reflection of a different trajectory of history. But this trajectory does not end with our present, instead being projected into a prospective future based on the deviations of this narrated past. Thus, the alternate history of Fallout becomes a speculation about a possible future.

			Karen Hellekson claims that alternate history speculates on this historical linking of past, present, and future and on the constructedness of history. Constructing alternate timelines, consequently, not only throws into question our belief in the unchangeable facts of history and causality, it also disrupts the linearity of these concepts and makes us rethink how our world and our history came about. On the effect of such narratives, Hellekson concludes, “The psychological effects of . . . alternate history are important: it could have happened otherwise,” and it might happen otherwise “save for a personal choice. The personal choice thus becomes the universal, and individuals find themselves making a difference in the context of historical movement.” She notes that alternate history suggests to the reader (or player) the existence of “a universe in which we are capable of acting and in which our actions have significance.”10

			It is this setting within an alternate history, combined with a retrofuturist vision of nostalgia for the atomic age, that allows Fallout to position the player as an interacting figure directly within the discourse of individual participation in shaping the future. Reflected in the game’s openness toward player actions—allowing multiple solutions and different approaches to quests; adapting environmental reactions to player action; and delivering challenging ethical-narrative scenarios that force players to think about the consequences of their actions—the game’s setting fully involves the player in the processes that shape history. The game thus strongly reverberates with a call for change and the kind of simulated, played-out option to make a difference in history that only a video game can provide.

			Similar Franchises: BioShock (2007), Borderlands (2009), The Elder Scrolls (1994)

			—Lars Schmeink

			
				
					Family Trainer

					(est. 1986)

					Platform: Nintendo Entertainment System

					Developer: Bandai

				

			

			As a video game franchise, Bandai’s Family Trainer—and its association with Nintendo’s Power Pad—was widely considered a flop. However, as a stepping-stone toward personal use of motion capture devices, Family Trainer nourished a generation of thought surrounding the performance of bodily motion and its role in video games. Hence, Family Trainer’s significance emerges along two fronts: (1) as an origin of widespread exergaming platforms to come, and (2) as a precursor to the cultural importance of digital motion capture and archive. In addition, the ability to exploit the mechanics of these games raised further questions regarding the impact of motion capture on cultural practice.

			Family Trainer is a series of eleven games developed by Bandai and Nintendo, six of which were released in U.S. markets. These eleven games offered a wide variety of genres, but their common thread was the incorporation of the Power Pad as primary controller. In U.S. markets, these games ranged from athletic competitions (e.g., Athletic World, 1987; Super Team Games, 1988; and Dance Aerobics, 1989) to Street Cop (1989) and Short Order/Eggsplode (1989). In Japan, the franchise added multiple games based on the obstacle-course television show Takeshi’s Castle (1987) as well as the monster maze Meiro Daisakusen (1987) and the baby-vampire ladder game Rairai Kyonshi (1989). Widespread attention to the series developed after World Class Track Meet (1986) and the Power Pad were added to the Nintendo Entertainment System in a bundled pack from 1986 to 1989.

			In The Rhetoric of Exergaming, Ian Bogost traces the genre’s origins back to the Nintendo Family Trainer franchise and Atari’s (1983) Foot Craz11—both used floor mats as controllers. Family Trainer was the more popular of the two because its sales were bolstered by its bundling with the Nintendo Entertainment System. Despite the fact that games in the Family Trainer series with the Power Pad had little longevity, the games laid the technological and cultural groundwork for popular exergaming platforms over a decade before the widespread popularity of cross-platform game Dance Dance Revolution, Nintendo’s Wii Fit, and other games and devices that digitized body movement. Family Trainer was later reimagined by Bandai Namco in its Active Life Series for Nintendo’s Wii platform with Active Life: Outdoor Challenge (2008) and sequels Extreme Challenge (2009) and Explorer (2010). The series used a mat (similar to the Power Pad) alongside the Wii controller. Interestingly, in Japan and Europe, these games retained the “Family Trainer” moniker in homage to the original. This reimagined series, which was rated moderately well by users, was overshadowed by the popularity of the Wii Fit as an exergaming device.

			In our expanding digital culture, the franchise serves as a marker of the entry of motion capture devices into homes (for something other than security or surveillance). Children who stepped onto the Power Pad in the late 1980s—we now call them “Millennials”—have matured in a world where devices of all shapes and sizes digitize actions of the body. Perhaps their penchant for archiving their actions, movements, and thoughts through personal devices and social media is a result of this lifestyle digitization. As I discussed in Digital Proxemics (2016), the role of the digital archive meets both personal needs—like self-preservation and memory—as well as the societal pressures of surveillance, data collection, and market analysis.12 Devices like the Power Pad and its associated game franchises arguably provide Millennials with a sense of ease and comfort about being recorded, captured, and watched, for better or worse. This comfort level has been increasingly tested with the rise of ubiquitous surveillance. After all, the Power Pad of the 1980s didn’t report a player’s movements back to the game designers. The motion capture devices we interact with daily—from touch screens to traffic cameras, and from mobile devices to fitness trackers—owe their success, at least in part, to the motion capture devices of the 1980s. Family Trainer, Foot Craz, and Video Harp (1988) allowed experimentation with motion capture through play. Such play informed the future of motion capture as a likely vehicle for future digitization.

			One of the franchise’s other enduring legacies is that many of its users learned how to exploit the Power Pad’s mechanics to cheat by using the physical space of the controller as well as the negative space around the controller as part of their play. For example, in our house, World Class Track Meet’s long jump was completed by running on the Power Pad to the line and then jumping off the mat entirely, leaving the on-screen avatar sailing through the air. We would then anxiously wait until just the right moment to jump back onto the mat. We found that if we waited too long, the avatar would land face-first in a cloud of dust before we jumped back on the mat; but if we jumped too early, the next player would use the same technique to beat our score. As in the long jump, our physical play during Super Team Game’s crab walk or relay races barely resembled the intended movements. I think of this cheating whenever I watch people playing Wii Fit’s tennis by sitting on the couch and flicking their wrists. Players have learned how to play the game for maximum score, and in doing so they have reinscribed the movements associated with the long jump or the crab walk, bowling a strike, or returning a serve. Such attention to maximizing score over appreciating the experience in itself may reverberate in our current cultural practice of exploiting metrics to maximize rewards.

			Thus, Family Trainer and the Power Pad helped to reinscribe our notion of the ways that video games might be played and allowed players to engage spaces of play both on the screen and in front of it, digitally and physically. These reinscriptions endure not only in gaming and exergaming worlds, but also in the ease with which we use (and are used by) motion capture devices as we learn how to comply, evade, and even resist their roles in our lives.

			Similar Franchises: Dance Dance Revolution (1998), Wii Fit (2007), Wii Sports (2006)

			—John A. McArthur

			
				
					FarmVille

					(est. 2009)

					Platform: Facebook

					Developer: Zynga

				

			

			Zynga’s FarmVille is one of the most well-known and earliest franchises in the social games genre—a multiplayer genre characterized by its strong links to social media platforms (e.g., Facebook). FarmVille asks the player to tend a virtual farm, plant crops and trees, and tend to animals in order to acquire coins, which may then be used to buy virtual items that can improve the farm’s aesthetics or efficiency. As players take care of their own farm, they may also visit the farms of other players to earn daily bonuses and assist those players with their farms (e.g., make their crops grow faster). FarmVille served as a catalyst for the rise of social gaming by identifying successful marketing mechanics (e.g., free advertisement through the requirement of friends), thus illustrating the power of behavioral game design that takes reinforcement to an extreme.

			In 2010, Facebook had 400 million users—80 million of which were playing FarmVille.13 This large player base was not likely a result of the game’s innovative gameplay or novel features, however; FarmVille looked and played in a way similar to its Facebook predecessor Farm Town (2009)—a game that featured the player as a farmer who planted crops, raised animals, and so on. Just like FarmVille, Farm Town featured levels, experience bars, and social aspects (arguably better social aspects because it afforded real-time chat, unlike FarmVille). Despite the similarities, SocialTimes reports FarmVille surpassed Farm Town in number of users just two months after its release. A quick play of both games reveals FarmVille has crisper, more colorful graphics, smoother animations, and a more accessible interface and introductory tutorial, features that lowered the barrier to gameplay for more casual players and probably catalyzed FarmVille’s rapid rise in popularity.

			However, polished gameplay is only part of the story of FarmVille’s rise to fame—FarmVille was built to grow. A variety of mechanisms tether each player’s gameplay to the number of Facebook friends he or she has who also actively play (in FarmVille, these are called “neighbors”). Eventually, in order to expand their farm, players need to have more neighbors. To construct special buildings or acquire particular decorations or items, the player has to either pay real money or get their neighbors to send gifts—these things cannot be achieved with in-game coins or effort. In other words, to receive the full game experience, players require a supply of helpful neighbors. Thus the game encourages players to flood the inboxes of their Facebook friends with invitations to join FarmVille. Additionally, every time the user achieves something semi-notable in the game (e.g., a level up), FarmVille asks the user to share it on their Facebook feed and requires the player to uncheck a box to avoid sharing. Through this mechanism, not only does FarmVille reach new players through direct invitations but also through a constant barrage of free advertising via feed sharing.

			While these social design aspects explain FarmVille’s rapid draw of new players, it is through behavioral game design, a discipline that incorporates Skinner’s applications of reinforcement and punishment14 in game design, that FarmVille attempts to retain them. As a general rule, reinforcement increases the likelihood a player will repeat the reinforced action through providing rewards (e.g., giving coins), while punishment decreases the likelihood of repetition through the introduction of a negative stimulus (e.g., scolding, taking away resources).

			Zynga created a complex system of concurrent reinforcements and punishments that guides FarmVille’s response to nearly every action a player takes. Consider the game’s core mechanic—planting and harvesting crops. Each crop requires a certain amount of time to mature for harvest, after which the crop may be harvested for coins and experience. Indeed, the player must return to the game to harvest; if not, the crop will wither and the player must expend resources (a punishment) to clear it rather than gain resources (a reinforcement) from harvesting. There are many other reinforcement mechanisms in place: once a day, for example, the user can log in to access a daily raffle that gives the player a random number of coins; and after completing a particular action a preset number of times (e.g., harvesting ten different crops), the player will receive a ribbon, experience, and coins. There are also quests to complete that will reward the player with a prize and resources, and the player can buy items for decorating their farm or consider masteries, crafting, and other actions afforded by FarmVille as forms of reinforcement. Play is constantly being reinforced by any of a number of mechanisms, a key strategy to improve the likelihood that a player will want to keep playing.15 Avoiding frequent gameplay typically results in missed opportunities or punishment (e.g., crops withering). Such mechanics serve as the model for a social games archetype that became the industry standard.

			Six years after the game’s introduction, Facebook reported FarmVille and its sequel retained over 6 million combined monthly players—a significant decrease from the 60 million in 2009, but still a respectable number of users. Moreover, it spawned a series of other successful games that directly leveraged the FarmVille model; for example, ChefVille (2012) and CityVille (2010). SocialTimes reports that just before FarmVille’s release in June 2009, the top three games had a combined 35 million players. By August of that year, which marked FarmVille’s debut in the top three, that number had climbed to 48 million. And by October, it had reached 96 million (51 million belonged to FarmVille alone), with massive growth continuing into 2010 (151 million in February 2010). Regardless of one’s opinion of FarmVille’s methods, there is little doubt that it played an important role in the current popularity of social games. As a pioneer of several social gaming features and with its masterful execution of behavioral game design, FarmVille paved the way for games that would use its methodologies for years to come.

			Similar Franchises: ChefVille (2012), CityVille (2010), The Pioneer Trail (2010)

			—Joseph R. Fanfarelli

			
				
					Final Fantasy

					(est. 1987)

					Platform: Nintendo Entertainment System

					Developer: Square

				

			

			Since the 1980s, the Final Fantasy franchise has filled our homes and our hearts with heroic battles between good and evil. As one of the first role-playing games (RPGs) to be released on a home console, Final Fantasy helped popularize Japanese RPGs in Western cultures and revolutionized the fantasy RPG genre through its storytelling and character-driven narratives. The incorporation of full-motion videos, fully orchestrated scores, and photo-realistic character designs in later installments set the standard for all subsequent games in the genre. Today, one would be hard pressed to find an RPG (not just a Japanese RPG) that does not incorporate these features by default. The use of fully orchestrated musical sound tracks has become particularly popular, as evidenced by the growth in touring orchestras performing video game scores. Indeed, philharmonic orchestras across the globe have regularly hosted concerts featuring music from the Final Fantasy series for the past two decades, taking the franchise to new heights as a form of high culture. While these achievements are noteworthy on their own, when considered as a whole, they become Final Fantasy’s greatest accomplishment as a transnational text of Japanese culture.

			Originally released at a time when narratives in video games were limited (e.g., other popular titles in 1987 included Punch Out and Double Dragon), Final Fantasy broke the mold with its character-driven story lines from its very first installment. Often set in environments rivaling those of the best science-fiction novels, the narratives of Final Fantasy focus on the specific plight of the primary protagonists and their allies within the broader Final Fantasy universe. By taking a bottom-up approach to storytelling, Final Fantasy has consistently created game spaces where the player feels invested in (and integral to) the success of the allies because the revolution is just around the corner and contingent upon the player’s next actions. According to many “best of” lists, the narratives of the Final Fantasy series are some of the most beloved and feature some of the most memorable heroes and villains in video game history.

			It is likely that the character-driven story lines of Final Fantasy resonate so strongly with players due to the enlistment of a traditional kishōtenketsu structure that is often found in East Asian storytelling (i.e., introduction, development, plot twist, and conclusion). This structure allows for the development of the plotlines of individual characters long before the major conflict, or plot twist, is revealed. This is unlike Western storytelling in which the conflict is typically disclosed from the start and the narrative revolves around resolving it. The use of a kishōtenketsu structure provides players with the opportunity to connect with the game’s characters before learning how they are linked together and how they will work together to solve the overarching conflict. For example, in Final Fantasy VI (1994), the ultimate conflict is the group’s final battle with Kefka (the primary antagonist). However, there are several other climatic moments spread throughout the narrative such as Terra’s unexpected transformation into an “esper” (a magical being), the murder of Cyan’s family, the attempted suicide of Celes, and the potential losses of Shadow and Mog.

			The themes carried through the narratives of Final Fantasy also provide transnational insight because they highlight the importance of the tenets of bushidō (the way of the warrior) in Japanese culture: loyalty, duty, and honor. While the central narratives of the Final Fantasy series consistently remain a broad battle between good and evil, many characters struggle between what they believe is the right thing to do and what they believe is their duty in an inner conflict to maintain their honor. For example, Cloud Strife, the primary protagonist of Final Fantasy VII (1997), regularly emphasizes his inner conflict over doing what is right rather than what is expected of him as a soldier turned mercenary. Similarly, Terra Branford, a protagonist of Final Fantasy VI (1994), is uncertain whether she should help the allies battle the primary antagonist, Kefka, because she is formally a soldier in his army. The supporting cast characters also struggle with their own inner conflicts. For example, in Final Fantasy VI, Edgar Figaro, the king of Figaro, publicly maintains a strong allegiance with the ruling Gestahlian Empire despite their atrocities because he believes this is his duty as king and is what is necessary to maintain his honor. However, he is secretly providing support and aid to the rebel group who are seeking to liberate the various city-states from the oppression of the Gestahlians. Throughout the game, the actions and dialogue of Edgar largely center on his inner conflict between what is good, what is just, and what is honorable.

			The role of women in Final Fantasy also reflects an important facet of Japanese culture. Many installments within the Final Fantasy franchise feature strong, competent female combatants such as Terra and Celes in Final Fantasy VI (1994), Yuna in Final Fantasy X (2001), and Lightning in Final Fantasy XIII (2009). Final Fantasy was not only ahead of its time in enlisting female protagonists but also in portraying female characters as competent, powerful leaders. The females of this franchise consistently show a remarkable degree of agency by being placed in strong leadership roles rather than by being characterized solely by their costumes, as has been the standard for female characters in many other franchises across genre categories.16 Portraying women as powerful, competent leaders rather than pigeonholing them in “damsel in distress” or “women as background decoration” roles (among other tropes, as is often the case17) reflects the values of traditional Japanese culture where women held positions of power long before their Western counterparts (e.g., the first ruling empress of Japan, Empress Suiko, reigned from AD 593 to 628).

			Today, the games of the Final Fantasy series remain among the most beloved in the genre and are consistently placed on the top of “best of” lists. As a transnational text, Final Fantasy is important culturally and historically because it provides a window into Japanese culture and traditions. As a Japanese role-playing game, it remains the pinnacle of the genre in Western countries as well as the standard for all subsequent games in the field.

			Similar Franchises: Chrono Trigger (1995), Dragon Quest (1986), Xenogears (1998)

			—Rachel Kowert

			
				
					Foldit

					(est. 2008)

					Platform: PC

					Developer: University of Washington, Center for Game Science, Department of Biochemistry

				

			

			Can a game help crowdsource solutions to some of science’s most pressing puzzles? Could game players—who are typically seen as problem makers—instead help fix problems? In 2008, a group of University of Washington scientists wondered whether a game could help predict protein structure, something notoriously difficult and time-consuming for computers to undertake. Human beings are built from proteins, so knowing how proteins fold has implications for better understanding biological processes as well as diseases such as diabetes and Alzheimer’s.

			Fortunately, human beings are surprisingly good at understanding how proteins fold as we have a strong capacity for spatial reasoning, trial-and-error manipulation, and collaborative work—helpful “superpowers” for predicting protein structures. This can be coupled with the things that computers can do well—such as quickly store and process a database of protein structures. And yet, because there are over 100,000 proteins in the human body and trillions of different possible orientations for protein structures to take, one lab would not be able to put a dent in the problem. So a team of University of Washington scientists, led by Zoran Popović, came up with this idea: instead of having the lab workers sit around and manipulate 3D simulations of proteins, why not have thousands of people try to predict these protein models and then codify their strategies such that a computer could use and learn from it?18

			Thus Popović and his team created Foldit, a game in which players twist and bend simulated 3D protein models and use this to guess a protein’s structure. The players with better folds earn higher scores and compete with other players to land on the top of a leaderboard. Since then, around 400,000 players have played the award-winning game, which has helped lead to protein discoveries published in Nature, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, and other scientific journals. To play, participants go through a short tutorial in which they learn the game’s rules, goals, and basic controls. This includes learning things like how to “pack the proteins,” “hide the hydrophobics,” and “clear the clashes.” Once the tutorial rounds are successfully completed, players can continue to the open protein questions, such as predicting the proteins implicated in Alzheimer’s or designing brand-new proteins.

			One of the key design strengths of Foldit is that doing well in the game (gaining points and ending up on the leaderboard) directly relates to effectively predicting real-world protein structures. For instance, Michael Nielsen in Reinventing Discovery explains, “Some of the controls built into the game are similar to the tools used by professional biochemists. The lower the energy of the shape the player comes up with, the higher their score, and so the highest scoring shapes are good candidates for the real shape of the protein.” The game’s design is intertwined with real-world outcomes, making a more seamless connection between the two and potentially supporting greater knowledge-making accuracy.

			For the first three years of Foldit, researchers used test cases of proteins with a known structure, to check if gamers could really predict the correct one. After corroborating that the gamers could predict accurately and ensuring the game’s efficacy, the Foldit team started to provide real and as-yet-unsolved protein problems to the gamers. In 2011, the Foldit players made a novel discovery when they accurately predicted the crystal structure of a retroviral protease, a type of enzyme, called Mason-Pfizer monkey virus. Thousands of Foldit players even coauthored a paper with the scientist team.19 And that monkey virus is not just some D-list celebrity protein—it’s implicated in HIV and AIDs, and it will help in the creation of retroviral drugs. Yes, gamers, simply by playing a game, made an important step in our understanding of one of the deadliest, most devastating illnesses of our time.

			Since then, gamers have also remodeled proteins, such as an enzyme that helps to catalyze the Diels-Alderase reaction, which helps to swiftly synthesize new carbon-to-carbon bonds that have stereocenters20—potentially furthering our ability to create a variety of new products, such as pharmaceuticals. Thus, through Foldit, amateurs can make meaningful contributions to science by simulating the activities of actual scientists, using the realistic tools, problems, and approaches that the scientists would normally use. While the game is not as aesthetically pleasing or as monstrously popular as a typical, commercial Call of Duty or Grand Theft Auto game, its significance is also far-reaching in that the players of Foldit have helped to solve real scientific problems and have created new knowledge.

			The emergence of games such as Foldit suggests a significant cultural shift in how we create new knowledge and who can create knowledge. Now anyone can contribute meaningfully to knowledge-making. This cultural shift has paved the way for other knowledge-producing games, such as EteRNA (players design RNA protein) and Play to Cure: Genes in Space (players analyze cancer data). We might call these types of games “knowledge games” because their primary goal is to develop new knowledge that can be used outside the game. Unlike learning games that teach you topics that are already understood, knowledge games let gamers actively solve problems and contribute new perspectives. While these games may not have pulse-pounding combat, graphics, or story lines, the possibility of helping the world might be all the more adrenaline-activating. They may not be dazzling best sellers, but they help us know more about ourselves and our world.

			But as these new knowledge games emerge, so do pressing questions. How do knowledge games change the relationship between scientists and amateurs? What are the ethics of playing with scientific data through games? Are players being exploited as science “laborers?” What makes these games succeed or fail, and is this a sustainable and scalable way of doing research? Just as Foldit seeks to collectively solve protein puzzles, we must also together untangle the implications of making knowledge through games.21

			Similar Franchises: EteRNA (2010), Nanocrafter (2014), Play to Cure: Genes in Space (2014)

			—Karen Schrier
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					GoldenEye 007

					(est. 1997)

					Platform: Nintendo 64

					Developer: Rare

				

			

			In 1995, Pierce Brosnan assumed the role of Agent 007 in the seventeenth James Bond film, GoldenEye. The film itself was unique for several reasons: it was one of the most successful films in the James Bond franchise (grossing over $350 million worldwide and one of the top five films of 1995), and it was the first Bond film that was not based on narratives from the Ian Fleming novels. Two years later, the movie inspired a video game, GoldenEye 007 for the Nintendo 64, that substantially raised the bar for what gaming audiences would come to expect from licensed video game products due to how it innovated many of the features of both first-person shooters and the modern multiplayer party game.

			While the game’s narrative (like that of the film it was based on) is not part of Fleming’s Bond canon, the developers borrowed heavily from the Bond universe. As explained by the game’s developers, “We milked the Bond universe in many ways. For example gadgets, I compiled a list of about 40 gadgets from various Bond films, most of which were modeled, and then [our development team] tried to find levels where we could use them. This is backwards game design, but it worked very well.”1 As recounted on the game’s original web page, the developers further aligned the game with the movie GoldenEye by making several visits to the sets during the film’s production, taking images of key environmental features, and rendering them in the game as faithfully as possible (given the limitations of graphics processors of the time).

			From a technical perspective, GoldenEye 007 is largely considered a benchmark in the historical development of first-person shooters. The game expanded on many of the elements of the genre by using 3D polygonal design rather than the sprite graphics used in Wolfenstein 3D and DOOM. It also introduced elements of stealth (appropriate to James Bond’s covert operations), which also required other innovations, such as more accurate and precise firing mechanisms—most notably the use of sniper rifles with zoomable targeting reticles that allowed players to “pick off” enemy targets with precision (without being detected by others). Bond’s enemies also responded to his presence with comparatively sophisticated AI: some might return fire toward the character, while others would scatter to set off alarms and other environmental warning systems. As a testament to the game’s historical position, as recently as 2007—nearly ten years after the game’s release—GamePro considered it “arguably the best console first-person shooter of all time.”2 Notably, one of the more lampooned legacies of GoldenEye 007 is its infamous “GoldenEye fall”—a particularly unrealistic death animation in which non-player characters (usually enemies) rigidly drop to their knees before falling to the ground. The animation is said to exist in some format in almost every Bond video game (and many other first-person shooters) following GoldenEye 007’s release.

			Perhaps the most intriguing and enduring feature of GoldenEye 007 is an element of gameplay that was a last-minute addition to the game’s production: a four-screen multiplayer mode.3 The addition of a colocated multiplayer mode was in line with the Nintendo 64’s console design, which featured four controller ports, although most consoles at the time only allowed two ports. This design encouraged the development of so-called party games for the console that allowed several people to play simultaneously (most famously, the game Mario Party)— giving rise to practices exclusive to party play, such as only using the “Golden Gun” (an infamous in-game pistol modeled after the iconic weapon in the film The Man with the Golden Gun).

			To this end, GoldenEye 007 demonstrated that party games could be fully developed and serious game competitions and that computationally taxing game genres such as first-person shooters could also be played in an expanded, multiplayer fashion. Publications such as GamePro lauded the late addition, suggesting that the game’s use of a split-screen competition format for first-person shooters paved the way for many other franchises to integrate similar systems, such as Microsoft’s Halo.4 For many players, a particularly strong source of GoldenEye 007 nostalgia is found less in discussions of the game’s compelling narrative or extensive use of the Bond franchise and more in discussions of late nights of multiplayer gaming with golden Nintendo 64 controllers—four players engaged in intense and competitive combat while tethered by separate six-foot cords to a console in the center of the room. Indeed, the multiplayer systems in the game left such a lasting legacy that in 2010, independent developers created GoldenEye: Source, a completely rebuilt and re-rendered game (using modern graphics processors and physics engines, as well as networking capabilities) in an attempt to re-create the intense, multiplayer action of the original game.

			Although it was not the first Bond video game released (that honor goes to James Bond 007 in 1983), GoldenEye 007 is largely regarded as the “killer app” for both Bond games and movie franchise games alike. It was the third-best-selling Nintendo 64 game at 8.09 million units—the only game of the console’s top 10 that was not developed in-house by Nintendo—and it was surpassed only by Super Mario 64 (11.89 million units sold) and Mario Kart 64 (9.87 million). The game had several rereleases on the Nintendo Wii (bundled with a golden Wii controller), Nintendo DS, Xbox 360, and PlayStation 3.

			Just as Pierce Brosnan injected much-needed wit and sex appeal into a stagnating Bond movie franchise, GoldenEye 007 redefined what gamers could expect from film-franchise video games, as well as first-person shooters: a shining Golden Gun in the history of the genre, and the medium.

			Similar Franchises: DOOM (1993), Halo (2001), Wolfenstein 3D (1992)

			—Nicholas David Bowman

			
				
					Gran Turismo

					(est. 1997)

					Platform: PlayStation

					Developer: Polyphony Digital

				

			

			When Gran Turismo (GT) was introduced in 1997, the home console market was in the midst of transition. On one side, Nintendo and Sega continued to emphasize a losing battle for the teenage boys they had marketed to in the past, whereas Sony was winning its battle to expand the home console market to include (still male) adult players.5 Though the target markets were different, the actual game content of the Sega Saturn, PlayStation, and Nintendo 64 remained surprisingly similar. This changed with GT; though Sony had already set itself apart by securing critical console exclusivity deals with publishers such as Square (e.g., Final Fantasy VII, 1997), it was not until GT that Sony delivered on its promise of remaking the video game market for adults. In the process, GT established new avenues for individualized gameplay through functional and aesthetic customization, while redefining the racing genre by making the car the centerpiece of the experience.

			From the start, GT stood in stark contrast to other home console racing games. Until GT, racing games were primarily arcade-style tests of reflexes: fictional tracks filled with constant, slow-moving traffic; advancement that was earned by reaching checkpoints in a limited amount of time; and vehicles that were static and generic, with few differences in speed, acceleration, or control. GT contributed to the racing genre in two profound ways: first, by reimagining it as an individualized experience, and second, by raising the bar on expectations of realism. Though the series includes an arcade mode (which allows players to race with preconfigured cars), the simulation mode is what sets the game apart. Players begin this mode with a few credits to purchase a low-powered vehicle and access to a few easy courses. Players then compete on courses modeled after real tracks and populated by AI cars, while following standard race rules, and without the police chases, nitrous boosts, or random power-ups available in many other contemporaneous racing games. The designers of GT had distilled car racing to its essential elements. Winning players earn credits that can be used to purchase new cars or to upgrade old ones through functional or aesthetic improvements—akin to purchasing gear for a role-playing avatar. Subsequent GT titles diversified cars, tracks, race formats (e.g., endurance, rally), and racing surfaces (e.g., asphalt, snow, dirt), but what really set the franchise apart was its attention to detail. This is why Alexander Stoklosa of Car and Driver described the franchise as a “must-have for . . . realism nuts, and insufferable tinkerers.”6

			This customization was central to GT’s gameplay experience. Players became mechanics and engineers, altering vehicle settings like brake balance (preventing or encouraging understeering or oversteering); springs (affecting tire grip, handling, and weight transfer); gear ratios (emphasizing either acceleration or maximum speed), and much more. Such precision created an incredible number of possibilities for each vehicle. Players were no longer limited to stock specifications, and thus GT eliminated a dictated path to victory as in games like The Need for Speed (1994), where winning the game often meant using the fastest car available from a small selection of preconfigured cars. In this regard, such personalization as found in GT was not dissimilar to that of role-playing games, which encourage player-avatar identification and often emphasize character customization so as to exploit enemy weak points. In both genres, players select an avatar to represent them—an elf or a human in role-playing games; a car in GT. As players progress through a role-playing game, they are given experience points and money to upgrade and configure their character’s hit points, luck, or strength, whereas GT credits are used to upgrade and configure the top speed, acceleration, or handling of the player’s car.

			GT complemented this emphasis on lifelike customization by licensing brand-name cars and real-world tracks, all re-created using state-of-the-art simulation software. With its accurate city skylines, elevation changes, and vehicle details, GT was designed to emulate real driving. Later franchise installations included even more attention to detail, including wind sounds that disappear when a following car slips into the lead car’s draft. Most importantly, the game physics of GT were astoundingly accurate. Raising or lowering your car a few millimeters could mean the difference between hitting a perfect line through a curve or understeering your car into the dirt; and giving your car more front- or rear-brake bias could shave precious seconds off your best lap time. Such realism created a customized driving experience. Some players, for example, might prefer tight steering with quick acceleration while others might find success with a loose car and high top speeds. Both players might drive cars with identical stats but have dramatically different experiences.

			For children of the ’70s and ’80s, GT fundamentally altered the player’s relationship to video games. Transitioning into workplaces of the late ’90s, these young adults faced peers and superiors skeptical of gaming as a leisure pursuit. GT offered legitimacy. Calling itself “The Real Driving Simulator,” GT showed that video games had matured, becoming more than tests of reflexes and mental stamina: players could now spend their time controlling drift in rally mode, perfecting a line in supercar races, or plotting strategy through endurance events. Players could experience real-world cars they would never own in real-world scenarios, all while experimenting with the physics of driving those cars as close to their limits as possible. Most importantly, GT allowed players to experiment without the specter of failure. Because the game had no clear ending (other than perhaps winning all the races or purchasing every available car), playing became an experience in perfectionism and in developing driving skills that might actually translate into a real experience, a pursuit of perfection that is formally recognized in Gran Turismo Sport (2017), in which players can qualify for an official, fully accredited Fédération Internationale de l’Automobile (FIA) digital license.7

			By offering players a fully customizable experience and putting the focus on realistic simulation, GT redefined the racing genre. The franchise appeared and peaked at a moment when home console markets were undergoing a transformation. Consoles were becoming capable of emulating real life; and at the same time, many gamers were looking to spend their leisure time simulating experiences they might never have. More than any other franchise, Gran Turismo helped video games grow up and, subsequently, brought an entire generation with it.

			Similar Franchises: Forza (2005), Need for Speed (1994), Project Cars (2015)

			—Wyl McCully

			
				
					Grand Theft Auto

					(est. 1997)

					Platform: DOS

					Developer: DMA Design

				

			

			In 2009, the Guinness Book of World Records named Grand Theft Auto (GTA) the most controversial video game in the history of the medium. It claimed that over four thousand individual news reports worldwide had focused on how GTA’s extreme violence and antisocial content were thought to encourage crime and violence among its players. The content of a typical session of GTA is best summarized by Carly Korucek: “nudity, gun violence, drunk driving, drug dealing, and vehicular violence including pedestrian hit-and-run collisions,”8 and on these grounds, GTA has earned its infamous reputation as one of the few mass-market video games outright banned in a number of countries.9 Indeed, it is the only video game specifically referenced in the Encyclopedia of Media Violence (2013), with one chapter on the game itself and a second chapter on the game’s portrayal of society. Nonetheless, although GTA’s reputation for crime and violence precedes any discussion of the game in many audiences, it would be myopic to boil the game’s legacy down to its antisocial content. Although violence certainly grabbed headlines for GTA, it was the franchise’s open-end design and Hollywood-quality narrative complexity that left an indelible mark on video game design.

			While GTA certainly took a cue from predecessors such as DOOM, Mortal Kombat, and Wolfenstein 3D in terms of ratcheting up the number and variety of deplorable acts gamers would accept as entertaining, the franchise is highly regarded for pushing the limits of game design—in particular, how developers approach digital worlds. Early in development, DMA Design (now Rockstar North) conceptualized level design more as a set of possible choices for the player to make rather than as a predetermined linear ordering of challenges for the player to accomplish. Commonly dubbed “sandbox gaming,” the initial games of the franchise—Grand Theft Auto (1997) and Grand Theft Auto II (1999)—placed players at the center of an ever-sprawling Liberty City (a spoof of New York City) and provided seemingly limitless options in getting from Point A to Point B. With few limitations, missions could be completed in any order and in a variety of different ways: the player might be tasked with taking out a rival crime boss, but the player could choose to do this with his or her fists, by using a handgun or machine gun, or using explosives or even a stolen vehicle. While many video games before and after GTA might offer players a relative variety of in-game decisions, few games are programmed with such a singular focus on allowing players to engage the world as they please—treating the video game less as a puzzle and more as a toy box. In fact, sandbox-style games today are considered a genre in their own right, with many of their design and gameplay conventions codified in the earliest GTA games.

			Grand Theft Auto III (2001) continued this focus on player volition, shifting to a third-person, 3D environment and greatly expanding the number of vehicles and weapons available to the player. Two additional developments, however, helped anchor GTA III as arguably the most important game in the franchise. First, the size of the game’s map was increased, offering 3 square miles of a 3D Liberty City for players to explore. Players raved about the resulting impact this digital vastness had on their freedom of action and motion, and Rockstar Games responded in kind with each iteration of GTA: the latest release, Grand Theft Auto V (2013), for example, has a game map of 49 square miles—or slightly larger than the city of San Francisco. Second was the game’s intense focus on narrative and character development, featuring a petty-criminal protagonist named Claude who is betrayed by his girlfriend before falling into (and out of) the good graces of an Italian mafia family, all while getting mixed up with the Yakuza, a corrupt police force, and a media mogul. Many of these portrayals are done in a satirical manner, relying heavily on Hollywood stereotypes of gangsters and immigrants that strike a balance between the humorous and the offensive.10 Developers also added depth to several of the non-player characters by recruiting the voice-acting talents of well-known actors such as Peter Fonda, Samuel L. Jackson, and James Woods. GTA is not the only video game to make use of these Hollywood-like elements, but the franchise was among the first to demonstrate the impact of these elements on the critical and economic success of a video game.

			These mechanics—violent crime, unfettered exploration, and narrative complexity—are among the common elements of GTA gameplay, from the top-down games first released in 1997 to the 3D and expansive games released in the early 2000s. The seven games in the game’s main series and the handful of additional games and expansion packs that make up the GTA corpus have collectively sold over 150 million copies. While the two original top-down games received a rather lukewarm reception from critics, each of the other five games in the core series (Grand Theft Auto III; Grand Theft Auto: Vice City, 2002; Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas, 2004; Grand Theft Auto IV, 2008; and Grand Theft Auto V, 2013) received MetaCritic.com metascores of no less than 93 out of 100. The same website rates Grand Theft Auto III; Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas; and Grand Theft Auto: Vice City as three of the top ten games in the history of the Sony PlayStation 2, while Grand Theft Auto IV (with a metascore of 98 out of 100) is named the second-highest rated video game of all time.

			The U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigations estimates that in 2013 more than $4.1 billion was lost nationwide to motor vehicle thefts—or grand theft auto. In that same year, the most recent release of the GTA video game series sold over 52 million units worldwide, with gross sales nearly equal to the FBI’s crime cost estimates. This included a first-day release that made GTA the most successful entertainment launch in history (earning nearly $8,600 per second for the first 24 hours of its release).11 While the jury is still out on the relationship between playing GTA and committing crimes, it is clear that the epicenter of modern sandbox video gaming is located somewhere in the crime-ridden, blood-soaked, and often hilarious urban jungles of Liberty City.

			Similar Franchises: L.A. Noire (2011), Saints Row (2006), True Crime: Streets of LA (2003)

			—Nicholas David Bowman

			
				
					Guitar Hero

					(est. 2005)

					Platform: PlayStation II

					Developer: Harmonix

				

			

			There are few video game franchises that have seen such a meteoric rise and subsequent fall, in terms of players and revenue, as Guitar Hero. The origins of the rhythm-game series can be traced to the success of the Japanese arcade game GuitarFreaks (1998), which let players rock out in an arcade hall while strumming a plastic guitar. In hindsight, it took surprisingly long before a game publisher tried to bring the arcade experience into the home and make it available for a global audience. But when it did, it became clear that the concept of a peripheral-based music game resonated with millions of players. What happened after the somewhat unexpected success of the first iteration in the Guitar Hero franchise speaks volumes about the economics of the core segment of the game industry. The rise and fall of the series demonstrates both the revenue potential and limitations associated with publishing blockbuster, or AAA, games. That is to say, the Guitar Hero franchise is indicative of a particular publishing arrangement that is best understood as hit-driven, highly planned, and capital intensive.

			The first game in the Guitar Hero series was developed by Harmonix and published by RedOctane in 2005, both American companies. Playing along with rock tracks on a plastic guitar offered gamers the opportunity “to unleash their inner rock stars.” And many did. Not only did critics praise the game almost unanimously, it became one of the top-selling titles for the PlayStation 2 in the 2005 holiday season. One of the world’s leading game publishers, Activision, took notice and was quick to acquire RedOctane in 2006 for $100 million in cash and stock. Around the same time, MTV Games acquired Harmonix, and in 2007 they published a competing franchise called Rock Band. For Activision, the goal of the acquisition was clear. Together with the first-person shooter franchise Call of Duty, the Guitar Hero franchise was slated to become one of the publisher’s billion-dollar properties.

			There were two main elements of Activision’s franchising strategy for the Guitar Hero series. First, Guitar Hero epitomizes what economists call a “blockbuster publishing logic,” signaling a mode of production and circulation that is associated with high (financial) risk and, potentially, high reward. As do movie studios, game publishers tend not so much to “divide their resources evenly across products in [their] portfolio” but rather to allocate “a disproportionally large share of [their] production and marketing budgets to a small subset of products” in order to bring in a disproportionate revenue share.12 The blockbuster strategy is all about making this as safe a bet as possible by focusing on “proven strategies.” This means that instead of developing and publishing original intellectual property, the publisher concentrates on the largest potential market in order to expand its margins by “growing recurring franchises.”13

			This brings us to the second aspect of what makes the Guitar Hero franchise so relevant from an economic point of view. Because shelf space in retail stores is limited and gamers constantly seek out new experiences, AAA games are impact-upon-release products and have a fairly short life cycle. Therefore, publishers such as Activision deploy a number of complementary “de-risking” strategies aimed at extending the longevity of an individual title and prolonging the monetization process in-between titles, thereby expanding both the publisher’s and the franchise’s brand. In order to add a layer of predictability to the creative stage of game development, publishers typically employ so-called formatting strategies, which are best understood as a combination of reusable, uniform, economic and textual structures.14 Seen in this light, the Guitar Hero franchise is essentially a de-risking approach to game publishing gone wild.

			Activision used five formatting strategies for Guitar Hero. First, there was the most common format: serialization. From 2005 to 2010 the franchise saw six releases, all published annually during the holiday seasons. Second, leveraging the affordances of the seventh-generation of consoles (the Xbox 360, PlayStation 3, and Wii), every main installment saw a number of what I call “branch serialization” formats. The notion of branching signals pieces of additional content that expand on the original games, most notably paid-for and free downloadable content such as individual songs and “packs”—and for Guitar Hero World Tour (2008), user-generated content. Third, the series saw a number of band-focused expansions released in-between the holidays, expansions such as Guitar Hero: Aerosmith (2008). Fourth, Activision went on to follow what business scholars call a “multi-homing approach,” or what is known in the industry as a “multi-platform release strategy”; for example, Guitar Hero: On Tour (2008) was released with its own peripheral for the Nintendo DS handheld console. And fifth, later franchise installments followed the “variation on a theme” routine in an attempt to broaden the market. Consider that Activision’s 2009 publishing slate consisted not only Guitar Hero 5, targeting “the rock-focused music gamer,” but also the spin-off DJ Hero, which was aimed at “club dance” enthusiasts, and the pop-music-focused Band Hero (2009), which was meant to “appeal to a family audience.”

			This franchising strategy initially paid off handsomely for Activision and its shareholders. The series peaked in 2007 with Guitar Hero III: Legends of Rock, which, as promised to investors, generated over $1 billion in revenue. At the time, this third major installment in the series was the highest-grossing retail game ever. Yet despite generating billions of dollars of revenue for Activision, the publisher closed many of the individual studios working on the series: RedOctane in 2010, Budcat Creations in 2010, Underground Development in 2010, and Neversoft in 2014. In the end, the franchise shows how fickle the taste of users can be, how opportunistic Activision’s release strategy was, and also how, arguably, audiences can get quickly tired of serialized properties. Eventually, after a brief hiatus, the franchise was “rebooted,” and Guitar Hero Live was launched in October 2015 to lukewarm sales. The show, as they say, must go on.

			Similar Franchises: Call of Duty (2003), Dance Dance Revolution (1998), Rock Band (2007)

			—David B. Nieborg
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					Half-Life

					(est. 1998)

					Platform: Windows

					Developer: Valve

				

			

			In contrast to the other first-person shooter games of its era that emphasized the immediacy of high-speed action, Half-Life was daring in its refusal to immediately put the player in the midst of combat. The combination of its intricately detailed setting and commitment to engaging storytelling marked a clear shift away from a purely action-oriented first-person shooter experience and toward one more concerned with setting, theme, and player reflection above and beyond the demands of twitch reflex and ability. In line with this commitment, the game opens with a leisurely ride on the internal tram system of the Black Mesa Research Facility, which is portrayed as an amalgam of every top-secret military-scientific installation ever created or imagined.

			Playing as Gordon Freeman, an MIT-educated physicist, the player journeys through Black Mesa, uncovering more of the scope of this setting: there are missile silos, hydroelectric dams, power reactors, laser laboratories, and entire sections of the complex walled off and unvisited for years, demonstrating the immense size and scope of this techno-scientific research complex. Existing alongside this detailed setting and offering more direct storytelling than that offered by the environment are complex, scripted events during which the player maintains full command of the character rather than being taken away into a cut-scene over which he or she has no control. Half-Life was an early pioneer in the use of these. Such scripted events—such as the famous “Resonance Cascade” scientific disaster that gives momentum to the game’s central quest—make for many of the most memorable moments in Half-Life.

			In 2004, Valve released Half-Life 2. This release continued the franchise’s tradition of refusing to submit to first-person shooter expectations of constant combat and little else. Like its predecessor, Half-Life 2 was praised for its intricately depicted setting, environmental storytelling, compelling characters, cohesive narrative, and a hugely detailed and realistic physics system. However, what set Half-Life 2 apart was that it added a puzzle-based aspect. By putting the physics of its setting to greater use than that of a mere backdrop, as it was in Half-Life, Half-Life 2 was arguably the progenitor of the now-common first-person shooter physics puzzle. Although this is easy to forget a decade on, the source engine the game was built on offered physical realism on a then-unprecedented scale, allowing the developers to create physics puzzles of a detail, fluidity, and solution space that had never been seen before. Such puzzles involved adjusting levers, moving heavy objects, picking up and shifting various components, and often understanding concepts such as buoyancy and momentum.

			This ability to play with the noncombat physical setting of the in-game world was epitomized by the creation of the “Gravity Gun”—a weapon allowing the player to grab a large majority of the game’s movable objects and fire them at enemies. Thus it became possible to fight by firing a radiator into a foe at high speed, launching explosive barrels into the air to rain down upon attackers, or grabbing a rusty sawblade and propelling it into an oncoming zombie. Equally, one could solve puzzles by moving heavy objects to weigh certain levers down or by building a bridge out of in-game objects. The Gravity Gun immediately secured a place in gaming history for the hugely innovative gameplay—both in puzzle and combat scenarios—that it enabled. This genre-bending was hugely successful, resulting in a game that varied in pace and tone throughout and encouraged the player to use spatial reasoning as well as his or her rapid reflexes and tactical abilities.

			Half-Life 2 was followed by several additions to the Half-Life universe that also merit attention. Its narrative was added to by Episode One (2006) and Episode Two (2007), short sequels to the main game. In the process, Valve promised an “episodic model”1 of Half-Life content for the future, but this promise quickly dissipated. Nothing else has been released since Episode 2, released in 2007, although information about the fictional universe of the games has emerged through a new series—Portal (2007) and Portal 2 (2011)—involving a fresh cast of characters, challenging spatial puzzles, dark humor, and well-written scripts that hint at the games’ relationship to the overall Half-Life story. All of these games showcase Valve’s continuing ability to design detailed, compelling first-person shooter games, even if Half-Life itself appears to have vanished from the company’s horizons.

			The series is also noteworthy for modifications, or mods, built on its engine. The two most famous of these are the multiplayer games Team Fortress (1999) and Counter-Strike (2000), both of which have now become immensely successful franchises in their own right but whose original versions were designed by fans. Not only did Valve themselves remix and upgrade the first-person shooter genre multiple times, they also provided that same ability to their players, who developed the foundations of a team-based, multiplayer shooter with wry humor; a rich, cell-shaded graphic style; and a high-stakes, fast-reflex action ideal for competitive and professional gaming.2

			What of the future of the Half-Life series? The possibility of a third game and the perennial silence of Valve have spawned one of the most famous Internet gaming memes, that of “Half-Life 3 confirmed”3: various outlandish confirmations of the series’ eventual and much-awaited continuation. Despite the wishes of the Half-Life community, however, no news has trickled out, and the company’s refusal to give its fans the slightest hint continues. Many assume that Valve has moved on from the series despite a wealth of questions left unanswered by the game’s narrative to date. Nevertheless, the impact of Half-Life and its descendants and derivatives on game design, puzzles, narratives, and both single-player and multiplayer gaming experiences throughout the past two decades remain hard to overstate—even if, despite his legions of fans, Gordon Freeman might never again get to wield his iconic red crowbar and solve a tricky physics puzzle in the service of saving the world.

			Similar Franchises: Counter-Strike (2000), Portal (2007), Team Fortress (1999)

			—Mark R. Johnson

			
				
					Halo

					(est. 2001)

					Platform: Xbox

					Developer: Bungie

				

			

			The Halo series is one of the most famous first-person shooter franchises in the history of video gaming. Set in the twenty-sixth century, the franchise follows an intergalactic conflict between humans, “the Covenant” (a religious alliance of alien races), and “the Flood” (a virulent, galaxy-spanning, parasitic organism). Central to the plot are the eponymous “Halo rings”—massive, orbital, ringworld weapons constructed by a fourth and long-deceased species, “the Forerunners”—and the player-character Master Chief, a genetically engineered and cybernetically augmented human super-soldier. With a range of single-player levels (while also offering the player an opportunity to challenge other players in dozens of multiplayer maps), the franchise is also known for its spectacular architecture—and the importance of this architecture to the game world—the role of glitches in the game, and the communities that have emerged around the game.

			In every game in the Halo series, the settings invoke a grandeur found almost nowhere else in first-person shooters. Even otherwise unimportant parts of the single-player levels exist as small fractions of towering structures and ancient ruins, while the “skybox” backgrounds of many of the multiplayer maps hint toward the vastness of the Halo rings and the towering Forerunner edifices that dot their landscape. This aesthetic dedication to vast architectures ranges from the Halo structures—ringworlds the diameter of Earth—and the many vast spacecraft of both races to the colossal “Ark” installation that manufactures new ringworlds and to the Covenant holy city of High Charity. The rings are indeed so large that they contain as many climate zones as the average planet, further hammering home that the player sees only a tiny fraction of the game’s fictional universe and explores only an even smaller fraction yet. Halo takes full advantage of the potential of computer games to depict fictional worlds of unlimited size, and over time, this portraying of spacecraft and structures of gigantic scope—as well as each game’s attempt to one-up the previous game—has become one of the clearest hallmarks of the franchise.

			The franchise is also known for its extensive multiplayer system where millions of players compete in both ranked and unranked matches. This online multiplayer feature was introduced with Halo 2 (2004) and included fifty ranks. Unfortunately, above the rank of 30, almost all players tended to cheat via techniques known as “standbying” (pressing the standby button on one’s modem to freeze the game for other players) and “bridging” (making one’s connection the “host” of the match, which gives numerous advantages), seriously undermining the integrity of the ranking system and making it impossible for anyone playing legitimately to ever reach the highest ranks. However, this was not the case in formal, competitive environments: for a period, Halo 2 was a robust game in the world of eSports, with a range of teams and players earning tens or even hundreds of thousands of dollars during their careers. Thankfully, Halo 3 (2007), which concluded the story line of the previous two games, offered an exploit-free multiplayer mode and implemented “the Forge,” a detailed, map-building tool of the sort more commonly found in PC games than in their console cousins.

			Alongside its very well-known narratives and multiplayer longevity, there is another aspect that marks the series out from its contemporaries: the role of glitches. The three earliest Halo games gave unexpected life to a distinctive, emergent gaming community—that of “Halo tricking.” Players discovered that the physics systems of these three games left significant room for creativity and experimentation, and soon hundreds of videos emerged of players using piles of grenades to launch themselves to previously unreachable areas; standing on the heads of jetpack-using enemies to drift down beneath the intended play area of the map; or manipulating the game’s AI systems and loading mechanics to acquire one of Halo 2’s notorious “Scarab Guns,”4 extraordinarily powerful weapons hidden in the game as Easter Eggs (secret, in-game bonuses) by the development team.

			The formation of the online community High Impact Halo later came to formalize the presence of this subculture. Of all the manipulations and tricks discovered, the most famous is perhaps “Tower to Tower,” a technique that uses over one hundred grenades and the game’s physics system to launch the player-character from one tower (in an early level of Halo: CE) across a vast stretch of map, landing them safely on another tower. First proposed in 2004, it was not completed until 2011 (long after the release of other Halo games),5 giving a remarkable longevity to the tricking community. High Impact Halo was closely linked to another community, High Speed Halo, dedicated to “speedrunning” Halo games; that is, completing each game’s levels as quickly as possible. These two emergent communities, although far less visible than the single-player campaign-missions in which they made their homes, are superb cases of the creativity of gamers in undermining and repurposing the intended uses and play-activities of computer games.

			Since the original Halo trilogy, the franchise has expanded massively. Halo 4 (2012) and Halo 5 (2015) developed a new plot with more emphasis upon the enigmatic Forerunners of the original trilogy (Halo 6 is said to be currently in production). Halo Wars (2009) marked an excursion into real-time strategy games and met with generally positive reception, in the process producing that rarest of things—a real-time strategy game that is actually playable upon console. At the same time, a large number of books, comics, and short films, and even a planned television series, have expanded on the characters and background of the Halo setting. Although the game’s tricking community has all but evaporated in the past half-decade, the towering alien architectures of the game remain intact, and a Halo game remains instantly identifiable in the colossal megastructures the player explores, a narrative-driven story campaign, and the game’s rich offerings of multiplayer competition. Halo has accrued a dedicated fanbase, portrayed stunning worlds replete with future technology, and yielded both long-running multiplayer contests and a range of glitches that have led to their own contests and popular interest. Halo has become almost synonymous with our understanding of what a first-person shooter should be and of how players act within them.

			Similar Franchises: Destiny (2014), Marathon (1994), Oni (2001)

			—Mark R. Johnson

			
				
					Heavy Rain

					(est. 2010)

					Platform: PlayStation 3

					Developer: Quantic Dream

				

			

			Heavy Rain’s defining feature as a game is in the way it permits its narrative to be controlled and altered by player decision. Heavy Rain is an interactive fiction that does not rely on gameplay skill so much as it does on narrative engagement. That is, instead of precisely aiming, jumping among platforms, or manipulating pieces, the player responds to prompts and in this way advances the narrative. Instead of strategizing through trial and error, the player strategizes through the narrative.

			This narrative revolves around Scott Shelby, later discovered to be the Origami Killer, who kidnaps Shaun Mars and requires Shaun’s father, Ethan Mars, to obtain clues to save Shaun. As the game progresses, Shelby is shown himself to have had a traumatic event in childhood, which now triggers his obsession with testing fathers to save their sons. Many of the choices Shelby presents to the player are disturbing to consider, such as when Ethan is given the option to cut off one of his fingers in order to get additional clues pertaining to his son’s whereabouts. The game’s episodic narrative is told via multiple characters, and hence the player at different points controls the actions of Ethan, Madison Paige (a journalist), Norman Jayden (an FBI profiler), and Shelby (whom the player is made to believe is a private investigator). Lauren Winter (a woman whose son has been murdered by the Origami Killer), a non-player character, is important to the plot as well.

			Heavy Rain seeks to establish an emotional connection with the player. Ethan must figure out the lengths he is willing to go to in order to save his son, and Lauren’s primary incentive is to bring her son’s murderer to justice. When Shelby was a child, his brother died because Shelby’s father failed to act. Since Shelby is now looking for something to hold on to—a father willing to go to great lengths to save his son—the player’s attachment to Shelby and his backstory give the player a deeper connection to Shelby’s experienced parental neglect. In this sense, the gameplay mechanic is ultimately a narrative mechanic. Allowing the unsuspecting player to take action while in control of a killer sets up a much more profound and upsetting realization by game’s end because, as noted by Chad Mahood and Michael Hanus, “engaging in immoral actions in a narratively rich environment does impact the player’s feelings of guilt and shame.”6 The player experiences these feelings through a full understanding of what Shelby was actually doing during the game’s events.

			Heavy Rain makes two distinct contributions to video gameplay and culture. First, the antagonist in the game, the Origami Killer, is a playable character who is actually thought to be a major game protagonist for most of the narrative. The player continually feels connected to this killer, and, in the end, that connection is made vulnerable. Once the player discovers who the killer is, the killer-character’s motives and previous actions become much more disturbing. Second, the decisions the player makes resulting in character deaths or other undesirable outcomes do not lead to game-overs but rather to continuations of the plot that have been modified to reflect those decisions. A narrative experience is always gained; the narrative doesn’t end simply because the player makes decisions that in retrospect are not ideal. Altogether then, in Heavy Rain the narrative is the challenge, constantly shifting to include both more desirable and less desirable outcomes, which makes for a potentially more meaningful and engaging experience than other forms of gameplay.

			For example, if a character dies during the game’s events—which Lisbeth Klastrup might argue “is a punishment for . . . playing imprudently”7—the narrative does not end but rather adjusts to advance without that character. This means that each character’s fate is determined by how effectively the player solves puzzles and makes choices. Narrative alteration, then, as opposed to narrative ending, is where Heavy Rain gains traction. Different outcomes are felt and experienced as determined by player choice.

			By the time the game is over, the player truly understands the effects and consequences of his or her actions, giving that player an impression of control over the resulting narrative and eventually the game’s ending. Without game-overs, Heavy Rain’s narrative is uniquely developed. If the game included standard game-over results, the player would likely not experience the consequences of an action as fully; the ability to erase decisions through trial and error and game-overs would be a greater focus.

			The commercial success of Heavy Rain demonstrates players’ willingness to engage story quality over other elements: there is little gameplay skill required, for example, and the strategy involved is linked to thinking through the narrative options confronting the player. A study by Mary Beth Oliver et al. suggests that ultimately, “many gamers may be interested in experiencing the same sort of feelings of insight and introspection while playing a video game as they have when consuming other forms of similarly valenced entertainment media.”8 As a medium for interactive fiction, video games can encourage and sustain player interaction through the strength of their engaging story lines, which may very well be an indication of how video games have progressed and will continue to progress in the future.

			Similar Franchises: L.A. Noire (2011), Telltale Games Walking Dead (2012), Beyond Two Souls (2013)

			—Paul A. Lucas

			
				
					The Hobbit

					(est. 1982)

					Platform: ZX Spectrum

					Developer: Beam Software

				

			

			Given that Oxford professor and celebrated fantasy author J. R. R. Tolkien died in 1973, we can only speculate on how he would have regarded the influence his beloved novels would have on video games. Tolkien eschewed the convenience of technology, from the internal-combustion engine and television to refrigeration, and both his fiction and his personal letters reveal his disdain for the environmental and social impact of technology.9 That said, Tolkien did sell the film rights to his most famous books during his lifetime, and his vision of a good tale as “a secondary world which your mind can enter”10 is perhaps not inconsistent with the experience a video game can create.

			While we will never know Tolkien’s thoughts on the footprint that his stories have left on the video game medium, the scope of that impact is inarguable. Countless video games include Tolkienesque themes, terms, and characters (many indirectly inspired via the author’s influence on the paper-and-pencil Dungeons & Dragons role-playing game), and dozens of commercial video games (as well as noncommercial games such as text-based, online, MUD games) are based directly on Tolkien’s works. The 1982 personal computer game The Hobbit is notable in the history of video games not only as the first of many official adaptations of Tolkien’s work to the video game medium but also for several innovative design elements that adapted the simple structure of an interactive text adventure to create a uniquely challenging, complex, and unpredictable game set in an already-beloved fictional realm.

			The Hobbit places its user in the role of famed character Bilbo Baggins on a quest retracing the general route depicted in the novel on which the game is based. Users start at Mr. Baggins’s home, navigate thousands of miles of fictional Middle-Earth to the dragon-occupied Lonely Mountain, and then travel back again—if they can find their way and keep Mr. Baggins alive. The imagery and player interface of The Hobbit is austere even by the standards of many of the popular, commercial video games of its time. The Hobbit’s portrayal of Tolkien’s Middle-Earth is presented without animated graphics, action-oriented skill challenges, or a sound track. Users interact with the game by typing simple text commands in response to descriptions of places, characters, objects, and events. The game’s geography is represented by several dozen “rooms” portrayed by a text description of each space ranging in size from that of a small prison cell to a span of miles of open road. Each room description is accompanied by a list of colocated characters and objects, a list of available directions of travel, and (in some cases) a single graphical image. In turn, users’ commands generate more text descriptions of event outcomes, characters, and places, as well as an occasional new image of a new location.

			Beneath this barebones, sensory experience, though, is an infrastructure that imbues the game with an elegant complexity years ahead of its time. Along with the challenge of negotiating the game’s maze of rooms (some of which are connected by endless paths that cycle through the same room over and over interminably if the correct path is not taken), a clever mix of dangerous antagonists, time-sensitive opportunities, and random chance gives the game a near-infinite number of possible gameplay scenarios, some challenging and some actually impossible.

			For the most part, The Hobbit ostensibly uses the same turn-based system as other well-known interactive text adventures such as the famed Adventure and Zork games: the player enters a command to move or interact with a character or object, after which other characters and the environment react with actions of their own before the player is granted another turn to enter a command. However, subtle wrinkles add complexity to the game’s events: some opportunities in the game begin or end only after a certain number of turns; some computer-controlled characters move dynamically with each turn rather than waiting for a player-controlled character to arrive; and a player who leaves the game for a time may return to find that the game has automatically forfeited his or her turn one or more times.

			Further, while some challenges in the game can be overcome the same way each time (e.g., entering the correct series of commands in sequence to avoid being killed by an enemy or to bypass an obstacle), others solutions depend on the place and time in which a challenge is encountered, while the random movement of other characters might make success more difficult or even impossible (e.g., a computer-controlled character might take a crucial map or key from a player and leave; or a necessary, computer-controlled ally of the player might be found dead after an unseen encounter). While the wizard Gandalf always seems to show up at the right time in Tolkien’s novels, he might disappear unexpectedly in the game or even be found murdered by an Orc. Other innovations include the game’s ability to parse complex sentences of user input into functional commands as well as a nuanced physics system that accounts for elements such as a virtual object’s weight.

			The simple but clever twists that The Hobbit added to the structure of the typical, interactive, text-adventure structure of its time gave The Hobbit complications, surprises, and frustrations that belied its simple interface and earned it commercial success and recognition in the gaming community. Given that the vastness and complexity of Tolkien’s literary universe is a defining element of his novels’ appeal, such a game experience is perhaps appropriate for a seminal adaptation of Tolkien’s famously vast and detailed fictional universe, even if we’ll never know whether the author would have appreciated the game. Regardless of how Tolkien might have felt about The Hobbit and the many other video games he influenced, we can suspect that one feature of The Hobbit would have been particularly likely to have gained his approval: each copy of the game was sold with a copy of its namesake book.

			Similar Franchises: Colossal Cave Adventure (1976), Myst (1993), Zork (1977)

			—James D. Ivory
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					(est. 2001)

					Platform: PlayStation 2

					Developer: Team Ico

				

			

			The Ico trilogy is an emotional experience that is told via the concepts of absence, emotional storytelling, and a control scheme that enables players to form an intimate bond with an AI companion character. Though they are not direct sequels and could more appropriately be considered spiritual successors, each story of the trilogy—Ico (2001), Shadow of the Colossus (2005), and The Last Guardian (2016)—emphasizes companionship to explore the storytelling potential of gaming as a journey through loneliness, and their influence can be seen in many modern adventure games.

			The Ico trilogy is fixated by design on loneliness, isolation, and companionship. Team Ico lead developer Fumito Ueda decided to strip away many of the modern components of video games using a method called “subtractive design,” which emphasizes identifying the central theme of a game and removing those elements that detract from this primary focus. Hence, because loneliness, isolation, and companionship are key themes across the Ico trilogy, each game emphasizes expansive, often awe-inspiring environments devoid of nearly any sign of sentience, environments that ask the player to pause in wonder of the world and recognize an overwhelming sense of not belonging. Indeed, what keeps us grounded in these worlds is not our player character but our sense of obligation to our AI companion. In Ico, the focus is on simply surviving and overcoming puzzle elements within an expansive, lonely castle as the player attempts to protect and guide Yorda, the player’s ethereal princess-companion, away from the ambiguous smoke creatures that threaten to kidnap her at a moment’s notice. In Shadow of the Colossus, the focus is on traversing a vast, uninhabited, Edenlike land with only your black horse Agro as you search for the sixteen colossi you must slay in order to resurrect Mono, a young woman. And in The Last Guardian, here too the emphasis is on navigating massive, sublime environments, and on companionship—this time with a giant, griffinlike creature named Trico. In every iteration, the player’s companion—Yorda, Agro, or Trico—serves as the player’s only solace in the midst of isolation and despair.

			The Ico series makes creative use of various interface mechanics to establish these meaningful relationships with what Ueda termed “companion characters.”1 For instance, just as Ico must hold Yorda’s hand in order to guide her through the castle, so too must the player hold down a button on their controller, thus establishing a tactile bond that emulates the emotion of the story. Likewise, in Shadow of the Colossus, the horse Agro is so essential to traversing the environment and defeating many of the colossi that the player must, like the character, learn to ride Agro—and various button combinations emulate this mastery, such as holding down R1 and X while galloping in order to stand while riding. And in The Last Guardian, the relationship between Trico and the protagonist has been described as similar to that of having a pet, including the frustration and pride that comes from teaching your pet a new trick and its subsequent mastery of that trick. The in-game companion relationship of these games is so strong that when the well-telegraphed, inevitable, heartrending separation comes, the loneliness of having to face an imposing game world alone is heartbreaking. The game world becomes tragic and gigantic, an utterly lonely place for the player now separated from their game-partner. And although the companionship mechanics have suddenly become useless, the player must complete the game with the same interface as a painful reminder of his or her loss. The tactility of the game design also enhances the emotional impact of this separation, and its influence can be seen in modern adventure games and independent games.

			One of the major impacts the Ico trilogy has on the culture of video games is its ability to make abstraction within gaming possible. Because Ueda majored in art in college and was interested in creating games that he would want to play,2 he was willing to challenge the well-established tropes of conventional gaming. In Ico, for instance, because Yorda cannot be understood by Ico or the player (she speaks in an unknown language), and because there are only unknown runes for subtitles, the game emphasizes the significance of touch, through the hand-holding mechanic, much more than it might otherwise. And whereas the defeat of an enemy often brings bombastic, triumphant music in other games, in Shadow of the Colossus, the player is instead greeted with a sense of overwhelming loss: in the instant that a colossus is slain, the music turns tragic and the player is forced to witness the creature’s final moments. Ueda was worried that these elements might push the player away, conceding that he made his games more “game-like” to avoid alienating the player. Yet every bit of storytelling intent is felt by the player, and this is due to the way that the simple mechanics, ambient music, and graphic environment come together.

			Because of the Ico trilogy’s emphasis on interface as emotion and on having the willingness to confront our expectations, the trilogy is often cited as an eminent example in the “games as art” debate. The trilogy’s narrative and mechanical synthesis provides a symbiosis of design and purpose. It makes the familiar strange by highlighting the cruelty of death and combat. And it succeeds as artistic an expression of emotional storytelling by forcing the player to confront his or her own complicity in a tragic chain of events via gameplay and story synthesis. These games are artistic representations of the synthesis of interface and narrative storytelling and of the meaningful relationships that can be made possible via this unique combination and abstraction. Meanwhile, the companion relationships in the Ico trilogy transform player awareness of what video games can accomplish as an art form and as a delivery mechanism for truly moving experiences. The positive reviews for this franchise and its inclusion in many gaming courses at universities emphasize the franchise’s role as a cultural marker of games as art and as an example of how to push the medium forward.

			Similar Franchises: Brothers: A Tale of Two Sons (2013), Firewatch (2016), The Last of Us (2014)

			—Kyle Moody

			
				
					Iron Helix

					(est. 1993)

					Platform: Windows and Mac OS

					Developer: Drew Pictures

				

			

			The formula of Iron Helix is similar to that of plenty of video games (and no small number of films or other stories): a protagonist must carry out a daunting task alone in a creepy, dangerous place while evading detection by a dangerous and much more powerful antagonist. On the surface, therefore, Iron Helix is similar to many other games in the survival-horror and stealth genres. With notable exceptions, such games have often been less prominent than games from other popular genres like eSports and action games; video game players, it might seem, more often enjoy controlling a mighty character standing at center stage than a character relegated to slinking about in fear. Iron Helix, however, serves as an interesting case study of the video game characteristics that engage and entertain us so much.

			In a future where the inhabitants of Earth are in a tense cold war with an alien race, the protagonist of Iron Helix is a crew member of an Earth-based scientific exploration space vessel investigating the misfunction of an Earth-based military spaceship, the Jeremiah O’Brien. The O’Brien’s crew were all killed during a war-games exercise by their ship’s Defender security robot after a mysterious virus mutated the crew’s DNA, rendering them unrecognizable to the O’Brien’s systems. A technical error has now caused the O’Brien to target an alien planet for an attack that could bring about devastating open war, so the protagonist must solve the mystery of the virus and abort the war vessel’s mission.

			This lone protagonist player character must collect DNA from the deceased O’Brien crew members and pass a labyrinthine maze of security doors, investigate clues found in video clips, and eventually neutralize the ship—all while avoiding the ship’s deadly Defender robot. A small, 3D, first-person window taking up less than a quarter of the screen, guides the user through the frightening setting. Other sections of the game’s display show directional controls, a map with the Defender robot’s location, and instruments related to DNA scanning, video clip viewing, and other tasks. An eerie sound track, dark lighting, and other aesthetic touches enhance the suspense. Contemporary reviews lauded the game’s suspenseful atmosphere, challenging puzzles, and effective use of live-action, full-motion video clips that were at the time a fledgling feature of CD-ROM games. (In particular, the choppy quality of CD-ROM games’ video clips at the time was employed well by the game’s use of a small viewing size and the “found footage” context of the clips in the game’s plot.)

			Perhaps the most memorable aspect of Iron Helix, though, is that the player character never sets foot on the O’Brien and is never under any threat from the Defender antagonist. The game’s display interface is a remote-control screen for a probe robot the player character deploys to investigate the O’Brien, and it is this probe robot that navigates the warship’s dark passages, gathers DNA and clues, and risks destruction by the heavily armed Defender robot. In other words, the player controls a character controlling a robot. That Iron Helix is nonetheless able to convey an atmosphere of suspense and even vicarious fear (as contemporary reviews attest) is both a testament to its design and a curious study in what makes us engage with games, their characters, and their stories.

			Aside from the challenge of completing a game task, two of many concepts that have often received attention in attempts to understand our experiences with video games are players’ feelings of identification with game characters3 and players’ feelings of being present (or “being there”) in the game environment.4 While we are aware that video games are fictional entertainment experiences, games that make us concerned about their characters and games that make us feel as if we are in the game environment can provide particularly engaging and powerful experiences. For example, a survival-horror game that makes us concerned for our protagonist character’s safety and makes us feel like we ourselves are in that frightening environment is likely to evoke more powerful feelings of suspense and fear. In Iron Helix, though, the player is placed in the role of a human who is controlling a probe robot from afar. That human is in no immediate danger and is not even near the spooky setting the robot explores. The game’s narrative is thus an interesting departure from most games, and it asks questions about the way we vicariously experience games.

			It remains something of a psychological curiosity that we should feel vicarious emotions such as fear for fictional video game characters in virtual settings. What then of a game that generates such feelings with yet another degree of separation: a player controlling a character from afar who is in turn controlling a robot from afar? Perhaps the gravity of the Iron Helix experience has some basis in its late-twentieth-century cultural context. Literature and cinema of the period commonly featured themes of space-age technophobia and fear of alien threats, which can be seen as a cultural reaction to unease about nuclear proliferation and Cold War tensions. The lonely danger of Iron Helix and the antagonist engendered by scientific exploration are reminiscent of films such as 2001: A Space Odyssey and Alien (and even David Bowie’s Space Oddity). In perhaps a twist of post–Cold War optimism, though, the probe robot is, in the end, the hero of Iron Helix. In any case, Iron Helix serves as compelling evidence that while we are still working to understand why and how video game players feel so strongly for some of the games and characters they play, the video game medium can generate vicarious experiences so effectively that it has the potential to generate powerful feelings even with an added layer of vicariousness.

			Similar Franchises: Metal Gear (1998), Myst (1993), Resident Evil (1996)

			—James D. Ivory
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					Journey

					(est. 2012)

					Platform: PlayStation 3

					Developer: Thatgamecompany

				

			

			Upon its release, the adventure-exploration game Journey met critical acclaim and became the fastest-selling PlayStation Network game of its time. Alongside this popular reception, the game was also well met in game studies circles and found itself at the center of scholarly debates asking questions such as What is a video game? (Journey has been called a “walking simulator” or an “aesthetic experience”); What is an indie video game? (although Journey was billed as an indie game, it was built by an uncharacteristically large fourteen-person team and published by Sony); and Are video games art? (Journey was lauded as an achievement in emotional and meaningful interactive media). In some ways, these questions represent the myriad growing pains of a contemporary indie games movement that arguably emerged from digital distribution networks like Steam, Xbox Live, and PlayStation Network (indeed, Journey was originally only available as downloadable content from PlayStation Network). This is perhaps a fitting meta-narrative given that the game itself can be read as an allegory for life.

			Journey begins in an expansive desert in which—despite a bright sky—a star can be seen arcing from atop a faraway mountain, tracing over glistening dunes, and landing in the sand to ostensibly give birth to a robed player character, “the Traveler.” While there are no instructions, the game’s title and a glow from that mountain note the game’s purpose. Similarly, and in contrast to many games’ emphasis on character development, players control the Traveler without ever learning the particulars of his or her motivation or personality. Instead, the game tenders a semi-subjective perspective that emphasizes embodied phenomenology over psychological phenomenology.1 In other words, instead of getting inside the character’s mind, the player is encouraged to get inside the character’s body. Control over the Traveler is remarkably simple at first (mere walking) and becomes more sophisticated over the course of the game (leading to complex environmental interactions and nuanced floating movements). This enhanced ability to control the character parallels the growth of the Traveler’s runed scarf, which lengthens as players encounter twenty-one symbols during the game (collecting them all earns the player a “Transcendence trophy” and allows the player to choose a more powerful white robe for subsequent play-throughs). However, the scarf’s power and the player’s ability to control the Traveler’s body wanes as the player approaches the end of the game, and the Traveler eventually weakens to the point that the player can no longer control the Traveler’s body. In this way, embodied agency arcs over the course of gameplay, mirroring human physical weakness at the beginning and end of life.

			As the Traveler progresses through levels—the Beginning, the Bridge, the Desert, the Tunnels, the Temple, the Mountain, the Summit—he or she encounters the ruins of a lost civilization. Through such level obstacles as navigating platforms and activating bridges, the player encounters foes and friends—patrolling stone creatures guard the ruins against intruders (and upon attacking can shorten the Traveler’s scarf), while cloth creatures in the shape of jellyfish, hammerhead sharks, and dolphins help direct the Traveler down an ideal path, help craft bridges, and charge the scarf for extended flying. In addition to these game characters, players connected to the PlayStation Network may randomly encounter other player characters (nearly identical Travelers) who happen to be playing Journey at the same time. As it is a wordless game, these players cannot communicate with each other in detail, but they can offer cues using chimelike sounds or by leading, and in some of the game’s environments, symbols can be drawn in the sand. These interactions are generally anonymous during gameplay, however it may be possible to recognize another player by the patterns on their Traveler’s robe (which gains a glyph after each play-through). Despite this anonymity, the interactions have been described as somewhat intimate, given a mutual sense of powerlessness in communication, the surprise of social punctuation in the middle of an otherwise solitary journey, and the players’ ability to help charge each other’s scarves and “meditate” together. Then at the end of each zone, the Traveler encounters stones that, when activated, allow the Traveler to rest, show a vision of a white-robed figure, and depict the journey through that stage as it would have looked to that lost civilization.

			As the game draws to a close, the Traveler approaches the mountain and makes the difficult trek to the summit. The ever-colder climb drains the scarf’s power, and the character moves more slowly and awkwardly as he or she is pushed by snowy gales. Despite the brutal conditions, interactions with frozen cloth-creatures rejuvenate both the creatures and the Traveler so the journey may be completed. The frail Traveler ultimately passes through a mountaintop crevice to the summit, and as the screen fills with white light, the Traveler slows from a walk to a stumble and then falls to the snow. White-robed figures from the previous six levels then surround the Traveler’s body and—with a nod to reincarnation—the Traveler and the Traveler’s scarf are made whole again before being enveloped in light and launched back to where the game began—ostensibly as a star like that seen at the beginning of gameplay. And once the game has been completed, the player can see the PlayStation Network IDs of the other players they have encountered in the game, suggesting perhaps the notion (proposed by such scholars as Erik Erikson and Carl Jung2) that life-reflection is most common and strong for people at the end of their lives.

			Perhaps most notably, outside of simply not finishing the game, it is impossible to fail at Journey. There are no discrete objectives, and there is no penalty for particular actions and no obvious system for leveling up. Rather, the game is a sort of “non-denominational religious experience for players: to make them feel like a small yet crucial part of something vast, mysterious and powerful”3 in which the primary goal is the pilgrimage itself. Rather than highlighting strength and completion, as do most games, Journey privileges—and makes beautiful—the weakness and ephemerality of human life: the body, the relationships, and the uncertainty.

			Similar Franchises: Monument Valley (2014), Passage (2007), Unravel (2015)

			—Jaime Banks
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					Katamari Damacy

					(est. 2004)

					Platform: PlayStation 2

					Developer: Namco

				

			

			The Katamari Damacy series inspired a legion of sequels that revolve around a basic game concept of frantic navigation and unbridled accumulation taken to the logical extreme of eventually consuming everything on the planet. Katamari is notable for its novel pairing of navigation and accumulation mechanics, but it becomes unique by coating the potentially terrifying qualities of its uninhibited consumption with a cute and colorful audiovisual style derived from Japanese popular culture, an aesthetic that goes largely unaltered in its Western localization.

			In the game, a flamboyant, godlike figure, the King of All Cosmos, after ostensibly going on a drunken bender, has erased all the stars in the universe. The King’s solution to clean up his mess is to order his diminutive son, the Prince, to collect objects from Earth with a katamari, a special adhesive ball that can collect objects. Although the Prince starts collecting small objects like crayons and cookie tins, as his “clump” gets bigger, large objects and even living beings can be absorbed with ease. Once the clump, or ball, reaches a certain size in each of the various stages—the size of a Japanese house, of a local neighborhood, and eventually of the world itself—the Prince sends it to his demanding father, who transforms it into a replacement star in the sky.

			Keita Takahashi, Katamari’s director, conceived of this strange premise while taking a training program for visual designers at Namco Studio. Takahashi studied sculpture in college, but he was dismayed at how his initial creations served little function and eventually became trash. “I asked myself what I could create that wouldn’t need to be thrown away,” he said. “The answer I came up with was to affix some humor and ‘tool’ functionality to each thing. I made a robot that turned into a low table, a tissue box in the shape of a hippopotamus, and a goat-shaped flowerpot (you could drain water through its udders). By making art into tools, we can feel closer to these objects.”1

			Takahashi was not interested in becoming a sculptor, but this desire to comment on the wasteful aspects of material consumption through “recycling” forms is seen in the design of the Katamari series’ mechanics, most of which can be considered as part of a lineage of games that focus on navigation and consumption. Rolling, for example, is a mechanic the game appropriates from obstacle-course or navigation games that focus on rolling a ball through difficult paths, such as the arcade classic Marble Madness (1984) and the more contemporary and aesthetically similar Super Monkey Ball (2001). Like Marble Madness, Katamari uses a novel control scheme to re-create the mechanics of rolling. Whereas players controlled the former with a trackball, basically the entire control scheme for Katamari is located in the PlayStation 2 dual joysticks that substitute for the body of the Prince himself. “When you roll the katamari,” says Takahashi, “it feels like you roll it with your own two hands.”2

			The twist is that where previous rolling games used navigation to avoid objects, Katamari asks the player to eventually absorb every object in sight. Namco’s own dot-eating Pac-Man (1980) is an obvious example of a game that asks the player to consume, though Katamari’s hero assimilates whatever he absorbs in a vein similar to characters such as Kirby (1992) and Mega Man (1987), two heroes that retain the qualities of the objects they consume. Each object consumed by the Prince’s katamari affects the integrity of the ball itself; for example, sweeping up a pencil or watermelon can make the ball oblong and difficult to roll until the Prince rolls up something else to smooth the ball out.

			Because players are tasked with consuming more and more, the pressure to get “just one more object” increases as the timer ticks down on each stage. What masks this terror under timed duress is a quirky, Japanese pop aesthetic that is foregrounded even in localization. This begins with the developer’s decision to not translate the Japanese title of the game—which roughly means “clump spirit”—in order to market the game’s foreign qualities. Many other signifiers of Japanese popular culture are also left completely intact. The colorful aesthetic, inspired by the avant-garde paintings of Taro Okamoto, creates a retro sensibility out of the game engine’s low polygon limitations by using blocky textures to visually represent markers of Japanese everyday life. This is obviously visible in aspects such as the construction of Japanese houses and schools, but it is best seen in the details of objects in individual homes, from the central placement of a kotatsu (a low, wooden table with a built-in heater) in the living room, to the packets of dried squid, rice balls, and Glico biscuits that litter the table’s cluttered surface.

			The game’s music similarly comprises Japanese pop-culture signifiers that soften the game’s tense moments. Composed by ten Japanese vocalists, the sound track is a mix of musical styles ranging from pop and electronica to jazz and bossa nova. Stephen Reale argues that many of these Japanese pop numbers reflect a kawaii, or “cute,” aesthetic that focuses on pixelated sounds and catchy melodies to provide gamers with a sort of nostalgia for the games of their childhood.3 Many of the songs contain both English and Japanese lyrics that evoke warm encouragement (“Don’t worry! Do your best!”) or positive emotions (“Picnic mood, feel so good”) that are also left completely intact in the localized version.

			Thus Katamari’s high-stress mechanics of ever-increasing consumption are softened by cute and friendly design aspects of Japanese pop culture—representative of its anime and manga industries—that have also, fittingly, become the language of its eye-catching advertising. The largely unaltered acceptance of this audiovisual language among non-Japanese gamers shows how it has become imbricated within gaming cultures around the world. And as the game’s inclusion among the first games selected for the New York Museum of Modern Art’s permanent collection demonstrates, the appealing simplicity of this colorful aesthetic can approach the level of high art—particularly when paired with equally elegant and intuitive controls.

			Similar Franchises: The Munchables (2009), Noby Noby Boy (2009), and The Wonderful End of the World (2008)

			—Bryan Hikari Hartzheim

			
				
					Kingdom Hearts

					(est. 2002)

					Platform: PlayStation 2

					Developer: Square Enix

				

			

			The Kingdom Hearts franchise is the fruitful result of a collaboration between Square Enix and Disney. The games follow characters who travel to interconnected worlds taken directly from Disney and Square Enix as well as other worlds specially created for the franchise. But Kingdom Hearts should not be considered a mere crossover: it has become a franchise by itself. Through the mixing of East-Asian and Western universes, Kingdom Hearts highlights the complexity of transnationalism, as defined by “the interconnections and asymmetries that are promoted by the multidirectional flow of information and images, and by the ongoing cultural mixing and infiltration of these messages.”4 Indeed, while it partly follows the aesthetics of mukokuseki, or “something or someone lacking any nationality,”5 the series operates more as an assemblage than a synthesis of cultural symbols because it is still mainly identified by the country in which it was developed—Japan. Thus Kingdom Hearts stands as a symbol of transnationalism through the dual process with which it is associated—a blurring and acknowledgement of cultural borders.

			The Kingdom Hearts series tells the story of Sora and his friends, who witness their home world invaded by heartless, dark beings driven by their wish to consume hearts. The games follow Sora and other characters, armed with their “keyblades,” in their battle against darkness. One of the reasons the Kingdom Hearts games are a success is that they manage to mix the emotional and mature protagonists of Final Fantasy (1987–present) with Disney’s child-friendly characters. For instance, the Hollow Bastion Restoration Committee in Kingdom Hearts II is composed of Merlin, who appears as a cheerful character teaching Sora magic, and Squall (among others) from Final Fantasy VIII, who decides to change his name to “Leon” to amend for the fact that he was not able to protect his home world and loved ones from death and destruction.

			While the central theme of friendship can sometimes appear naive or obsessional—most protagonists are ready to sacrifice their lives for their friends—the franchise delivers a compelling story that has become increasingly complex with the release of each new game. Indeed, according to the producer of Kingdom Hearts Shinji Hashimoto, there was a need to convey a narrative that would be comparable to those of Final Fantasy games to ensure that their fan community would follow, while at the same time attracting younger gamers who would be drawn by the inclusion of Disney characters.

			Originally, Square Enix wished to create a 3D action game that would rival Super Mario 64 (1996). However, they quickly realized that only characters from the Disney franchise could be as popular as the famous plumber. Hence, Square Enix decided to build Kingdom Hearts around the international popularity of Disney. By combining one of the icons of American popular culture with the Final Fantasy series, which arguably popularized Japanese role-playing games in the Western world, Kingdom Hearts is unique because it is one of the only series that combines East-Asian and Western icons to create a global appeal, despite the lack of common ground between the two gaming and character-design cultures.

			It could be argued that Kingdom Hearts partly follows the aesthetics of mukokuseki. This can be seen in the cartoonish design Nomura gave his Final Fantasy characters in order to meld them with their Disney environments. They are sometimes even completely transformed—in the world from the Lion King, for example, Sora appears as a lion cub, holding his keyblade in his mouth. In this way, Kingdom Hearts relies on mukokuseki aesthetics to appeal to both Western and East-Asian audiences. Moreover, Kingdom Hearts slightly uproots Disney environments from their Western background. Indeed, it provides an adventure based on mutual childhood experiences through the exploration of Disney environments from an external point of view—that of adaptable Square Enix characters.

			This reflects the main strength of the series, which is that Disney’s properties are left intact but in turn are held together by Square Enix’s properties. The games are based on travel to separate worlds, the inhabitants of which are unaware that travel is possible between their worlds. In this way, Disney characters do not diverge from the tone of the original films they were in, and the plotline of each world can be easily adapted to the overwhelming battle of light and darkness that accompanies each installment. As a result, nearly all emblematic scenes occur outside the Disney worlds, which allows for a fluid plot development. Not only does this narrative device ensure the protection of Disney’s properties, but the crossing of each Disney world also provides a mini-narrative that is embedded in the game’s overall plot.

			Nevertheless, the protection of Disney’s and Square’s properties is not without limitations. Disney mainly gave authorization to Square Enix’s development team to create worlds and characters based on Disney properties. As a result, there is a noticeable discrepancy between scenes occurring in and outside Disney environments because the latter rely heavily on enigmatic dialogue and complex flashbacks. Several blog posts and online articles criticize the story of Kingdom Hearts for being unnecessarily complicated.6 In this case, these gamers might not deem it necessary to have such a convoluted story because of the presence of Disney characters. However, these gamers also forget that Kingdom Hearts is mainly a Japanese product.7 The dislike that some Western gamers express toward Square Enix’s approach highlights the difficulty of juggling property rights and the expectations of a heterogeneous audience.

			Thus Kingdom Hearts is more like a transnational than a global product. Indeed, while globalization tends to focus on synthesis and erasure of differences, transnationalism acknowledges and analyzes the significance of remaining borders and nationalism.8 The complex protection of intellectual rights and the inclusion of Disney icons in a Japanese game reflect upon one major focus of transnationalism: the asymmetries that are promoted by a cross-national flow of capital and media.

			Similar Franchises: Final Fantasy (1987), Odin Sphere (2007), The World Ends with You (2007)

			—Gaspard Pelurson

			
				
					King’s Quest

					(est. 1980)

					Platform: IBM PCjr

					Developer: Sierra On-Line

				

			

			King’s Quest is an animated, quasi-3D game franchise about the lighthearted trials and tribulations of the fictive Kingdom of Daventry’s royal family—excepting the franchise’s precursor, which focuses on Princess Priscilla of the land of Serenia (Wizard and the Princess, 1980). Allowing play as Knight Sir Graham (King’s Quest, 1983), as Princess Rosella (King’s Quest IV, 1988), as a peasant, Connor (King’s Quest VIII, 1998), or even as an aging King Graham as he recounts his life to his granddaughter Gwendolyn (King’s Quest, 2015), the franchise shows that video games can accommodate satirical retellings of classic stories and nuanced and diverse character representations, and that audiences will embrace this new form of “interactive fiction.” Equally important, the King’s Quest franchise not only accompanied the rise, fall, and rebirth of the mainstream PC adventure-game genre, it was also one of the rare major franchises almost entirely created and maintained by a female designer, Roberta Williams.

			With a text command-prompt interface and later with point-and-click mouse controls, the King’s Quest franchise created a leisurely PC gaming experience. Progress in the game centers on talking to characters and on the judicious, creative application of items found previously in the story. Because rushing around the screen often results in death, players are encouraged to slowly take in and explore the rich visuals and fantasy spaces. As a result, though adventure and so-called interactive fiction video games officially began with ADVENT (1976), it was King’s Quest that introduced high-quality visuals to give the Dungeons & Dragons–esque and largely text-dominated game genre a healthy “storybook” makeover.

			Appealing to the power of the book, Williams’s status as the franchise author remains unquestioned: her headshot and signature appeared on many of the game materials, and she never ceased to consider herself a storyteller rather than a game designer. “My goal is to create the ultimate story,” she stated in an early interview. “I want to make people so involved that they will feel they’re really there.”9 Her exceptionalism as a female storyteller in a game design field geared toward male programmers inspired and expanded the female player base for PC games: of King’s Quest IV (1988) registration cards sent to Sierra-On-Line, 35–40 percent were from women. Female players from around the world wrote letters to Williams, explaining how her games validated their experience with the computer, despite “not [being of] the typical profile of adventure gamers.”10 In fact, Williams as a female author, writing and drawing much of her eighteen adventure games at her kitchen table, drew a considerable audience by recasting the game design profession as a space where art and story should take precedence over controller responsiveness and graphic design.

			But above all, Kings’ Quest games bridged the conventions of text-based adventure fiction with the cinematic storytelling of an animated feature that crossed all manner of fairy tales and mythologies. They permitted a self-reflexive, transmedial look at the classic adventure tale in which the player could feel both ironic distance from and immersion in that tale. Obvious homages in King’s Quest to “Jack and the Beanstalk” and “Hansel and Gretel” were followed by elaborate puzzles related to “Little Red Riding Hood” (King’s Quest II, 1985), the minotaur of Greek mythology (King’s Quest VI, 1992), and more. King’s Quest VI, for example, was released the same year as Disney’s Aladdin (1992) and it also features a lamp seller who exchanges old lamps for new. For many players, the lamp seller is only this (a lamp seller) and as such simply reinforces the One-Thousand-and-One-Nights–esque setting. Players familiar with the film, however, will take ironic pleasure out of suspecting this ultimately harmless, in-game character of evil. These games serve as a skillful remediation of tales that have withstood the test of time, all channeled through an illustrious character—be it Graham, Alexander, Rosella, or others—solving puzzles and talking to non-player characters.

			These experiences are enhanced by clever descriptions full of tongue-in-cheek jokes and dialogue to match that further showcased Williams’s writing talent. For example, the game comforts the unfortunate player whose character falls into a spike pit with a pun: “Three spikes, you’re out!” Self-referential humor and sexual innuendo also find their way into these games, serving as a precursor to the double entendres of Disney’s The Little Mermaid (1989) and Beauty and the Beast (1992). When Alexander encounters the black widow spider in King’s Quest VI, for example, the sound track takes on striptease overtones as the spider says, “What a luscious-looking hunk of flesh you are.” Those familiar with the “femme fatale” trope can do what they like with it, but one is nevertheless presented with a puzzle to solve. Numerous quests also revolve around the successful interpretation of riddles, while others rely on creative interpretation of the literary canon: melting hearts of ice queens with harps, poisoning the three bears’ porridge and shouting “Open sesame” to open ancient doors.

			More than just offering interactive play with an immersive, audiovisual environment, the King’s Quest franchise offered us an opportunity to play with the entire back catalog of human storytelling and its endless archive of tropes, locations, characters, and objects. With the rise of the first-person shooter and the AAA title at the end of the 1990s, however, Sierra On-Line bowed out of a market that the company itself had helped cultivate and define. Efforts by Mark Seibert to make a Zelda-esque King’s Quest IX without Williams’s support collapsed in the early 2000s, followed by the never-to-be-seen prototype of Silicon Knights suppressed in a 2011 lawsuit with Epic Games, followed by another failed attempt by Telltale Games. And a fan-made sequel, The Silver Lining (2010) by Phoenix Online Studios, circulated as the unofficial King’s Quest IX. But the recent return of King’s Quest (2015) in the hands of developer The Odd Gentlemen—with Roberta Williams’s blessing given at the 2014 Game Awards—marks a point where those adults who grew up on Williams’s fiction might now have the chance to share (and remediate) the magic of computer storytelling anew.

			Similar Franchises: Mystery House (1980), Quest for Glory (1989), Space Quest (1986)

			—Evan Torner
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					The Last of Us

					(est. 2013)

					Platform: PlayStation 3

					Developer: Naughty Dog

				

			

			Set in a postapocalyptic world with humanity on the brink of destruction, the horror video game The Last of Us struck a chord with its audience immediately, winning two hundred Game of the Year awards and selling more than 7 million copies in its initial release. Following the story of Ellie—a fourteen-year-old girl immune to an infection that creates zombies—and Joel as they search for doctors who may be able to use Ellie to find a cure, The Last of Us resonates because, like The Walking Dead (2010), it is less about zombies and more about what it means to be human. In exploring this question, The Last of Us includes gay and lesbian characters in this conversation, which is rare for the industry.1 Because of this, The Last of Us serves as an exemplar for understanding shifting cultural beliefs about gays and lesbians.

			The Last of Us notably does not reduce gay and lesbian identity to mere sexual caricatures. When Joel and Ellie first meet Bill (an associate of Joel’s), Bill is characterized as paranoid and unfriendly. Nonetheless, Bill reluctantly helps Joel and Ellie get a truck working to continue their journey. In the process, we learn that Bill is gay after the discovery of the body of his significant other, Frank, who left a suicide note explaining he did not want to turn into a zombie after being infected—and saying that he hated Bill. This development reframes Bill as a deeply complex, flawed, and emotionally wrought person who now must confront the all-too-human pain of dealing with the loss of his significant other. Likewise, Bill’s constant, hostile, angry, and seemingly paranoid warning to Joel that “in this world, that sort of shit’s [caring for someone] good for one thing: gettin’ ya killed,” takes on a new meaning: love is a luxury. The message is amplified when considering horror video game conventions, in which connections between two people are valued even more because of the loss of humanity in such worlds. Bill’s loss suggests that the apocalypse has changed nothing for gays and lesbians. Hence, Bill’s earlier gruff, no-nonsense persona, which would otherwise make sense within the context of a horror video game, is recoded as a result. We recognize that Bill represents the gay masculinity of a man commonly referred to in gay culture today as a “bear.”

			Though Bill’s rugged, gay masculinity is a complex form of gay representation not often seen in mainstream media outlets, this nuance is complicated by the game’s treatment of Ellie’s emergent lesbian sexuality. Unlike Bill, Ellie remains closeted throughout the main game, and we only discover her sexuality in the downloadable content Left Behind. Left Behind begins when an event reminds Ellie of her last time with her friend Riley. Ellie and Riley sneak away from Ellie’s military school dorm room and find themselves at an abandoned mall. The tranquility of the mall allows the two teenage girls to engage in awkward, tense, sexually charged activities such as taking cute pictures in a photo booth. Left Behind ends with Ellie and Riley dancing awkwardly on a display case with “I Got You Babe” playing in the background before kissing each other. They are subsequently attacked and both bitten by zombies, and Ellie survives the encounter, Riley does not. In spite of its emotional weight—the dancing, the kiss, Riley’s final words—the characterization of their relationship does not exceed the boundaries of heteronormativity, and thus it leaves many players asking if the girls’ relationship is romantic in nature. This ambiguity required Neil Druckmann, codirector of The Last of Us, to later clarify on a 2014 Reddit AMA (Ask Me Anything) that their relationship was indeed romantic—with the caveat that “people have different interpretations to the material.”

			Though Naughty Dog can be commended for its inclusion and nuanced portrayals of Bill, Ellie, and Riley as major figures in The Last of Us, the constant deferral and ambiguity of their sexuality resonates with the concept of “homodomesticity,” or “the ways in which the domestic is used as a cultural template to configure ‘good’ gay and lesbian subjects.”2 For instance, Bill’s rugged persona, which might otherwise be interpreted as a sign of legitimate, heterosexual, hypermasculinity, is precisely what marks him as unsympathetic. Almost immediately after the player is encouraged to sympathize with Bill’s loss and see him as a complex individual, this sympathy is quickly pushed aside. As Ellie and Joel continue on their trip (without Bill), Ellie reveals that she stole a pornographic magazine from Bill. The magazine, titled Bearkin, quickly becomes a source of humor as Ellie jokes, “Why are these [pages] stuck together?” before throwing the magazine out the window and saying, “Bye-bye, dude.” Consequently, Naughty Dog is able to neutralize Bill’s threat of deviance while preserving the positive portrayal of Ellie (and later Riley in the prequel) as ambiguously non-heteronormative.

			Nonetheless, the portrayal of Bill, Ellie, and Riley achieves something rarely accomplished in video games. It gives them independence and agency over their own sexuality and actions rather than treating them solely as objects under a heterosexual male gaze. Though wrought with heteronormative tension, their relatively complex portrayals challenge industry practices and show that games with gay and lesbian protagonists and content can be successful. As Steven Doran argues in respect to the ABC sitcom Modern Family (2009), “It is easy to criticize Modern Family for being normative . . . [but] it is important to acknowledge the ways in which . . . the very presence of gays and lesbians in these representational spaces marks a potential for the expansion of queer sensibility into what were once intractable heterosexist realms.”3 Considered from the perspective of an industry that rarely includes gay and lesbian characters, Riley’s final words to Ellie ring with extra significance: “We fight. . . . For every second we get to spend with each other. Whether its two minutes . . . or two days. . . . We don’t give that up.” In the fight for better LGBTQ representation, whether it’s two characters . . . or one game with downloadable content. . . . We don’t give that up.

			Similar Franchises: Dragon Age (2009), Mass Effect 3 (2012), Red Dead Redemption (2010)

			—Daniel Sipocz

			
				
					League of Legends

					(est. 2009)

					Platform: Windows

					Developer: Riot Games

				

			

			In 2009, Riot Games released League of Legends (LoL), a spiritual successor and competitor to a Defense of the Ancients (DotA) mod created for Warcraft III. At the time, this sort of video game was unheard of beyond DotA and its predecessor, Aeon of Strife. Attempts to capture the essence of this popular, community-driven mod with a stand-alone game resulted in marginal success for DotA clones such as Demigod and Heroes of Newerth. Riot’s insistence on producing a more approachable version of DotA, while also staying connected and open to ideas within its online community, helped establish LoL as the most successful of these early, stand-alone adaptations. In order to avoid the standard “DotA clone” tag, Riot also coined a new name for this genre: “multiplayer online battle arenas” (MOBA) during its marketing of LoL.4

			Adding to the risk of venturing into a relatively unproven genre, Riot released LoL as a free-to-play game. This free-to-play model included a weekly rotation of free champions. Players could use champions outside of these rotations by purchasing them using either Influence Points (IP), earned through gameplay, or Riot Points (RP), obtained with real-world currency. Other than champions, RP could buy only cosmetic items such as champion skins and wards. Only IP could be used to purchase gameplay-altering items (e.g., runes). Because Riot structured the game in this way, players could download and play the game for free without gameplay disadvantages. This model attracted an immense player base, though many players did not generate revenue. Despite these risks, LoL became one of the most played and commercially successful games in the world. In 2014, Riot claimed LoL had 67 million monthly players and approximately 27 million playing each day. LoL also averaged nearly $108 million in revenues each month, roughly six times that of Defense of the Ancients 2.5

			One major factor in the success of LoL was Riot’s willingness to adopt key ideas crafted within the player-driven metagame (i.e., gameplay strategies considered optimal by players). One of the core components of this metagame, or meta, was the use of specific positions and roles for each player on a team. Comparing it to basketball, Jeffrey Lin, lead game designer of social systems at Riot, told Polygon, “The positions in every single game should be defined, because that’s a part of the game itself.”6 Basketball has five positions—point guard, shooting guard, small forward, power forward, and center—that work together in a manner best suited for success. Similarly, LoL has five positions—top, jungle, mid, bottom, and support—with players usually choosing to specialize in only one or two. Riot complemented this idea by integrating a mechanism into the game allowing players to choose their roles before each match.

			Borrowing in part from its team-sport structure, LoL became a game defined by its professional, competitive play. Along with this, Riot maintained yearlong update cycles, or “seasons,” with notable game changes usually taking place after that year’s world championship tournament. As in other competitive online games, new players were required to gain sufficient experience before progressing to ranked matches. Ranked matches placed players within skill-based divisions to ensure less-skilled players were not matched with professional-level players. But even at these lower, amateur levels, players were expected to follow standard aspects of the meta.

			Unlike most eSports, Riot typically runs or directly supervises professional LoL competitions instead of relying solely on third-party organizers. These competitions take place worldwide: in traditional areas like North America, Europe, and South Korea as well as in emerging areas like Brazil, Turkey, and Oceania. Riot’s competitive structure is largely a two-tier system. In the largest regions, professional teams are divided between the highest, championship-based league and a “challenger” league in which teams compete for a chance to join the higher league. In this way, professional LoL is similar to the British soccer-league system that uses promotions and relegations to ensure that its highest level always includes the best teams. An empirical marker of the success of LoL as a competitive sport was the final match of the 2014 World Championship that, according to ESPN, boasted an audience of 27 million people. This viewership was larger than both the Major League Baseball World Series (23.5 million viewers) and the NBA Finals (18 million viewers) that same year.

			A presumptive third-tier of Riot’s competitive structure was their NCAA-like North American Collegiate Championship. University students formed teams to compete against other universities across the United States and Canada. The 2014–2015 season had over five hundred teams attempting to qualify for regional tournaments, the winners of which would then go on to compete in a collegiate championship tournament. Some universities responded to the game’s growing popularity through increased support for LoL clubs and, in some instances, athletic scholarships for university-sanctioned LoL teams. Though scholarships are not uncommon as prizes for eSports tournaments such as Collegiate StarLeague’s StarCraft tournaments, LoL was the first eSports title to elicit such an administrative response. Riot incited this change by promoting LoL as comparable to traditional sports at a time when eSports were escalating in popularity.

			Riot inarguably established LoL as a game with global reach and a thriving community. By capitalizing on the potential of a new genre and adopting a free-to-play model, the game accrued a massive player base. While the vast majority of these players did not play at a professional level, they helped provide the audience necessary to propel LoL to the forefront of professional eSports. The popularity of Riot’s structured competitive leagues and worldwide competitions contributed to the growing acceptance of eSports in general as well as among traditional sporting outlets. For all of these reasons, League of Legends clearly established itself as being in a league of its own.

			Similar Franchises: Counterstrike (1999), Defense of the Ancients (2002), Heroes of Newerth (2010)

			—Joseph A. Fordham, Alex P. Leith, and Rabindra A. Ratan

			
				
					The Legend of Sword and Fairy

					(est. 1995)

					Platform: DOS

					Developer: Softstar

				

			

			Digital gaming in China remained a relatively peripheral activity for the technologically enlightened only until the early 1990s because personal computers were relatively rare. Apart from a Chinese replica of the Nintendo Entertainment System, Xiaobawang, released in 1993, which introduced pirated, classic Nintendo games to a general audience, the PC quickly became the dominant gaming platform from the mid-1990s onward. As one of the earliest indigenous Chinese PC games, The Legend of Sword and Fairy (1995), published by the Taiwanese company Softstar and created by Yao Zhuangxian and his team, is often celebrated as the most classic role-playing game in the Chinese-speaking world. The historical reason why the game enjoys such an unsurpassed status is that it was published during a brief period of surging creativity and experimental game design in the Taiwanese gaming industry. The initial popularity of The Legend of Sword and Fairy (TLSF) and a few other Chinese franchises such as Heroes of Jin Yong was followed by a drastic decline in the development of single-player games and a mass exodus to massively multiplayer online (MMO) game development in the 2000s, likely due to rampant pirating and huge profit margins. In the words of the lead developer of TLSF, Yao Zhuangxian, “The golden age for single-player games never came [in China].” In other words, with the industry-wide withdrawal from making single-player and narrative-driven games in China and rise of the predominantly free-to-play massively multiplayer online games, TLSF serves as a historical reminder of the short-lived prosperity of Chinese-made single-player video games.

			The story of TLSF is based on Chinese mythology and revolves around the ambiguous relationships between the protagonist sword-master Li Xiaoyao and his two female betrothed companions. This setting seems to appeal to a stereotypical Chinese teenage-male fantasy: the coming of age of a confused adolescent in a triangle relationship between two archetypal, idealized women. The first woman, Ling’er, is an innocent, submissive, and adorable girl who turns out to be an heiress of the ancient clan of Nüwa (a mythological goddess who patched the sky and created humanity). The second woman, Yueru, seems to be an arrogant and pampered girl from a prestigious family until she decides to sacrifice her life to rescue Ling’er after realizing Ling’er is pregnant with Xiaoyao’s child. This represents a significant departure from traditional Chinese narratives: despite her first appearance as a representation of traditional femininity, Ling’er actually prioritizes her role as protector of the realm instead of her role as a wife or a companion. In other words, female characters in TLSF are not simply objectified support characters for a male protagonist as in most modern Chinese fantasy novels.7 TLSF invented a narrative genre and characters that many woman gamers could identify with, and it was consequently one of the few games that was successful at bringing women into digital gaming in China.

			Even though TLSF is heavily influenced by the system design of turn-based Japanese role-playing games, it still remains an unsurpassed classic in China even twenty years after its successful release and is fondly remembered precisely because of its very emotional storytelling, which appeals to both Chinese men and women. For many players,8 the game was their first affective experience in video games: ecstasy, anger, restlessness, and sorrow were poetically interwoven in the details of objects, dialogues, images, and even combat. Each object, except for generic consumables, had its own hidden story. For instance, one of the first items obtained in the game is a pair of cloth shoes handcrafted by a female non-player character who is secretly in love with Xiaoyao, and exploring this relationship is an optional side-quest independent of the main story line. Likewise, fan reaction to the death of Yueru was comparable to the sadness fans of Final Fantasy VII (1997) felt at the death of Aerith Gainsborough. In the case of TLSF, this emotional response arose from the game’s compelling re-creation of Chinese sceneries, the graduate buildup of Yueru and Xiaoyao’s relationship during their search for Ling’er, and the final emotional moment when Yueru sacrificed her life to save Ling’er.

			TLSF has been retold and remade into dramas and TV shows countless times over the past two decades, but the emotional intensity of each player’s initial encounter with the game cannot be replicated—this speaks to the powerful impact of the original experience of the game. The cultural significance of TLSF comes from its very original introduction and adaptation of Chinese literary storytelling to the format of a video game, and as such TLSF established a very emotional bond with the first generation of both male and female Chinese gamers.

			However, though the franchise has seen nine releases that attempted to replicate the initial success of TLSF by adding new stories and characters but with a similar game design and narrative style, the characters and stories in the following sequels were less memorable, as the novelty had already been exhausted. In the end, by setting the bar so high, TLSF became a point of comparison and set a limit for Chinese role-playing games that prevented the industry from continually innovating. After the rise of massively multiplayer online games in the 2000s, the game industry never diversified from this narrative model—Chinese-language games made exclusively for a native audience never actively sought out an international audience until recently with some massively multiplayer online games. As a result, the development of single-player games never escaped from the shadow of The Legend of Sword and Fairy’s success or the overwhelming economic success of massively multiplayer online games, and hence this sector of the industry shrank to a marginal existence.

			Similar Franchises: Heroes of Jin Yong (1996), Legend of Swordman (1997), Xuan-Yuan Sword (1990)

			—Ge Zhang

			
				
					The Legend of Zelda

					(est. 1986)

					Platform: Nintendo Entertainment System

					Developer: Nintendo R&D4

				

			

			It’s a franchise that hardly needs introduction. Few gamers, if any, would have a hard time recalling Shigeru Miyamoto and Takashi Tezuka’s The Legend of Zelda. Even non-gamers would likely recognize that sword and bow-and-arrow wielding, mostly mute hero and his eponymous princess. Time and time again, after shattering the powerful Triforce of Wisdom, Zelda is captured by the evil Ganon (aka, Ganondorf) and in need of saving by the elvish Link. Though it would be easy to look at the franchise as a static retelling of the same story over and over again, such a perspective would obscure the complex themes taken up in each entry as well as the substantial impact the franchise has had on video gaming culture.

			Each iteration of the franchise provides a new narrative for the roaming lad in green. The details of each, while captivating, surpass easy review. And debate will certainly rage over which game in the franchise is the greatest. Yet looking back over the thirty years since The Legend of Zelda was released, particular elements of the game have been maintained over time. The gameplay of the Zelda franchise has been relatively consistent. Generally speaking, the Zelda series follows a format in which gaining access to weapons and abilities allows the player to progress to increasingly complex dungeons replete with puzzles, each hiding its own treasure (e.g., boomerang, bow, ice rod) that will often enable access to the next dungeon. As the Nintendo consoles improved in technology, gamers found new perspectives of the central hero, ranging from the traditional top-down view found in the original game to a more first- and third-person perspective as commonly found in role-playing games.

			Within each game’s narrative, gamers grapple with pseudo-religious themes of good versus evil, growing up, and self-sacrifice. Like many fantasy games, there is a special emphasis on larger issues of morality because Link and Zelda are portrayed as good and wise, while Ganon (or whatever villain the hero faces in each installment) is understood as evil. This simplistic positioning belies the remarkable complexity that exists between the games, especially viewing the overall narrative across seventeen games and over three decades. In the franchise as a whole, morality is touched with spiritual and theological notes (especially in Majora’s Mask) that have been linked to other elements of religion, philosophy, and theology.9 This complexity is also due, in part, to the use of the same central characters (Link, Zelda, Ganondorf/Ganon) throughout the series and the playfulness of the series with time and space.

			Although the central characters typically remain, many of the games in the franchise play with multiple worlds and multiple timelines. For example, in Ocarina of Time, gamers are given the ability to manipulate time using an ocarina, which allows them to alter things in the past to create new futures. In A Link to the Past (and similarly in A Link between Worlds), Link uses a magic mirror to travel between worlds of light and dark that are also created through manipulations of the timeline. These smaller manipulations within games are replicated across the franchise.

			Consequently, gamers have struggled to discern the overall timeline of the series, leading to controversial fan theories about the game. These theories were cleared up with the release of Japanese (2011) and English (2013) editions of Hyrule Historia,10 an encyclopedia dedicated to the franchise. In it, the timeline for the franchise was clarified, with the Ocarina of Time cited as a key juncture in the overall narrative, depending on the ending received in that game.

			Another strong, recurring element of the Zelda series is the use of music, both in terms of the highly recognizable theme of the series and how the player uses music. The original theme was composed by Koji Kondo, who has been responsible for some of the most iconic video game music of all time, including that of Super Mario Bros. The familiar melody of the original Nintendo Entertainment System game recurs in many of the later games. Smaller chimes are easily recalled by gamers, such as the songs of the ocarina in Ocarina of Time or the comforting melody the player hears when a secret is uncovered. Most prominently, in Ocarina of Time, the player must learn music as a heuristic device in order to perform certain actions, which also follow the background music in particular areas of the game.11 Recognizing the popularity of this music, Nintendo formed The Legend of Zelda: Symphony of the Goddesses, a touring symphony that plays original songs from the franchise. For the release of the latest game in the franchise The Legend of Zelda: Tri Force Heroes, the symphony was featured on The Late Show with Stephen Colbert, indicating how central the game and its music are to popular culture.

			Given the longevity of the franchise, it is no wonder that Zelda has long been a mainstay of gamer and popular culture. In 1989, as a part of the Super Mario Bros. Super Show, Nintendo created a short television series. Considered a remarkable failure, the show featured the central characters of Zelda, Link, and Ganon, and it was loosely based on the first two games in the franchise. Although horrible, the existence of the show indicated the staying power of the game’s central narrative. Sadly, Link’s catchphrase, “Well, excuuuuuse me, princess!” can still be heard in comic-book stores and GameStops across Hyrule. More recently, the world of Zelda was adapted in the Web series parody The Legend of Neil, in which a gamer (Neil) gets sucked into the world of Hyrule while playing the original game. Online, Link can also be found in Internet memes and macros, often captioned with the famous line “It’s dangerous to go alone! Take this.”

			Similar Franchises: 3D Dot Game Heroes (2009), Crystalis (1990), Secret of Mana (1993)

			—Aaron Hess

			
				
					Lineage

					(est. 1998)

					Platform: Windows and Mac OS X

					Developer: NCSOFT

				

			

			At a time when most mass-market games were developed in the United States, Lineage and Lineage II were two of the most popular online games developed in the global periphery and exported on a large scale to Western countries. Lineage emerged from Seoul, South Korea (home to developer NCSOFT), as a fantasy-theme, massively multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG) in which players could band together to form hunting parties, pledge to battle medieval fantasy monsters, and even fight each other. In Lineage, the remaining members of the royal family, represented by a prince class, form groups called “Blood Pledges” with the aim of returning the throne to its rightful lineage, and central to gameplay is players’ ability to collaborate, compete, and fight as the member of a Blood Pledge.12 These collaborative pledges were key to gameplay, but it was another type of social phenomenon that put the franchise on the map: its sophisticated infrastructures for player communities, both within and outside the game.

			When NCSOFT launched domestic service for the original title, only seventeen players were connected to the game, but that would grow to more than 4.3 million subscribers within a decade, making Lineage one of the largest online franchises in the world. Lineage II launched in 2003 to even more popular reception, solidifying online gaming as a full-fledged industry in Korea.13 Key to this success were several design and contextual elements that aligned the game intimately with South Korean culture and community orientations: gameplay activities fit for an Internet cafe aesthetic, mass play structures aligning with collectivist orientations, and narrative and ludic hybridization.

			The PC bang, or Internet cafe, emerged in Korea out of the explosive growth of personal computers in the late 1990s and early 2000s. These cafes became particularly popular because they offered a spatial and social infrastructure for young gamers in which to successfully play the online real-time strategy game StarCraft. Leveraging this popularity and infrastructure, Lineage introduced its castle-siege and guild systems, which maximized the competitive and community experience. This approach garnered a huge number of users, and Lineage became the dominant game, replacing StarCraft as the leading massively multiplayer online role-playing game in Korea.

			Regarding the game’s community structure, Lineage enables complex interaction among its players on a massive scale. The game can be played alone, but its allure is that it is community-based, which has been a very important feature for gamers in Korea and other East Asian countries. Players can join hunting parties and form allegiances, heightening their ability to fight their foes and monsters and giving them the chance to socialize with other players. This “mass play” approach resonates particularly well with Koreans and especially young Koreans because they particularly like to play with their friends, and South Korea is culturally collectivist—Koreans are low in individualist tendencies and very strong in their long-term orientations to one another.14 NCSOFT artfully integrated the fundamental characteristics of online games with this collectivist orientation in the process of updating and developing Lineage games, emphasizing solidarity, affiliation, and family in the formation of Blood Pledges and in the larger-scale collaborative groups. This cultural authenticity—perhaps paradoxically—contributed to the globalization of Lineage games. Although the developers remained faithful to local sensitivities and maintained a sense of cultural authenticity, the embedded social structures of the franchise resonated with gamers worldwide and contributed to the success of the franchise in the global market.

			Importantly, Lineage’s popularity was extended through an innovative hybridization of this local, cultural authenticity—a mix of a Western role-playing-game story line with Korean cultural settings—illustrative of the integration of Western and non-Western cultures in the digital game industry more broadly. Interestingly, the NCSOFT utilized two different approaches in this hybridization. First, when designing the original Lineage, NCSOFT recognized that Korean online gamers liked player-versus-player games characterized by graceful movements and preferred community interactions, playing roles within a social hierarchy to engage in coordinated strategies and other collective activities. However, U.S. players preferred a more predictable, player-versus-environment,15 which could usually be played alone and often involved battling computer-controlled AI (artificial intelligence) creatures or solving riddles, as in console games—a very different type of gameplay from that of player-versus-player games that required the live participation of multiple players. For Lineage II, therefore, NCSOFT adopted the preferences of American gamers, focusing on combat and player-versus-environment battles.

			Even before the emergence of modern multiplayer games such as World of Warcraft and League of Legends, the Lineage franchise had advanced social gaming by creating an aesthetic that symbolized the local player’s culture and mind-set. Lineage games successfully leveraged the critical relationship between in-game social interaction and those core social structures significant to the player’s local culture, and this ultimately illustrates that global localization can go beyond language translations to more fully incorporate cultural nuances and norms.

			Similar Franchises: Final Fantasy XI (2003), League of Legends (2009), World of Warcraft (2005)

			—Dal Yong Jin
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					Madden NFL

					(est. 1988)

					Platform: PC

					Developer: Electronic Arts

				

			

			In 1982, sports games were integral to the founding of Electronic Arts (EA). As part of his company’s vision, EA’s first president, Trip Hawkins, sought to unite the card- and dice-based sports games of his youth with televised sports.1 Football was the sport Hawkins loved most. In 1988, Hawkins recruited former football coach and then CBS television commentator John Madden to lend his name to a football simulation. The simulation would be called John Madden Football.2 Over the past several decades, the Madden franchise has continued to play a vital role in EA’s success, influencing sports video games, the video game industry, and sports broadcasting.

			Madden has been important for EA’s growth, but it has also functioned as a standard-bearer for simulation sports games. From the outset, John Madden insisted that a game bearing his name had to be true to the real sport. His desire for accurate sports simulation, especially in the console space, in turn influenced sports game development. Arguably, the motto for EA during much of the developer’s history, “If it’s in the game, it’s in the game!” represents an outgrowth of John Madden’s commitment to creating a simulation of football as close to the real thing as possible. In part, because of John Madden’s philosophy expressed in the Madden franchise, the contemporary sports video game now features realistic teams and players, player abilities, stadiums, and physics. Although some gamers still complain about details like missing equipment while others go to exhaustive lengths to fix what they perceive as unrealistic statistics and outcomes, the Madden franchise has attempted to create at least the perception of realism even though the digital version of the sport may not always match up with reality.

			Madden also influenced the sports game genre via a 2004 exclusive licensing agreement with the National Football League (NFL). The NFL’s agreement with Madden set the stage for other exclusivity agreements that still shape the sports game landscape. EA has formed exclusive partnerships with the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA), while 2K has the same agreement with WWE. For many sports game fans, however, these licensing agreements have stifled innovation in the genre. Over the past decade, fans have complained that Madden’s developers face no pressure to improve the series. With each annual Madden release, some sports gamers still hearken back to 2004 when 2K’s ESPN NFL 2K5 duked it out with Madden NFL 2005 for football game supremacy. The licensing agreement means competition in the football space does not exist.

			Madden has also been important to the video game industry in that it helped usher in the practice of the annual release. Where franchises have generally followed a long-term release schedule, as of 1992, EA has released Madden every year just ahead of the upcoming NFL season. Besides more substantive changes that may be implemented to various game modes, the annual release ensures up-to-date rosters, player likenesses, and rule changes. Although the nature of the annual changes varies, this pattern of yearly releases has been picked up by other game franchises like the Call of Duty series.

			The Madden franchise has also been significant outside video games. Although there is no question that Madden’s graphics and sound have been influenced by televised football, Madden has subsequently been important to how television now broadcasts the sport. The angle from which one plays Madden has been adopted by television broadcasts with the implementation of the Skycam. The Skycam system features a camera attached to a cable that runs parallel to the field. The camera travels along the cable,3 providing television producers and fans with the same kind of viewing angle one might see in Madden. Additionally, televised football increasingly features circular icons under the feet of players during replays. These icons highlight a given player’s movement in much the same way that under-the-feet icons highlight which player a user might be controlling while playing Madden. In this sense, the television and digital versions of the game have come full circle. Televised football once influenced Madden, but Madden has now come to influence televised football.

			Madden has also shaped how football players execute their sport. In 2009, Denver Broncos receiver Brandon Stokley pulled moves from his Madden gameplay by turning from an immediate touchdown and running perpendicular to his goal line to steal six seconds from his opponents’ late-game comeback. More broadly, Madden has functioned as a training tool for coaches at all levels of the sport. Those who play the game regularly cannot help but learn terminology concerning formations and personnel groupings such that they have a more sophisticated understanding of football than generations past. How football players think about themselves has also been influenced by Madden. Players look forward to EA’s annual announcement of their ratings ahead of the game’s release date to see how they stack up against their competition. In 2006, Bears defensive back Devin Hester became the first player to ever be assigned a 100 rating in speed, and he said, “That’s just about the best thing you could have told me.” With Madden, players can now quantify their abilities and reflect on who they are in new ways.

			In these ways, the Madden Football franchise has shaped the trajectory of the sports game genre and how it operates. It has shaped the way developers think about game release schedules, and it has altered how the game is broadcast and understood. Madden Football stands as an exemplar for the interplay between interactive and traditional media . . . if it’s in the game, it’s in the game.

			Similar Franchises: FIFA Football (1993), MLB: The Show (2006), NBA 2K (1999)

			—Andrew Baerg

			
				
					Manic Miner

					(est. 1983)

					Platform: ZX Spectrum

					Developer: Matthew Smith

				

			

			Published in 1983 for the Sinclair ZX Spectrum (and later ported to other platforms), Matthew Smith’s Manic Miner was one of the first British computer game blockbusters. Although obscure in the rest of the world, it is considered a classic in many European countries, where its status is comparable to the Mario games. It spawned a hit sequel, Jet Set Willy (1984), numerous official and unofficial ports, clones, and fan sequels, and it became a blueprint for many European 8-bit platformers. Because its design was heavily influenced by its British context, the game stands out as an example of a European take on the platformer genre, whose history that is often associated with mostly Japanese titles.

			Around 1982, British microcomputer software businesses started flourishing thanks to the introduction of affordable 8-bit machines like the Sinclair ZX Spectrum. Numerous small companies and hobbyists started to compete for the attention of a growing audience. Matthew Smith, a Liverpool-based teenager, was inspired by the Atari 8-bit computer game Miner 2049er (1982) to write his own platformer for the ZX Spectrum. Manic Miner’s main character, Willy, progresses through twenty screen-size caverns while collecting items and avoiding monsters—or “nasties,” as the game’s instruction sheet calls them. Unlike the arcade platformer Donkey Kong (1981), Manic Miner was more slow-paced and required precise timing and planning rather than fast reaction times. Given its plentiful content and arcade-grade graphics, the game was considered an impressive technical achievement. A contemporary review in the September 1983 issue of Computer & Video Games called the game “marvelous” and pointed out its “humor, horror and wholesome addiction.”

			The game combines a number of traits typical of early 1980s British game design. As did other notable hits like Trashman (1983) and Pyjamarama (1984), it featured a working-class character driven by mundane and material concerns rather than a fantasy or sci-fi hero on a quest to save the world or a damsel in distress. This trend reached its pinnacle with Peter Harrap’s Monty on the Run (1985), which featured an anthropomorphic mole escaping from the authorities after his participation in the UK miners’ strike of 1984–1985. At the same time, Manic Miner was a premier example of a design aesthetic that has been labeled “British surrealism” by Jeff Minter, himself a British surrealist and creator of the game The Attack of Mutant Camels (1983).4 Manic Miner’s caverns feature monsters such as mutant telephones and killer toilets; and when Willy dies, he is crushed by a Monty Pythonesque foot in a noninteractive cut-scene. Besides the tradition of British absurd humor, the style was a product of the carefree, “anything goes” atmosphere in which these games were created: according to an interview in the December 1984 issue of Sinclair User, the “animated toilet seats” were suggested to Smith by his three-year-old brother.

			Having initially published the game through Bug-Byte Software as a freelancer, Smith later cofounded the company Software Projects, which rereleased the title in a slightly altered version. Manic Miner became a big hit and generated considerable wealth for both the company and Smith himself. The title’s success contributed to the transformation of the British video game scene from a loosely connected network of “bedroom programmers” to a sizable and profitable industry. This put Smith under considerable pressure from the gaming press and fans to finish a Manic Miner sequel, Jet Set Willy. In the sequel, Willy, rich from the treasures he found in the previous game, has to clean up his mansion after throwing an opulent party. This time, Willy can walk between sixty-one screens in a nonlinear fashion. The mansion includes a liquor store and monsters (including pirouetting rabbits) that are even more bizarre than in the original game. When an exhausted and frustrated Smith released Jet Set Willy in 1984, it was well received, but the game included bugs that prevented players from completing it. As a result, Jet Set Willy became one of the first mass-produced games to receive an official patch. A series of machine code instructions was published in the British gaming press—for example, in the July 1984 issue of Popular Computer Games—so that players could fix the bugs themselves.

			Smith’s own story seemed to mirror that of miner Willy. After becoming rich and famous very fast, he indulged in partying and an eccentric lifestyle. Described by Sinclair User as a “merchant of mayhem,” he foreshadowed the antics of 1990s star developers like John Romero. In the late 1980s, he vanished from the British gaming scene, leaving behind a number of unfinished projects. His exit has drawn comparisons to that of another prodigious artist, the pioneer of psychedelic rock and founding member of Pink Floyd, Syd Barrett. As had Barrett, Smith became a figure of legend, and computer game fans reported his sightings on the early World Wide Web.5 He resurfaced in the late 1990s, surprised by his enduring status as a cult figure.

			As the Sinclair ZX Spectrum platform proliferated throughout Europe in the 1980s thanks to both official and unofficial cloning, so did the fame of Manic Miner and Jet Set Willy. In Czechoslovakia, for instance, Manic Miner became the default game to be ported to domestic 8-bit platforms. Almost immediately after the platform’s launch in 1985, a clone was made for the Tesla PMD 85 computer. Czechoslovak hobbyists also ported both games to the Sharp MZ 800, a locally popular Japanese machine. Throughout Europe, both titles were subject to extensive modding, and several editors were released for them in the 1980s. In early 2016, the World of Spectrum online archive of Spectrum software lists dozens of fan sequels that are being produced to this day. In 2012, a faithful port of the original Manic Miner was released for the Xbox 360. Thanks to the game’s reasonable learning curve, reliable collision detection, and irreverent level design, this early European classic stands out among the platformers of its time, and it is a game that can still be enjoyed and finished by today’s players.

			Similar Franchises: Dynamite Dan (1985), Monty on the Run (1985), Saimazoom (1984)

			—Jaroslav Švelch

			
				
					Medal of Honor

					(est. 1999)

					Platform: PlayStation

					Developer: DreamWorks Interactive

				

			

			War gaming has enjoyed a long history in video games. Beginning with the oldest Atari games such as Tank (1974) and Combat (1977), military-oriented gaming has been a mainstay of the video game tradition. Of the many games and game franchises devoted to the experience of war, the Medal of Honor franchise continues to be regarded for its excellence in gameplay and dedication to historical accuracy and realism. Nearly all set in World War II, the many installments of the Medal of Honor series follow the various war theaters across the conflict, including the Pacific. As a first-person shooter, the games give the player a strong sense of participating in the war efforts, especially when accented with historical footage, photographs, interviews with veterans, and realistic weaponry of the era. Of particular note is the way the game simulates major historical events as a part of gameplay. For example, in Medal of Honor: Allied Assault, gamers experience the D-Day assault on Omaha beach in a scene reminiscent of Steven Spielberg’s movie Saving Private Ryan. And in Rising Sun, gamers experience the bombing of Pearl Harbor as the game opens. It comes as no surprise that Spielberg had a strong hand in the creation of the original Medal of Honor game.

			Outside Spielberg’s cinematic genius, during game development, Electronic Arts consulted historians and other experts to craft realistic environments and narratives that follow the arc of history but are accented with the personal, fictional narratives of the games’ central characters. Using graphic historical scenes as powerful narrative devices, the games dominated sales in the war game and first-person shooter genres for over a decade. The early-franchise’s World War II narrative was accented with patriotic themes that were especially pertinent immediately after the terrorist attacks in the United States on September 11 and during U.S. combat efforts in Iraq and Afghanistan. Harking back to the Greatest Generation, the fictional narratives of the game touched upon ideals of self-sacrifice and personal commitment to a war effort.

			More recently, the Medal of Honor franchise has struggled to continue its lineage of historically based war games. This is due, in part, to the difficulty of maintaining World War II as a historical moment ideal for the gaming environment. As of 2007, the franchise had abandoned World War II as the central battleground for its games and instead turned toward more recent conflicts in its last two offerings, Medal of Honor (2010) and Warfighter (2012). These newer installments were regarded as failures by critics and gamers alike, receiving some of the lowest scores on metacritic.com in Medal of Honor history. While the gameplay in these installments resembles that of many of the previous installments of the game, the overall narrative lacks the broader moral and ethical implications of World War II with its background of the Holocaust, the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the use of nuclear weapons in Japan, and Allied efforts to storm the beaches of Normandy. These historical events provided the earlier games with rich, cultural resources they could use to explore notions of right and wrong.

			For more recent conflicts, such as those in Afghanistan and Iraq, the enemy is much less clear-cut, which is evident in gameplay. At the opening of Medal of Honor, the player hears believable news coverage of the September 11 attacks before the war effort begins, which creates the central conflict of the game. The protagonist then meets local, U.S.–friendly forces while in Afghanistan, and the question of trust comes up in the dialogue. Moreover, these friendly Afghan locals can easily be confused with the enemy. Let’s face it: it’s easier to kill Nazis.

			Later in the game, the player is instructed to assist in drone strikes using smart missiles, a practice that has stirred controversy both at home in the United States and abroad. Further, the nonuniformed enemy in Medal of Honor could almost be a generic, “Muslim” enemy. And when players lose a battle in the game, put down the controller, and turn on national news to hear about more U.S. deaths in the Middle East, a sense of unease or distaste carries over from the gaming experience.

			In contrast, other war games have avoided many of the pitfalls of a historically based yet modern war game. Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare and its sequels, for example, use an unnamed Middle Eastern country as the setting for their narrative action. Although the series picks up more specific countries later on and much of the gaming action plays out in specific counterterrorism settings, the universe created in the later Call of Duty games feels different from reality, as it should. Medal of Honor and Warfighter, through their commitment to realism in war-gaming play, effectively back themselves into a corner. Perhaps they’re too real for their own good.

			The Medal of Honor franchise, despite its flaws, should be judged for its original contribution to the war-gaming genre. Certainly, the attempt to use video games to memorialize the controversial events of any war is going to be complex and often fall short of fully capturing the horror, bravery, and massive losses of the battlefield,6 as do many films,7 even critical ones such as Full Metal Jacket. Yet despite this, the Medal of Honor franchise offered gamers grand moral narratives of history, exciting first-person gameplay using era-specific weaponry, and a cinematic experience that rivaled the biggest blockbuster films of the early 2000s.8

			Similar Franchises: Call of Duty (2003), Metal Gear Solid (1998), Wolfenstein (1981)

			—Aaron Hess

			
				
					Mega Man

					(est. 1987)

					Platform: Nintendo Entertainment System

					Developer: Capcom

				

			

			The core gameplay concept of most games in the Mega Man series is simple: our protagonist, generally a blue-hued android, battles his way past enemies and at the same time collects their powers for his own use. In much the same way, the franchise itself borrows from a variety of Japanese popular culture forms to create a unique fusion of gameplay and aesthetics that has proven lucrative enough to support over one hundred games across several subseries.

			The first game in the original Mega Man series, released in 1987, tasked players with controlling Mega Man, a former housekeeping robot reluctantly conscripted into combat by his creator and “father,” Dr. Light, to defeat the mad scientist Dr. Wily. This game, while notoriously challenging and difficult to finish without using tricks and exploits hard-wired into the coding of the Nintendo Entertainment System, laid the groundwork for the series to follow. From the start, players had their choice of six evil Robot Masters to pursue, each with its own themed levels—one of the first times players were allowed to choose their own path through a game rather than follow a predetermined route.9 When a player defeated a chosen Robot Master, Mega Man absorbed its elemental ability, facilitating a rock-paper-scissors style of gameplay in which certain powers were more or less powerful against other bosses. Later games expanded Mega Man’s move set by giving him the ability to slide, charge shots, and even call upon his robotic dog Rush, who can turn into a jet or any number of other vehicles.

			Mega Man X, released in 1993 on the still-new Super Nintendo platform, eschewed the cutesy aesthetics of its predecessor in favor of a vaguely cyberpunk dystopia. Here Mega Man was recast as X, a more powerful iteration of the original Mega Man developed by Dr. Light to protect the future after Light’s death. Alongside a ponytail-wearing swordsman named Zero, X battled evil “Maverick” robots that allied themselves with a despotic warlord named Sigma and were bent on humanity’s destruction. The series did not shy away from moral ambiguity, with dialogue and subplots subtly implying that X and Zero represented something akin to a fascist status quo that identified as rebellious villains any androids that might question their fealty to humans. As the series went on, the line between hero and villain became blurrier, though X was generally still cast as a noble hero. The gameplay became more complex to match, including new dash attacks and a greater focus on exploration to track down armor pieces and “heart tanks” to increase the player’s health. The X series kept the same open-ended structure as its predecessor, though later games would play with the formula—Mega Man X5, for instance, had players racing to build a weapon to destroy an impending asteroid, the success of this mission based on how quickly players finished levels and how many pieces of the weapon they could collect.

			It is difficult not to see the differences between the Mega Man and Mega Man X series, intentional or otherwise, as representative not only of the gamers playing them but of a growing trend of technology skepticism in Japanese culture. The edgier and more complex nature of Mega Man X (both in story and gameplay mechanics) appealed to players—who were grade-schoolers for the original series—approaching their teens in much the same way the Harry Potter series grew in complexity as its audience aged. But it was perhaps the coevolution of anime and manga that offered the most intriguing influence on the aesthetic and characters of the Mega Man franchise.

			Similar to many kid-focused manga and anime stories, the original Mega Man franchise told wide-eyed and upbeat science-fiction stories despite its notorious difficulty level. Mega Man fought to preserve peace and humanity in an automated future and regularly turned his enemies and rivals into friends. This hopeful view of technology and humanity as well as the very concept of a fighting robot boy and his scientist father were lifted more or less directly from Osamu Tezuka’s seminal anime and manga series Astro Boy.10 Mega Man’s design, with his large eyes, hands, and feet, was clearly meant to echo the titular character of that series. The post–atomic-age optimism of Tezuka’s work gradually gave way to cynicism both in his own work and in the work of later anime and manga creators. Mega Man X draws heavily from dystopian series like Ghost in the Shell and Casshan in style and themes (and the idea of rogue androids and the agents who hunt them is directly analogous to the film Blade Runner), but it also implicitly deals with themes of loss of cultural identity and humanity as found in much of the later work of Hayao Miyazaki, most notably in the film Spirited Away.11 Much as the surreal bathhouse of Miyazaki’s film reflects the sense of a bygone culture and history ignored by contemporary culture, so does X’s presence in a sea of violence and cruelty reflect his status as a relic of another age.

			Similarly, the Mega Man franchise has itself been treated as a relic of a different age. Despite attempts to recast the protagonist in different settings—a Tomb Raider–inspired Mega Man Legends series and a Pokémon-aping Mega Man Battle Network were launched, to varying degrees of success—series publisher Capcom has largely let the series go fallow to date, with only an occasional rerelease or guest appearance in games like Super Smash Bros. since 2010. Though Capcom has reportedly begun an animated series based on the character and longtime series director Keiji Inafune has been independently developing his own Mega Man–inspired franchises, it is unclear what the future of the series will be. Still, the aesthetic styling of Mega Man stands as a unique adaptation of existing popular culture. And more importantly, new, independent game franchises like Shovel Knight draw upon the series and borrow its gameplay designs for their own purposes, keeping the franchise’s traditions alive.

			Similar Franchises: Castlevania (1986), Metroid (1986), Strider (1989)

			—Bryan J. Carr

			
				
					Metal Gear

					(est. 1987)

					Platform: MSX2

					Developer: Kojima Productions

				

			

			The Metal Gear series, created and directed by Hideo Kojima, has had a profound and enduring impact on video game culture while almost single-handedly inventing the stealth-espionage game genre. Coupled with the franchise’s interest in commenting upon contemporary geopolitics, the Metal Gear series has become one of the most commercially and critically successful video game franchises of all time. In doing so, the franchise has also helped transform video games into one of the most powerful and widespread forms of interactive media today, as it not only mainstreamed stealth-based and nonviolent gameplay but also illustrated the extent to which video games could offer nuanced, incisive, political commentary.

			While the Metal Gear franchise borrows elements from Hollywood secret-agent films and action thrillers (e.g., Solid Snake is a homage to Kurt Russell’s iconic role as Snake Plisskin in John Carpenter’s film Escape from New York, 1981), its greatest inspiration comes from the antiwar themes of late-twentieth-century Japanese science-fiction animation, especially the Japanese “mecha,” or robot, narrative. The plot of each video game typically focuses on the quest of a single special-forces operative (the playable protagonists include Solid Snake, Raiden, Naked Snake, and Venom Snake) to investigate and neutralize the threat of “metal gears”: giant, mobile, nuclear-capable war robots. As the series progresses, Kojima expands his commentary to highlight the dangers of private military corporations, nuclear-weapons proliferation, unregulated genetic engineering, and the military-industrial complex.

			This ongoing critique stands in stark contrast to most action-oriented video games, especially the popular 3D video game shooters of the 1990s and 2000s (e.g., Call of Duty, Halo, and Battlefield). Whereas these shooters glorify spectacles of mass killing, Kojima’s Metal Gear Solid (1998) and Metal Gear Solid 2 (2001) feature thoughtful critiques of warfare, including prescient warnings about the misuse of the discourse of counterterrorism to justify neocolonial wars and political authoritarianism. Likewise, Metal Gear Solid 3 (2004) critiques the toxic legacy of the Soviet and U.S. military-industrial complexes of the Cold War, while Metal Gear Solid 4 (2008) critiques the undemocratic power of private military corporations and the unregulated consumerism of post–Cold War transnational capitalism.12 Most recently, Metal Gear Solid 5 (2015) critiques neocolonial military interventions that use impoverished nations as testing grounds for advanced weaponry.

			What makes these critiques so appealing is Kojima’s capacity to offer innovative forms of storytelling with each fresh iteration of the series. Metal Gear Solid delivers 3D gameplay environments, sophisticated voice-acting for the main characters, and a complex backstory of espionage and intrigue—often delivered through highly cinematic cut-scenes. Kojima’s script portrays the villains as complex, multidimensional characters with credible motivations, while key battles challenge players to use their ingenuity and wits instead of sheer firepower. Similarly, Metal Gear Solid 3 allows players to hide in natural foliage and vegetation, to control the in-game camera’s third-person point of view, and to hunt for edible food and animals. Metal Gear Solid 4 not only uses high-resolution gameplay indistinguishable from the visual quality of its cut-scenes but also allows players to manipulate cut-scenes at key moments (e.g., to recall a flashback from a prior game), which has the effect of significantly transforming the player’s understanding of the game. Metal Gear Solid 5, in turn, features a massive open world in which players can invade each other’s game, which adds to the sense of a world at war.

			Despite these changes, all of Kojima’s video games have a core ethical value; namely, they are a critique of violence used for political ends. Rather than simply telling players that violence is wrong, Kojima allows players to choose between using lethal and nonlethal tools. And each video game subtly discourages violence by making stealth tactics more rewarding and fulfilling for players than violent tactics. For instance, in Metal Gear Solid 3, the player’s confrontation with an enemy known as The Sorrow consists of wading along a sort of river of the dead filled with the spirits of every single person the player has killed—and if only nonlethal means have been used in the game, the river is empty—adding a sense of weight to the decisions made by the player. Scenes such as these are complemented by the fact that Kojima’s stories emphasize that the player’s opponents are not cardboard stereotypes: they are flawed human beings who may have made bad choices under difficult circumstances and are often still capable of redemption.

			Indeed, one of Metal Gear’s most important contributions to video game culture is the complexity and diversification of its character development. Major characters in the series suffer everything from posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and loss of limbs to neurological dysfunction, and as such, Metal Gear is one of the few video game franchises to show with honesty and frankness the long-term, negative effect of combat on soldiers and noncombatants. Indeed, the character dialogue frequently critiques the sheer absurdity and inhuman farce that is the heroic myth of war. Equally important, Kojima’s characters are not just complex, credible individuals who develop and change over time, they are diverse in terms of gender, race, and sexuality. Metal Gear is one of the few action franchises that has always featured a range of strong and independent female characters, including Meryl Silverburgh and Sniper Wolf in Metal Gear Solid, the Boss and Eva in Metal Gear Solid 3, and Naomi Hunter in Metal Gear Solid 4.

			In the opening sequence of Metal Gear Solid 4, as the player witnesses a military convey traveling across a desolate desert scattered with dead bodies and destroyed buildings, the franchise’s primary protagonist, Solid Snake, laments, “War has changed. It’s no longer about nations, ideologies, or ethnicity. . . . War—and its consumption of life—has become a well-oiled machine.” For U.S. players in 2008, the reference to the U.S. War on Terror would have been impossible to avoid. But that would not have been the only thing impossible to ignore; players would have also noticed that for the past three decades, the Metal Gear franchise has illustrated that war is not the only thing that has changed—so too has gaming.

			Similar Franchises: Deus Ex (2000), Spec Ops: The Line (2012), Tom Clancy’s Rainbow Six (1998)

			—Dennis Redmond

			
				
					Minecraft

					(est. 2009)

					Platform: PC

					Developer: Markus “Notch” Persson

				

			

			Minecraft is a multi-award-winning independent game that was initially created by Markus “Notch” Persson as a personal project, first publicly released in 2009, and later published by Persson’s company, Mojang, in the same year. It is an open world sandbox game that employs creation, exploration, and crafting in a highly stylized, procedurally generated world through what is primarily a first-person point of view. Heavily inspired by Zach Barth’s Infiniminer (2009) and Tarn Adams’s Dwarf Fortress (2002), Minecraft evolved into a global cultural phenomenon and was acquired by Microsoft for $2.5 billion in 2014.13 The original release was coded in the Java programming language, but it was later reverse engineered and opened to client-side modifications—a similar process was followed with the server that allowed plug-ins. Both actions were tacitly supported by Mojang, which helped to encourage the community. Hence, Minecraft has a robust community of mod developers. Examples include the free and open-source Spigot server and the Feed the Beast Infinity collection of more than 160 modifications that run all at the same time. However, what makes Minecraft special is the way it has become more than a game: since 2009, Minecraft has evolved to exist in a space that includes gaming, education, arts, merchandising, and game development as well as online and real-life communities. Today, Minecraft is well represented in mainstream games, emerging head-mounted display platforms, Internet memes, spin-off games, rip-off games, physical merchandising, Let’s Play videos, conventions, cosplay events, academia, arts, children’s toys, and tools for parents.

			As a game, Minecraft welcomes new players with its visual style of “voxels” (cubic pixels), which standardize the space. These voxels establish a blocky, architectural form for the realm, resulting in a graphical appearance that resembles 8-bit art. There is no tutorial, but there are how-tos, and walk-throughs abound on the Internet. By combining a simple stacking mechanic with multiple modes and modding capabilities, Minecraft encourages a broad range of play-styles and gives freedom to the player. With the release version and in survival mode, the player is presented with a vast world of challenges and infinite possibilities.

			Gameplay begins at dawn on the first day when the player must quickly scout out a defendable area, locate natural resources, craft basic tools, and build a shelter before nighttime when hostile monsters spawn automatically in dark areas. At some point, the player must either hunt for food or set up a farm. After the basic needs of the player are met, he or she has the choice of pursuing the game’s narrative and building resources to take on “the Ender Dragon” or indulging in self-guided endeavors. A series of achievements lead the player through the content and narrative. The survival player is constantly taunted by the environment in the form of the eponymous creeper, which lurks at night and waits to explode, causing death and destruction. There are no limits to the amount of building that a player may do other than the available blocks and height limit of the game world. Completing the narrative arc does not have an impact on building except to provide additional blocks only available in the End zone.

			Other game modes of Minecraft offer variations and different levels of access to game-world data and environment. Creative mode makes all possible block types available without mining and lets the player fly. This is used on multiplayer servers to construct epic architecture and re-create famous places from fiction and reality. Examples include Minis Tirith from Lord of the Rings, the spaceship from Battlestar Galactica, and landscapes from Denmark. Adventure mode gives the game-world creator more control over the destruction and creation of each block, which allows for more traditional custom maps.14 This crafts the player’s experience and favors an embedded narrative.

			As a creativity tool, Minecraft is an educational and artistic platform for students, teachers, and artists. The game’s popularity and staying power come from its ability to operate as a simulation and a framework for the desires of players. The environment supports a high degree of emergent possibilities based on the player’s interest. Though Minecraft’s voxels are low resolution, representing a challenge in creating the photorealistic, once embraced, they permit the player to be more creative in construction as they free the player from the demands of realism. The environment can operate as a computer-aided design program (CAD), and the data can be extracted with software like Mineways. Moreover, the presence of “redstone,” an in-game system of electronics, permits the construction of Turing complete (functional computer) devices and other interactive systems.

			This virtual environment presents a robust platform for art and performance when connected in multiplayer mode. Players’ interactions can be crafted through role-playing, architecture, live performances, and bots. Countless streaming media have emerged showing survival play, plug-ins, and narrative on channels like Yogscast or other venues like Twitch.tv and YouTube. These communities have also used physical platforms like Minecon and virtual platforms like Reddit to continue their interactions.

			Though some may see Minecraft as merely a game, Minecraft cities like Orwell are nonetheless alive with arts, culture, engineering, and now a concert hall.15 It is difficult to imagine this fading anytime soon. The simplicity and function of Minecraft work with its charming graphics and appeal to kids and ensuring it a place in gaming’s future. The varying modes and moddability make the game experience craftable and controllable by anyone wanting to use it for a purpose. Minecraft inspires by reminding us that the world—whether real or imagined—waits for the imprint of its players.

			Similar Franchises: The Elder Scrolls (1994), Terraria (2011), Warcraft (1994)

			—James Morgan and R. Yagiz Mungan

			
				
					Mortal Kombat

					(est. 1992)

					Platform: Arcade

					Developer: Midway Games

				

			

			Home to arguably one of the most recognizable phrases to come out of video games in the early 1990s—“Finish Him!”—Mortal Kombat (MK) has been an extremely successful video game franchise and cultural staple for more than twenty years. Since its inception in 1992, the franchise has gone on to sell more than 26 million copies across twenty-one titles.16 Beyond MK’s success in the video game market, the series has also spawned two movies, a trading-card game (1995), two TV shows (1996 and 1999), several comic books (1993–2013), a live stage show (1995), several video game tournaments held every year, a techno-music album (1994), clothing and accessories, and most recently, a Web series (2011–2013). The ability of MK’s aesthetic and trademark hyperviolence to persist across various media forms illuminates the appeal—and problems—of uncharacteristic realism in video games.

			Originally, MK was intended to be a video game adaptation of Jean-Claude Van Damme’s movie Universal Soldier (1992); however, the small, four-man development team could not obtain a license to the movie. Rather than dropping the project entirely, the team decided to continue but with a few changes. MK creators Ed Boone and John Tobias wanted to create a game that was more “hard-edged and serious” than its inspiration. Thus they incorporated elements of Chinese mythology, kung fu movies, and 1970s over-the-top exploitation films in creating what is one of the most controversial and successful game franchises of all time.17

			Boone and Tobias’s design decisions made MK an innovator in the fighting game genre. Early fighting games generally had animated characters, very little blood, and no finishing moves. Games like Fatal Fury (1991) and Street Fighter (1987) were considered technical precision games for which players had to master complex button and joystick combinations to execute the strongest attacks, while knowing how to properly block and move around the screen against an opponent—the design privileged challenging gameplay over realism and drama. Tobias and Boone’s MK’s design, in contrast, was focused on making players feel like they were doing damage when they attacked their opponent rather than precisely executing a series of commands. In order to achieve this, precision controls were simplified in favor of more realistic visual and aural cues: excessive amounts of blood, garish sound effects, and—at a time when most fighting games were using cartoonlike graphics—photorealistic sprites. Finally (and most infamously), MK introduced fatalities, or final deathblows, that allowed a victorious player to kill his or her opponent in remarkably brutal ways. Players were no longer just playing to beat each other, they were playing to completely eliminate their opponent—earning the right to pull off gruesome moves, such as Sub-Zero’s signature manual decapitation.

			The popularity of this realistic approach to the fighting genre paid off for the developers, and the popularity continued in 1993 with the release of Mortal Kombat II (MKII). Video game arcades experienced a resurgence during the 1990s, and the average arcade cabinet was selling around five thousand units over its market lifetime. According to newspaper reports at the time, WMS Industries, the parent company of MK publisher Midway Games, reported that MKII arcade cabinet sales reached 25,000 units—an unexpected commercial success. The 1994 home console release of MKII was, arguably, even more successful than the arcade release, bringing in over $50 million in its first week, which (according to the New York Times) outsold the opening-week receipts of contemporary Hollywood blockbusters such as Forest Gump and The Lion King.

			The popularity of MKII (and its gruesomeness) led Senators Joe Lieberman and Herb Kohl to take up the fight against marketing violent video games to minors. This occurred late in 1993, in the heat of a console war between Nintendo and Sega, both of whom were distributing MKII on their home consoles. Even though Nintendo censored the blood and fatalities and Sega implemented their own game-rating system, the U.S. Congress was not satisfied with either approach and began talks of implementing federal oversight of violent video games. In response to this, a coalition of major video game makers came together to create the Interactive Digital Software Association, which in 2003 was renamed the Entertainment Software Association. In response to congressional concerns over the MK franchise’s extreme violence, the association established an Entertainment Software Ratings Board (ESRB), convening an independent board of representatives tasked with evaluating each game’s content in a manner similar to that of the Motion Picture Association of America’s film-rating system18—a board that, to this day, plays a key role in regulating the video game industry.

			Today, the MK franchise continues to earn a Mature rating from the ESRB with nearly every release. But because the extreme violence and realism associated with MK’s trademark fatalities are somewhat on par with expectations for contemporary gaming, the MK series has had to innovate in other ways in order to stay relevant while continuing to stick to its hyperviolent roots. Mortal Kombat (2011), sometimes referred to as MK9, brought the series back to the first MK tournament in a successful reboot. This move allowed NetherRealm Studios, formerly Midway, to engage a new audience that may have been less familiar with MK’s running narrative. Then just as the franchise had adapted itself across media formats, Mortal Kombat X (2015) saw a further evolution in a shift to faction-based, multiplayer competition aimed at fostering collaboration and competition—evidence that game franchises must conform to marketplace demands or experience their own fatality.

			Similar Franchises: Death Race (1976), Street Fighter (1987), Soul Caliber (1996)

			—Charles Ecenbarger

			
				
					Mother

					(est. 1989)

					Platform: Nintendo Entertainment System

					Developer: Ape

				

			

			To experience Mother is to live something deep, meaningful, and frustratingly ineffable. Whatever it is, players love it—even if they can never quite get a grip on it. Perhaps Mother is, as critic Anthony Rogers put it, “one big joke, meant to entertain us,” or perhaps it’s “something more.”

			Does the game swap swords for baseball bats just to differentiate itself from other Dragon Quest clones, or is it saying something about modern times, the ideal 1950s Americana charm, or both? Is there something deeper about growing up here, or is it just there for us to giggle at the wacky characters? Can two people even have the same interpretations, or is what you take away from it entirely dependent on what you bring to it?19

			This ambiguity permeates every chapter of Mother, daring players to determine how much they’ll acquiesce to these games. Will they keep Mother at a distance, treating it as the ruse it could very well be? Or will they embrace it, give something to it, suspend their disbelief long enough to fall in love with it? The latter would involve some concession of innocence. And that’s exactly what Mother wants.

			Like other role-playing games (RPGs), every Mother story stars a young male protagonist tasked with saving the world from an invasion (the nature of the invading entity changes from game to game) by recruiting companions, collecting items that help in his quest, and uncovering latent powers and abilities along the way. Likewise, core game mechanics include everything one might expect from a role-playing game: turn-based combat sequences, experience points, menu-driven gameplay, overworld and underworld map dynamics, and statistical representations of more abstract player-character abilities—all wrapped in a sweeping, mythic narrative. Mother is a hero’s quest, to be sure.

			But Mother underscores innocence at every turn, even as it forces players to experience its loss. Mother’s heroes, after all, are just kids. They get homesick and have asthma attacks (with persistent drains on their health meters). They’re forever calling their overworked fathers for guidance (this is how players can save their progress). They’re constantly seeking a home-cooked meal (their favorite dish: whatever players input before the story begins). Unlike other games of their ilk (which tend to feature high-fantasy, Tolkienesque characters and settings), Mother games occupy small-town suburbias that smack of late-twentieth-century Americana. Each installment shows its heroes reluctantly abandoning the sanctity of their childhood homes, bidding their family farewell, and undertaking the dauntingly cosmic. Each stresses the importance of family and the sheer necessity of friendship, evoking a certain kind of nostalgia by foregrounding youth’s power and fragility. Mother, in fact, received its very name from John Lennon’s 1970 single (although the sequel was named Earthbound outside Japan). Like the songwriter, creator Shigesato Itoi felt strongly the sting of a parent’s absence when he was coming of age. So when it aims to make players feel alone, disoriented, inadequate, outnumbered, intimidated, or unprepared, Mother never relents.

			Mother’s preference for eschewing high fantasy in favor of suburban banality extends to combat too. Players confront their enemies (which can be table lamps, “new age retro hippies,” abstract art, zombie dogs, or wobbly robots) with a hodgepodge of juvenile weaponry (baseball bats, frying pans, slingshots, and bottle rockets). Yet while their tools can become deadly (albeit comically so), the characters’ approaches are not. In Mother, death is rare. Player characters “black out” when defeated. Enemies—never quite acting of their own volition—“become silent,” “stop moving,” or “regain their senses.” In Mother, hints of playfulness, even sensitivity, tinge combat (in fact, Mother 3’s addition of a rhythm-action component to battle sequences make it feel more like dancing than brawling). While every Mother journey ends with a grand encounter, emerging from it ultimately necessitates some act of discipline or reflection. For example, in Mother 2, overcoming the final enemy requires prayer (indeed, the game gives players no other option but to activate that little-used command in order to survive an impossible fight). And Mother 3 ends only if players refuse to attack when the hero discovers his foe is actually a long-lost brother. At the end of it all, Mother rewards restraint when other games might champion total annihilation. It presents hope, kindness, charity, and unity as the only viable strategies for winning.

			But all this misses something else altogether: Mother’s distinctive, self-referential narrative style. These stories about the end of the world shine when they step back to reveal themselves as simply video games. Mother repeatedly breaks the fourth wall, occasionally speaking directly to players, stealing brief moments of diegetic absurdity to help the player along (as when Ruffini, a dog “possessed by the spirit of the game designer,” offers a useful early tutorial in Mother 2) or simply to reward his or her careful attention (as when the protagonist claims to hail from a nondescript town called “Podunk”). Appearing as what might be an apotheosis of postmodernism, these games about impending doom are downright humorous; they inject a kind of whimsy into something unavoidably dark—and they want to be sure players recognize their effort at doing so.

			The effect is something inspired. At a time when players and critics alike tend to laud video games for some ability to help players transcend or project or escape, Mother reminds us that we are always right here, entirely aware of our complex relationship to its quips and quirks, nowhere other than in the midst of the emotional miasma it spins. While seemingly similar games celebrate the spirit of the journey, the joy of striking out, the thrill of leaving behind, Mother recalls the importance of coming home.

			Similar Franchises: Contact (2006), Dragon Quest (1986), Undertale (2015)

			—Bryan G. Behrenshausen

			
				
					Myst

					(est. 1993)

					Platform: Mac OS

					Developer: Cyan

				

			

			It has long been said that a book has the ability to transport the reader from reality to another world—but the Myst series takes this quite literally, creating a compelling story that is equal parts fantastic discovery and jealous ruin. The incredible early sales of the original gave purchase to an entire franchise of engaging Myst games spanning roughly twelve years. Additionally, the proliferation of the original served to popularize CD-ROM technology: a hardware component that was still relatively uncommon at the time of the game’s release in 1993. Developed by Cyan, Myst exploded onto computer screens as an immersive, surrealist adventure the likes of which the video games industry had never seen, quickly becoming a household name. A common first foray into gaming for many, it even managed to earn the title of best-selling computer game for almost a decade until dethroned by The Sims in 2002. From the original title onward, the Myst franchise forged a path for detailed world design, integrated story, and thought-provoking puzzles. Myst has left its mark on the industry by making us reevaluate our understanding of who plays and how, with its unprecedented consumption by a wide range of the demographic at a time when hard-core games like Doom (1993) seemed to be the market’s driving force. The rest, fittingly for a game centered around books, is history.

			Turmoil between fathers and their sons is often the center of the narrative, with Myst, Exile, and Revelation telling the tale of Atrus’s two boys, jealous of his innate ability to craft “Ages” (written descriptions of worlds that one can be transported to via a “linking book”), and Riven showing us the struggle between Atrus and his power-hungry father. Taking tonal and titular inspiration from the adventure novel The Mysterious Island (Jules Verne, 1874), the franchise tells of tumultuous familial struggles, a faceless stranger, and a wondrous, ancient craft. The plot generally revolves around the main character and protagonist, Atrus, and his ability to create Ages. Although developed characters exist in the worlds of Myst, it is very rare you encounter another person while in the game; players absorb most of the characterization through other forms—nonverbal cues, books Atrus has written, or Atrus himself—and this loneliness, while we’re immersed in the stories of these characters, is part of what makes Myst tick. This attention to world design as emphasized by cocreators Rand and Robyn Miller would become a hallmark of adventure games.

			Myst takes one on a genderless, faceless journey through these deserted yet intriguing spaces. The whole franchise is played from a first-person perspective, the player never seeing the features or hearing the voice of the person they control—a character who is aptly referred to as “the Stranger.” This seamless self-insertion, combined with the total mystery surrounding these attributes, contributes to the fact that the Myst series has been popular across almost all demographics. Explicit context is not usually provided in Myst games, and the user interface is minimal so as to not interrupt the diegesis of the experience. As a game that debuted in the awkward puberty stage of PC gaming alongside fast-paced, violent titles like Doom (1993), Myst managed to entrance a much broader audience of male and, most notably, female gamers with its accessible gameplay,20 retaining this broad user base even with later, tangentially related projects such as Uru: Ages Beyond Myst. As cocreator Robyn Miller states, appropriately, a large part of the Myst franchise’s appeal is its simplicity of access, both mechanically and emotionally. “We were continually thinking interface, interface, interface. The interface had to feel non-existent—cinematic—it could not require a manual or instruction. We were happy when our design decisions went unnoticed.”

			Unlike many other adventure games of its time, Myst is fairly unusual in the fact that its puzzles are integrated into the environment and the clues to solve them are not necessarily given in order. This is a prime example of “embedded narrative,” defined by Jenkins as one that is “pre-structured but embedded within the mise-en-scene awaiting discovery”21—that is, narrative information purposely built into the game world that the player can interpret. It also heavily utilizes geography to present a story and cultivate familiarity within an atmosphere of solitude and emptiness, presenting landmarks that guide players such as the mountain on Myst’s hub island. This led critics to declare that the world design of the series was bordering on artistic genius. This attention to world design continued throughout the franchise and set new standards for embedded narrative as well as environmental storytelling. Even today, the design ethos used to create Myst continues to inspire new titles such as Jonathan Blow’s The Witness (2016), another solitary world where puzzles embedded in the environment are designed to be meaningful within the game’s wider context.

			Gaming owes a great deal to Myst’s popularity. Not only did Myst become an accessible gateway for many into adventure gaming, Myst also proliferated the very hardware that was required to play it: the CD-ROM drive. With releases for Macintosh and IBM in late 1993 and early 1994, Myst had already sold an incredible 200,000 copies by April 1994. Other CD-ROM titles of the early 1990s would be lucky to sell tens of thousands, but by mid-1995 the game had already surpassed 1 million units sold.22 At a time when 3.5-inch diskettes were the standard, releasing a game for CD-ROM was a leap of faith by Cyan’s creators that ultimately paid off not only in revenue, but also in the dawn of a new hardware format for PC gaming. Dispelling the myth that it was the hard-core gamer who drove innovation, Myst provided a low barrier of entry with regard to engagement that then facilitated technological progress. The Myst franchise is still fondly remembered by many even today, and for good reason: not only was it a wondrous first foray into games for countless players, but the service the series has given both to the proliferation of PC hardware and environmental storytelling is immeasurable.

			Similar Franchises: The 7th Guest (1993), Obsidian (1996), The Room (2013)

			—Lucy Morris
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					Night Trap

					(est. 1992)

					Platform: Sega CD

					Developer: Digital Pictures

				

			

			For a game that would go on to play a pivotal role in establishing the Electronic Software Ratings Board (ESRB), the controversial game Night Trap had humble beginnings as a tech demonstration for Hasbro’s interactive VHS game Scene of the Crime. This demonstration was conducted to illustrate the workings of a new console system, tentatively titled Project NEMO, which would work primarily with live-action interactive games through full-motion video footage. The demonstration was a success, and after investing an estimated 7 million dollars for the sole rights to the technology, Hasbro commissioned the development of three games for the console. One of these games was the demo’s successor, Night Trap. No footage of Scene of the Crime is known to exist despite the large investment, but footage of the demonstration being delivered to Hasbro executives was hidden inside the later Sega CD release of Night Trap and accessible on the credits menu, the audio track of which revealed that the game was similar in theme and content. Project NEMO was given the official title Hasbro Control-Vision, but when the console’s production costs pushed the estimated price to $299, Hasbro decided to cancel the console’s development and release. This left Night Trap and its two companion titles unfinished.

			The impending release of the Sega CD in 1992 presented console game developers with an unprecedented degree of data storage that allowed for large files within games. Tom Zito, part of the original Night Trap development team, had since become a founding member of Digital Pictures, a new game-development company. Seeing the potential to transfer Night Trap to the Sega CD, Digital Pictures purchased the rights and original footage for the game in 1991 and completed filming for a Sega CD launch-day release.

			In true slasher-film style, the game focused on a group of five female coeds who travel to a remote lake house, coincidentally the site of five mysterious disappearances. A special operations group known as the Sega Control Attack Team (SCAT) surveils the house, revealing a unique security system of cameras and strange traps in each room—ranging from trapdoors to trick bookcases to drop stairs—which the player must control to save the women. The house is run by the seemingly wholesome Martin family, who are in fact vampires using a winery as a front to draw in victims. The coeds are also under threat from “Augers”—mask-wearing basement dwellers who crawl out of their hiding places to capture and draw the girls into the lake house’s dark recesses.

			It was the presence of these Augers that served as a catalyst for public outcry against the game’s release and the ensuing political debates about the moral state of video game culture. The behavior and appearance of the Augers, who wore nylon masks, drew on a cultural iconography of burglars and rapists. And though the player was tasked with protecting the five female coeds from the Augers, certain scenes generated controversy, such as that of a bathroom assault showing a woman in a skimpy nightgown being set upon by a group of Augers and subsequently dragged screaming through a trapdoor. Indeed, this scene in particular was the catalyst for subsequent outrage that saw the game at risk of being banned from distribution.

			Ironically, the game itself might have faded into obscurity if not for the political controversy it generated. Indeed, the game received mixed, predominantly mediocre, reviews. The game’s interactive components were restrictive, with player interaction limited to timed key-presses accompanying a visual prompt. These, along with long periods watching videos (akin to watching multiple, closed-circuit video monitors), severely limited the user’s ability to control events as they unfolded. What was innovative about Night Trap was not its controversial narrative and clunky interface but rather the game’s successful demonstration of how greater data capacity could change the face of gaming. Nonetheless, what is remembered is the controversy and its subsequent political ramifications.

			Soon after the game’s release, an angry alliance of parent groups rallied against the game as inappropriate for children, in no small part due to TV reports stating that “the object of the game was to kill and rape sexy co-eds.”1 The campaign was so effective that large retailers removed Night Trap from their shelves, fearing the game’s negative associations. Growing media and public attention on video game content culminated in a joint Senate Judiciary and Government Affairs Committee hearing to assess the game’s impact on children. Senators Joe Lieberman and Herb Kohl headed the committee hearing and later cosponsored a bill requiring companies to reveal video games’ violent and sexual content and rate their products accordingly.

			This controversy helped to cement—even to this day—the popular conception that video games are for children alone and that violence in games can encourage physical violence. For instance, Sen. Lieberman argued that “instead of enriching a child’s mind, these games teach a child to enjoy inflicting torture”; and others stated that Night Trap was a “sick, disgusting video game” that was a form of “child abuse.”2 And gaming technologies such as the Sega CD were not spared either: “CD technology is also making sexually explicit video games available.”3 Tom Zito believed the hearings were actually political maneuvering couched in a moral crusade, and he stated in a 1995 documentary titled Dangerous Games that Night Trap “was so new . . . so revolutionary . . . that it was ideal fodder for someone who wanted to use it as a political hand grenade.”

			The Senate hearings culminated in an agreement that a governing body would be established to review and regulate video game certifications. The ESRB was accordingly formed in 1994. Significantly, the board’s authority to rate a game Mature actually allowed game developers the freedom to produce mature games without fear of a backlash from retailers. Significantly, Night Trap’s impact on the regulation of the gaming industry far overshadowed its creative impact.

			Similar Franchises: Manhunt (2003), Mortal Kombat (1992), Postal (1997)

			—Kevin W. Taylor
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					Oddworld

					(est. 1997)

					Platform: PlayStation

					Developer: Oddworld Inhabitants

				

			

			In 1994, creative artists Lorne Lanning and Sherry McKenna cofounded the development company Oddworld Inhabitants with a groundbreaking vision that sought to wed the burgeoning world of digital art with the narrative potential of video games. The result was 1997’s Oddworld: Abe’s Oddysee, a game that drew inspiration from games like Prince of Persia (1989) and Out of This World (1991). A commercial and critical success, Abe’s Oddysee features an innovative “gamespeak” system (whereby the player-character speaks to control other game characters); environmental puzzles; and gorgeous, prerendered, 2D characters and backgrounds. The game went on to sell millions, giving rise to a cohesive series of games that all take place on a fictional planet where aboriginal mysticism and corporate greed exist side by side.

			As a whole, the Oddworld games have emphasized artistry, epic narrative, environmentalism, and class consciousness, creating a sprawling, fictional universe that not only entertains players but also encourages them to contemplate challenging sociopolitical issues. Specifically, the Oddworld games provoke questions about the relationship between civilization and nature and how contemporary consumerist lifestyles directly impact our world’s flora and fauna. Each game in the series explores ecological sustainability, promotes environmental tenets, and cautions against unbridled capitalist production.

			The Oddworld games offer a damning critique of capitalism and the military-industrial complex—the cooperation between governments and weapon manufacturers that produces a perpetual state of war. Abe’s Oddysee (1997) and Abe’s Exoddus (1998) are 2D puzzle platformers that focus on Abe. Abe is a Mudokon, a green humanoid creature whose race has been enslaved by the Glukkons, a corporate alien that is known for hunting various Oddworld species to extinction in the name of profit. In each game, the hapless Abe must embark on a hero’s journey through dilapidated factories and ancient temples in a quest to free his enslaved brethren while protecting the endangered species of Oddworld.

			As Abe’s Oddysee opens, the player learns about the extinction of the “Meech,” an animal on Oddworld that met its demise to satiate market demand for Meech pies. The amoral alien race of Glukkons represents uncontrolled capitalism and the dangers of a free market without environmental and labor regulations. While wearing designer suits and arguing in boardrooms, Glukkons orchestrate the destruction of wildlife habitats without flinching and will happily annihilate a species if it means a profitable quarter. In order to maintain this corporate empire, the Glukkons employ an army of sluglike Sligs, worms with biomechanical legs and itchy trigger fingers. So when a Slig kicks a laboring Mudokon slave in a Glukkon factory, Oddworld illustrates the violent connection between big business, weapon manufacturers, and private military companies. As players discover in Abe’s Exoddus, the militarized Glukkons provide the corporate Glukkons with a steady stream of Slig cadets in order to maintain a state of terror that upholds their shared capitalist interests. The Oddworld games repeatedly argue that such alliances only result in misery for laboring and indigenous populations.

			In contrast to the despoiled depots and industrial locations of Oddworld, the franchise presents natural areas as places of spirituality and communion. In order to overcome his Glukkon overlords, Abe must travel to ancient Mudokon temples, nestled within lush forests, and obtain the power of his people’s spirit animals. Although the Glukkons hunt Paramites and Scrabs mercilessly, players encounter them in their natural habitats as fierce but noble creatures, wildly dangerous but also part of large, fragile ecosystems. Indeed, this sense of fragile ecosystems is a common theme throughout the franchise. For instance, Oddworld: Stranger’s Wrath (2005) juxtaposes early Western frontier towns, full of prejudicial characters and criminals, with native settlements of a salamanderesque people who live in harmony with nature. After it is discovered that players have been hiding their identity as a Steef, a feared species of centaurlike creatures, they are chased out of town by the locals and have to find refuge with the salamander river folk. Yet these people are suffering because a corporation has built a dam in order to hoard and privatize the local water supply. The game teaches players about the consequences of redirecting otherwise natural water flows and condemns the corporate control of natural resources. In each Oddworld game, industrialized society acts as a place of corruption and distrust, whereas the wilderness, though often brutal at times, is the seat of virtue and understanding.

			Without reservation, the Oddworld games wear their progressive political agenda on their sleeves. This was part of the design intention, according to Oddworld creator Lorne Lanning.

			I wanted to take the most pop of pop culture, and convert it into meaningful modern day myths that would have great appeal to a wider audience. We also believed that people could find more empowering messages through gaming. So we targeted the anti-hero as our main character. Abe wasn’t the muscle-bound superhero that you wanted to be—he was the rather pathetic chump that you actually are. It was about rendering the journey out of the more powerless beings that we see ourselves as and at the place we most typically are, which is at the bottom of the global corporate food chain.1

			The Oddworld games are most notable for their allegorical, moral storytelling. Through outlandish characters and exaggerated locales, the series manages to hold a mirror up to society, offering equal parts critique and warning. These are games that champion the underdog—whether as lowly wage-slave or ostracized other—while focusing on the struggle between the haves and the have-nots, between the industrial and the natural, between spirituality and nihilism. In ways few games even attempt, the Oddworld franchise provides a necessary commentary on the importance of environmentalism and sustainability amid the destructive tendency of unfettered capitalism.

			Similar Franchises: Flashback (1992), Out of This World (1991), Prince of Persia (1989)

			—John Vanderhoef

			
				
					The Oregon Trail

					(est. 1971)

					Platform: DOS

					Developer: Minnesota Educational Computing Consortium

				

			

			”You have died of dysentery.” This iconic phrase represents the classic gameplay, style, and slightly bemused humor of one of the most popular educational video games of our time, The Oregon Trail. Originally created to teach eighth-grade history in 1971 by Don Rawitsch, Bill Heinemann, and Paul Dillenberger, The Oregon Trail is a video game franchise developed by the Minnesota Educational Computing Consortium that has sold over 65 million copies in the past four decades.2 Though it was adapted primarily for the Apple II computer, remakes exist today for personal computers, tablets, and smart phones. Because of its enduring popularity, in 2016 The Oregon Trail was inducted into the Strong National Museum of Play World Video Game Hall of Fame. Few games have been as widely accessible and as successfully applied to formal education systems as The Oregon Trail, thus making it the earliest example of a successful digital learning game.

			At its core, The Oregon Trail functions as a choice-based history simulation that encourages students to think more deeply about what life was like for pioneers traveling along two thousand miles of the dangerously harsh Oregon Trail during the mid-1800s. The premise puts players in the role of a wagon leader who must guide his or her traveling companions from the town of Independence, Missouri, to Willamette Valley, Oregon. Gameplay typically begins with players making a series of choices regarding the profession of their character (banker, carpenter, etc.), their traveling companions’ names (typing in any names they choose), what month to depart for their journey, and what supplies to buy. Once these choices are made, the player sets out on the trail and continues to make decisions regarding resource management, route selection, and pace of travel. Each choice carries risk: for example, traveling too fast may exhaust the party, exposing them to injury, disease (such as dysentery), and death (often accompanied with a funeral and customized epitaph for the departed). Though historical towns and forts enable supply replenishment, large rivers provide treacherous obstacles players must consider how to best overcome. Upon completion of the journey, players receive more points for each surviving companion and remaining resource, but players only need to survive the journey to win.

			As a learning game, The Oregon Trail doesn’t lecture or promote rote memorization of facts. Rather, the goal is to provide students with an understanding of the trials of pioneer life from a first-person perspective that encourages thinking more reflectively about history. In a 2016 Ask Me Anything interview on reddit.com, game designer Don Rawitsch commented on the ways such games have the potential to teach: “It gives people a chance to ‘feel’ history by participating. It provides a way to ‘test’ the results of alternative historical outcomes. But history is also enlivened by stories, so you need to read it as well.” When students are able to experience simulated history through digital games, they can envision themselves as a participant and develop a stronger appreciation for historical events.

			The creators of The Oregon Trail weren’t just using the game to teach about pioneer life, they were pioneers in the video game industry because the game represents one of the earliest examples of a serious digital game; that is, a digital game designed to promote knowledge or skills.3 Because a complete and meaningful play-through requires little time investment (under an hour), learners can practice through multiple play-throughs in a low-stakes, trial-and-error learning environment. Though players are responsible for making numerous decisions that impact the game, they do not need to make these decisions on their own because the game features an “Ask for Advice” option so they can make more informed decisions. This allows students to utilize just-in-time learning opportunities to gain information when it is most needed (e.g., information regarding how travel may be different for pioneers leaving in May as opposed to leaving in August). This affords learners a sense of agency and control because they can utilize their new knowledge in a manner that facilitates experiential learning by doing.

			Specific to the style and goals of the game, players of The Oregon Trail learn about historical references, important landmarks, and the experiences and aspirations of the pioneers. The game also provides opportunities for accidental learning. Students learn how to think through the pros and cons of making balanced decisions; basic math skills impact a player’s decision regarding what to buy and trade; and players learn patience in deciding when to rest or wait for the right time to cross a river. Players also learn the harsh reality that despite preparation, sometimes unexpected events occur that negatively impact outcomes in unforeseen ways. Overall, The Oregon Trail provides an educational context for multiple types of learning in a digital space.

			However, critics argue that the game features an overt cultural bias by presuming a white-male perspective; the viewpoints of women and racial minorities are hidden from view. The game emphasizes work and divisions of labor that fall only within the male domain (e.g., hunting and trading), whereas women more likely labored in tasks such as community building, child care, and conflict resolution.4 Furthermore, real social issues of the time (including institutionally accepted sexism and racism) are conspicuously absent from the game. Thus the game erroneously forces all students into the role of thinking and acting as a white male. Ultimately, teachers must acknowledge these issues to promote awareness of the biases and cultural assumptions of the time.

			Despite this important criticism, players look back at The Oregon Trail as a learning experience that transcends the game itself. Because many students across the United States played the game as a component of their formal education, it persists as a shared cultural phenomenon. The game has since inspired Internet memes, ironic T-shirts, a zombie-theme spoof game (Organ Trail), and a tabletop, party-game adaptation. Ultimately, it creates a shared space in which players can bond over the notion that death by dysentery can be both cruel and comical at the same time.

			Similar Franchises: Reader Rabbit (1986), Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego? (1985), The Yukon Trail (1994)

			—Aubrie Adams
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					Pac-Man

					(est. 1980)

					Platform: Arcade

					Developer: Namco

				

			

			One way to understand the success of Pac-Man is to recognize how the franchise has reacted to advances in the video game industry. Pac-Man adapted to the transition from arcade games to home consoles; created one of the first video game sequels; embraced third-party software and content modification; mastered franchise branding; crossed over into other media; employed narratives before they were commonplace in video games; and incorporated gender inclusivity in video games. By successfully navigating these steps in the evolution of video games, Pac-Man became one of the first video game icons recognized in popular culture.

			Created by Toru Iwatani for Namco in 1980, the game was licensed by Midway in the United States, and Pac-Man quickly became an international sensation. Iwatani claimed that Pac-Man’s design was partly inspired by a pizza with a slice removed and the Japanese character for mouth (口). In Japan, Iwatani’s creation went by the name “Puck-Man” because the main character resembled a hockey puck. Also, the title was a play on the Japanese word for the sound of eating when the mouth is opening wide and shutting quickly, paku-paku. In the United States, the name was changed to “Pac-Man” for fear that arcade games might be vandalized in reference to an English expletive. Even though Iwatani named his character Puck-Man, Iwatani recognized that few games were attracting female players, so he attempted to design a game that would attract men and women equally.1

			The original Pac-Man arcade game offered an alternative to the gameplay of popular space shooters such as Asteroids and Space Invaders and Pong-derivative sports games. Pac-Man is a maze game in which the avatar must consume all the dots before being caught by the colorful ghosts chasing him. The table can be turned on the ghosts for a short time, however, when Pac-Man consumes a power-ball (one of the first examples of a power-up function), allowing him to eat the ghosts. As Pac-Man advances through levels, the difficulty of the game increases: the ghosts’ speed increases, and the time granted to Pac-Man’s power-ball power shortens. The continually heightened stakes and more difficult challenges make Pac-Man a highly addictive game to play. This practice of increased difficulty per level became a mainstay of video games and an essential aspect of other future classics such as Tetris. Increased difficulty (via mission difficulty) and maze layout would also be employed in games such as Grand Theft Auto, Wolfenstein 3D, and Doom.

			Visually, Pac-Man took full advantage of the limited graphic technology of the time. Bright colors and pixelated visuals were attractive focal points of the game because they contrasted with a black background. The boldly colored red, pink, cyan, and orange ghosts each had names (Blinky, Pinky, Inky, and Clyde) and were easy to identify from across an arcade as they chased bright-yellow Pac-Man throughout the maze. When the graphics were combined with the game’s memorable gameplay and distinctive audio for eating dots, power-up moments, and game-over, Namco and Iwatani had a hit.

			Pac-Man’s success led to an early use of modification and the later industry practice of creating sequels to successful games. Ms. Pac-Man was originally an illegal, modified game named Crazy Otto. Midway purchased the game, and since Midway had the American distribution rights for Pac-Man, it licensed and distributed the modified game as an American sequel to Pac-Man. Ms. Pac-Man introduced narrative cut-scenes, updated mazes, and bouncing fruit as a bonus to increase the overall score and went on to become the highest-grossing American-created arcade game in history. Due to the combined success of Pac-Man and Ms. Pac-Man, the franchise became one of the most successful arcade games of all time, and it has been recognized as the most common coin-operated arcade machine worldwide.2

			While Pac-Man saw early conversion to home console use on the Atari 2600 in March 1982, the game was rushed, and the product was a lesser version of the arcade original. Also, Atari produced 12 million copies of the game even though they had only sold 10 million home consoles. The costs incurred by the failure of this game contributed to the dissolution of Atari. However, once home console technology improved, the Pac-Man franchise was rebooted, and today the Pac-Man universe includes over twenty home console titles. Pac-Man has been adapted for 3D platforms, handheld consoles, iOS and Android, and desktop computers. Whenever, a new trend, video game technology, or platform is released, expect a Pac-Man game to arrive soon after.

			Even though Pac-Man saw its greatest success during the “Golden Age of Arcade Games,” Pac-Man has remained a successful franchise. Pac-Man has been made into more than one cartoon, the newest of which, Pac-Man and the Ghostly Adventures, began airing in 2013. And in an example of a phenomenon coming full circle, some Pac-Man video game releases have been based on Pac-Man television shows. But Pac-Man has not only moved into television: Pac-Man merchandise can be found internationally, and Pac-Man even became a character in the movie Pixels, meeting his creator, Toru Iwatani.3 As further evidence of Pac-Man’s success, in 2009, the Davie-Brown Index found Pac-Man to be the most recognizable video game character in America.

			In this recounting of the successes of Pac-Man, two factors emerge. First, as mentioned earlier, with almost every new trend, platform, or technology, a version of Pac-Man soon followed. Therefore, the inverse is almost as true: wherever a Pac-Man game can be found, you can identify a step in the evolution of the video game industry. Second, long-term franchise success depends on iconic characters, captivating video gameplay, and a puzzle to be solved (in the case of the original Pac-Man, that puzzle is completing the maze). Pac-Man teaches us that as long as a franchise keeps to the core concepts that make a game great, it can evolve along with video games. In fact, the game, may even become greater than the industry that created it, entering the annals of popular culture iconography.

			Similar Franchises: Donkey Kong (1981), Mario Brothers (1983), Space Invaders (1978)

			—Benjamin Triana

			
				
					Papers, Please

					(est. 2013)

					Platform: Windows and OS X

					Developer: Lucas Pope

				

			

			The game summary on the Papers, Please website that the game is “a dystopian paperwork simulator” makes the game sound crushingly boring, but Lucas Pope’s 2013 title shows how bits of paper can change the course of someone’s life and the direction of society. The game places the player in the role of “the Inspector,” a man chosen by lottery to act as a border agent for the Ministry of Admission in the fictional, war-torn nation of Arstotzka. Arstotzka has established a tense peace with its neighbor Kolechia, and a border-crossing station has opened. The player must examine each immigrant’s documents, check for inconsistencies based on an ever-shifting rule book, and decide how to process the immigrant (admit, deny, or detain). Each correctly processed immigrant is worth five credits, which are necessary to keep the Inspector’s family alive. Disobeying the rules penalizes the player five credits, and too many penalties will jeopardize the Inspector’s family. Persistent poverty causes the death of the Inspector’s family, which is one of the game’s twenty different endings.

			The balance between individual, humanitarian concerns and the security of the state is a challenging dilemma. Papers, Please shows the dehumanizing effect of Weberian democracy (a system in which equality under the law is technologically enforced by bureaucracy) as a narrative in the game’s development. It demonstrates how a game can enact elements of disempowerment and dehumanization while forcing players to confront the balance of humanity, bureaucracy, and security in practice rather than in theory.

			Sociologist Max Weber focused part of his work Economy and Society4 on bureaucracy, and the Arstotzka checkpoint is a near-perfect realization of the drawbacks of Weberian bureaucracy. Individuals in Papers, Please are not processed as people but as documents compared to shifting rules. The validity of the documents determines the worth of the person, thus it is the rules that make a person valuable in a bureaucratic system. The player has an incentive to process immigrants according to certain rules, but a strict adherence to these rules means that the player, as the Inspector, must treat people with an icy disregard. A hopeful mother arrives at the checkpoint having been separated from her son for six years, but her documents are not in order. The player is forced to either deny the mother and receive the credits, or admit the mother and accept the penalty. This moral choice might appear complex, but the game trains the player to avoid carefully weighing difficult questions by making each decision timed. Papers, Please never gives the player the “right answer,” and it makes sure the player never has time to think. In this way, Papers, Please shows how bureaucracy industrializes human interaction, thus dehumanizing both the immigrants and the Inspector. The immigrant is nothing but paper, the Inspector is a document reviewer, and both are only valuable if they are correct.

			The challenge of following unclear rules also became part of the game’s development for iOS. A build for the iOS App Store was rejected due to nudity. During part of the game, the Inspector is able to check for weight or sex discrepancies by forcing people to enter a body scanner that removes their clothes. While the scanner is also useful for catching weapons or “harmless medicine,” this invasion of privacy and the stripping of immigrants is one of the unsettling aspects of the security state. Because Apple’s policy implies that certain topics, such as sex or political criticism, are better suited to media other than apps and games,5 the initial Papers, Please build was banned. Pope and Apple later reached a compromise that allowed players to turn the nudity off if they found it offensive. The nudity in Papers, Please was not pornographic or erotic, but all nudity was treated as pornography. Ignoring human context in favor of rigid adherence to practice is the exact practice Papers, Please critiques.

			The scanner is one of the few items that make Arstotzka safer because most of the additional screening procedures fail to make a real difference. Of the thirty days of gameplay, there are nineteen days of terrorist attacks, and fewer than half can be prevented by the player. Papers, Please enacts a great deal of “security theater”; that is, the state appears to act in response to people’s fears but in fact has little regard for their actual safety.6 Since each terrorist attack ends the day and limits the ability of the Inspector to earn additional credits, the player is forced to accept this loss.

			Most video games with oppressive systems empower the player to resist and become important, but Papers, Please rewards obedience. Following all the rules without any major resistance rewards the player with an Endless mode, meaning the player’s hard work is rewarded with more work. Weber noted that bureaucracy is a “steel housing.” Escaping one system is possible, but the escape looks like trading one system for another. Papers, Please moves game design forward by showing us that morality is made up of those small choices that haunt us at night. The game asks us to be satisfied with small bits of humanity glimpsed through the cracks of a system. And if nothing else, it helps us be a little more patient when waiting in a security line at the airport: maintaining security is harder than it looks.

			Similar Franchises: The Republia Times (2012), The Westport Independent (2016), This War of Mine (2014)

			—Ian Derk

			
				
					Pokémon

					(est. 1996)

					Platform: Game boy

					Developer: Game Freak

				

			

			Pokémon (the word itself is a portmanteau for “pocket monsters”) began as a concept in the mind of Satoshi Tajiri at some point in the late 1980s. Tajiri, a professional programmer and lifelong video game devotee, was also fond of a common Japanese childhood pastime in which youngsters collect and raise insects as companion animals. With the rapid disappearance of rural communities and increasing urbanization, Tajiri was concerned that successive generations would not be able to enjoy this rather unique cultural institution. From that humble beginning, the Pokémon franchise has grown into a multibillion-dollar franchise that includes not only a bevy of console games but also television shows, films, music, toys, and a collectible card game, and it has been adopted and promoted by the Japanese government as a vessel of cultural ambassadorship.7

			Pokémon’s success is often attributed to savvy marketing and the somewhat accidental inclusion of hidden features that invited gamers to participate more actively. The original design involved capturing 150 different types of monsters in order to complete the player’s collection; however, a programmer at Tajiri’s company, Game Freak, included an extra character in the source code as a joke among the development staff. This secret Pokémon—known as Mew—was hidden in what little ancillary space remained on the game cartridges. Once avid players discovered the monster’s existence, it generated greater community communication on exploiting glitches to obtain the secret. Acting on this fan-centered initiative, Game Freak and Nintendo sponsored official giveaways and eventually even made Mew a central figure in the franchise’s first foray into film. This marked the beginning of what grew to become one of the most robust and active fan bases in the world, thereby fulfilling Tajiri’s vision of a game that pushed its players to interact with one another in cooperation and friendly competition.8

			While it is the case that marketing played a major role in Pokémon’s preliminary success, the structure of the franchise itself must be credited with the game’s ongoing presence in popular culture and its popularity among fans of all ages, cultures, and demographics. The crux of its narrative is that humans and companion creatures must rely on each other, with human trainers collecting and competing through the medium of various species. The year 2016 marked the twentieth anniversary of the series, and there are now generations of fans for whom Pokémon formed an integral part of their childhood. This is especially true among participants in the Play! Pokémon community, the officially recognized venue for organized competition in both the Pokémon video games and Pokémon card games. The games are played as a tournament series that begins at the local level and progresses to a final, international competition, all of which are based on area clubs known as ”leagues.” According to one member of a Pokémon league in Texas, these leagues are meant “to promote friendship, honesty, and caring for other creatures.” Others have readily agreed with this. The owner of a tournament series indicated in an interview that “the games, the community, the movies . . . most people are drawn to them because of nostalgia.” Older players appear to be most interested in sharing a sense of childhood with others who hold similar experiences. Likewise, a large number of adult players introduce their children to the franchise, maintaining its prevalence through this type of cross-generational involvement.

			Collection, completion, and achievement provide parallel avenues for fans of all ages to build a communal, imagined world and the means for all to be a part of a group without necessarily having to antagonize rivals. While these elements are not unique to Pokémon, their particular formulation very much is. Pokémon is different from other, similar properties in that Tajiri originated the idea of cooperative competition in a setting that also places importance on a personal connection to the means of competition—that is, one must not simply capture and train monsters, one must befriend, care for, and protect them. Therefore, when rivalries are present, they are acted upon through the forces of friendship and cooperation, making players into trainers and teammates rather than owners or masters. To be sure, many of the older fan base have engaged in a humorous analysis of the game that focuses on these darker potentialities—such as through fan games and image-based memes—though with an obvious tongue-in-cheek awareness that the themes of friendship and collaboration are most prevalent and central to participation.

			In both narrative and organized tournaments, Pokémon takes advantage of a natural human desire for constructive social networks, while in the case of older players, Pokémon leans on a desire out of childhood nostalgia to create imagined community spaces for the sake of junior players. Imagined communities are those in which membership is determined through nonphysical means, often by choice; examples include national identities and sports-team fan bases. Social science holds that imagined communities are central to human psychological well-being and make up a considerable portion of individual identity. In the same way, Pokémon enthusiasts take on the role of “trainer” or “professor” and act out these parts by engaging in play. Professors are the more senior members of the community who act to encourage participation and adherence to Pokémon’s core values of fairness, friendship, and positive interaction. In so doing, they also make real their own sense of nostalgia while vicariously enjoying the games by guiding others to do so in direct competition.

			Asked why they continue to play, members of local leagues in Texas, California, and Japan have responded overwhelmingly that they enjoy the authentic bonds formed over friendly contests. According to personal testimony, genuine bonds such as these are less prevalent in other areas of adult players’ lives, leading them to return to their fondly recalled childhood memories by playing and sharing Pokémon with others, as Tajiri initially envisioned. With the introduction of Pokémon Go, the series evolved again to leverage the mobility and communication features inherent in mobile phones. Even as technology has influenced the franchise, gameplay remains true to the central features of Pokémon that challenge players to seek out fellow gamers and interact on friendly, competitive terms.

			Similar Franchises: Dragon Quest (1986), Tamagotchi (1996), Yo-Kai Watch (2013)

			—Jared Miracle

			
				
					Pong

					(est. 1972)

					Platform: Arcade

					Developer: Atari

				

			

			Atari’s Pong was the first great video game franchise. Its influence was felt most keenly in the arcade and console segments of the industry, where it spawned a cornucopia of variations and a sea of competitors. Indeed, the Atari 2600, widely considered the first major console, was designed largely with Pong and similar games in mind. However, Atari’s initial Pong machine was an arcade model that was first unveiled to the public on November 29, 1972, in a California bar named Andy Capp’s Tavern. The popularity of the machine became evident when, in a matter of weeks (or the next day, according to some accounts), designer Allan Alcorn had to be summoned to fix the machine. The problem was that the coin box had overflowed, temporarily disabling the machine’s components. This popularity was, of course, a very nice problem to have and foreshadowed the influence that this ball-and-paddle game would have on a burgeoning video game market.

			Pong wasn’t the first coin-operated video game, however; that credit is usually given to Nolan Bushnell and Ted Dabney’s Computer Space. That machine, based on a hacker-designed mainframe game called Spacewar!, had flopped miserably, allegedly because it was too complex for novices to control (in truth, it wasn’t a very a good adaptation, lacking key features of the original). And Pong wasn’t the first ball-and-paddle computer game either. William Higinbotham’s Tennis for Two was played by attendees at a 1958 family event at the Brookhaven National Laboratory. Later, an engineer named Ralph Baer designed a “Brown Box” prototype of the game that could be played on an ordinary TV. A substantially revised version of the prototype was then produced by Magnavox in 1971 as the Odyssey Home Entertainment System. It’s a matter of some debate as to what extent Bushnell was inspired by these earlier efforts, though it seems clear he was aware of both. However, Atari’s Pong did have some notable innovations, including its novel sound effects and controls that were simpler than the Odyssey version. In any case, it was far more commercially successful than any video game to come before it.

			Atari’s Pong arcade machine was wonderfully intuitive and easy to play. According to Ian Bogost and Nick Montfort, “Pong solved the problem that plagued Computer Space—ease of use—partly by being based on the familiar game table tennis and partly due to the simplicity of its gameplay instructions: Avoid missing ball for high score.”9 Two players controlled rectangular paddles on either side of the screen. The paddles could be moved up or down by rotating a knob on the control panel; there was no way to move horizontally. Players scored points by sending the ball (actually a small cube) back and forth until someone missed. The paddle was segmented to enable banking shots against the sides of the screen, a feature that, as Steven Kent points out, made it “more like squash than ping-pong.”10 In any case, the necessity of having a partner to play with likely contributed to the game’s success: word-of-mouth advertising and social interaction (i.e., “trash talk”) possibly compensated for the admittedly Spartan presentation.

			An entrepreneur and engineer, Bushnell was quick to capitalize on the success of Pong, and soon the wood-grain cabinets with bold yellow styling were showing up all over America. Atari released several clever (and some not-so-clever) variations the following year, including Pong-In-A-Barrel, Pong Doubles, and even a licensed edition called Snoopy Pong, with a cabinet resembling the titular cartoon character’s iconic doghouse.

			The next major innovation came in 1975 when Atari released the first home version of the game through Sears. It was marketed under their Tele-Games label and retailed for $98.95 ($436.51 when adjusted for inflation). It featured sound and color graphics (assuming you had a color television set), and it meant you no longer had to stand in line or inhale secondhand smoke just to play Pong. What’s more, moving Pong from bars and arcades to the nation’s living rooms expanded its demographic reach, pulling in parents and children alike. The simple, direct gameplay meant video games were now accessible to a broad audience for the first time.

			A year later, Atari released its own branded version, but by then a host of imitators had waded into the market, most notably Coleco. According to Bill Loguidice and Matt Barton, Coleco’s president Arnold Greenberg had the foresight to become a preferred vendor of General Instruments, which had designed a low-cost “Pong-on-a-chip” that could play six variations of Pong.11 Coleco was far from alone. By 1977, they’d been joined by RadioShack, Kmart, Commodore, Tandy, Philips, and Univox, just to name a few of the more prominent brands churning out ball-and-paddle games. Meanwhile, Ralph Baer and Magnavox took Atari to court for infringing on their patents, which ended in a lucrative settlement for Magnavox.

			An oversaturation of the market with ball-and-paddle games led to the first video game crash in 1977. Fortunately, a Japanese import called Space Invaders was able to resurrect the North American market the following year. This seminal “shoot ’em up” game was itself largely inspired by a Pong derivative, namely, Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak’s Breakout (1972). Indeed, Atari’s 2600 console had languished until 1980 when a well-designed and highly anticipated cartridge conversion of Space Invaders hit the shelves.

			In 1999, Hasbro Interactive published Pong: The Next Level, a significantly updated version of the game with 3D graphics. For those preferring more authentic re-creations, there are the Plug & Play TV Games by Toymax and Atari Keychains by Basic Fun, both with paddle controllers that connect directly to a television. The appeal of these and other modern remakes seems to hinge on the nostalgia of gamers who grew up playing Pong in the arcade or at home. That said, recent innovations in virtual reality (e.g., Oculus Rift, HTC Vive, etc.) could very well restore demand for easy-to-learn yet hard-to-master games like Pong. Indeed, if recent projects like Reddoll Srl’s VG PING PONG, Mergin Studio’s Pong It! VR, and Colopl NI’s Cyberpong VR are any indication, reports of Pong’s obsolescence have been greatly exaggerated.

			Similar Franchises: Breakout (1976), Pacman (1980), Space Invaders (1978)

			—Matt Barton and Kyle McClure

			
				
					Portal

					(est. 2007)

					Platform: Windows

					Developer: Valve

				

			

			In 2007, Valve released Portal as part of its collection The Orange Box (which also included Half Life 2 and Team Fortress 2). Portal garnered praise from gamers and critics for its creative gameplay, storytelling, and dark humor. PC Gamer UK described it as “a magnificent puzzle game” wherein “the titillating wrongness of every solution and the wonky thinking required to get there make you feel like a space-folding genius.” Portal and its sequel Portal 2 hold “universal acclaim” on Metacritic. This acclaim is perhaps not surprising given the franchise’s significant influence on gaming culture by reinventing first-person shooter storytelling while shifting gameplay away from killing bodies and more toward manipulating environments.

			The player controls Chell, a woman awaking in captivity as “a human rat trapped in a high tech maze.”12 In the first game, the character GLaDOS (an operating system presented as a disembodied voice), informs Chell that she resides in the Aperture Science Computer-aided Enrichment Center as the result of a “brief detention,” while Portal 2 has Chell reawakening to a seemingly postapocalyptic world. In both games, the player moves Chell through a series of test chambers, progressing in difficulty, to seek escape. To make this interesting, the Portal series implements mechanics that reward cerebral experimentation rather than rote violence. Specifically, the games replace traditional weaponry with a handheld, portal-creation device. The device allows portals to be placed on certain surfaces, allowing near-instantaneous travel across distances, often following disorienting geometries that invert axes and subvert visual expectations. Momentum is preserved, meaning that when Chell jumps into a portal, she emerges from the portal’s exit at an equal velocity. How the player controls these portals creates opportunities for novel gameplay.

			To progress through puzzles, players must think creatively about portal placement. For example, in Portal’s Test Chamber 15, a tall barrier blocks the player’s path. To proceed, the player must create a portal in the ground that in turn leads to a portal high atop a wall. Since momentum is maintained when traveling through portals, jumping into the ground portal will result in the player flying out of the portal atop the wall. However, it is impossible using this setup to generate enough velocity to carry the player over the impeding barrier. Only through repeated trial and error does the player eventually realize that a third portal is needed: he or she must have Chell jump into the ground portal and fly out of the wall portal then quickly create another portal on the ground beneath her while still falling, which will then enable Chell to generate enough velocity to propel herself over the barrier. Such twisted level components are significant not only for standing out from more stereotypical puzzles in a design sense but also for uniquely reinventing the norms of first-person shooter gameplay by incorporating elements of physics, puzzle, and platformer genres. These elements were extended in Portal 2, which similarly redefined collaborative gameplay for first-person shooter games because it required players to work interdependently to solve puzzles rather than as independent agents striving toward a common goal; in this mode, their interdependence is critical to success.

			In addition to reshaping core, first-person shooter mechanics, the Portal series similarly advanced the art of first-person shooter storytelling. Central narrative techniques, such as characterization, were approached in novel ways. For instance, Portal’s Test Chamber 17 requires the player to carry a box adorned with pink hearts—a “Companion Cube” capable of deflecting laser beams and weighing down buttons—in order to move through the level. In a game in which isolation is a key theme, Valve wanted this cube to serve as a proxy for social collaboration; in other words, rather than the player relying on another player to, say, hold down a button, the cube would perform this function for them. So through clever dialogue, the player is reminded that progression through the level would be impossible if not for their inanimate companion; and this connection is gradually strengthened, until at the end of the level, as a cruel surprise, the player must sacrifice their Companion Cube to an incinerator. The effect of this coupling of gameplay with narrative is that it minimizes the distance between the “story-story” (the dramatic backstory created by developers) and the “gameplay story” (the unique stories players create while playing the game), which leads to stronger player immersion. (In fact, Valve claims that some players initially refused to sacrifice the cube, and perhaps not surprisingly, there is significant demand for Companion Cube plushies.)13 Thus, as a game that privileges discovery and solving puzzles over shooting and explosions, the game’s art becomes an additional narrative reward for players enjoying the first-person shooter experience at a more leisurely pace.

			That Portal’s narrative and ludic genre-bending was so well received may speak to an argument made by some game scholars that the concept of genre is becoming less important as video games evolve as a medium. Rather, more nuanced approaches focusing on discrete characteristics are needed to evaluate games as texts and experiences. For instance, a model proposed by Geoff King and Tanya Krzywinska calls for consideration of the intersections among platforms (hardware characteristics), genre (gameplay characteristics), mode (interactivity characteristics such as perspective and player number), and milieu (stylistic and narrative characteristics).14 Others suggest approaches like recognizing prototypicality and deviations, following genre evolutions similar to biological evolution, or even scrapping the notion of genre altogether. Portal and an increasing number of nonconforming games seem to call for these kinds of more nuanced evaluation—and that is no piece of cake.

			Similar Franchises: Antichamber (2013), Quantum Conundrum (2012), The Stanley Parable (2013)

			—Rudy McDaniel

			
				
					Prince of Persia

					(est. 1989)

					Platform: Apple II

					Developer: Jordan Mechner

				

			

			Upon its release in 1989, Prince of Persia was a revelation. Created by Yale graduate and video game innovator Jordan Mechner, the game impressed players with its highly polished rotoscoping graphics, a compelling sound track, and innovative gameplay elements that worked extremely well with its story line. In Mechner’s words, “I saw the scenes in my mind as if it were a Disney movie. . . . He’ll be this little shimmering beacon of life in the static Apple-graphics Persian world I’ll build for him.”15

			Indeed, building on what now appears to be an almost naively orientalist nostalgia, Mechner’s Prince of Persia was fascinating. By the early 1990s, the title had even made its way to the awestruck PC gamers of Romania. I still remember the thrill of executing prince.exe under MS-DOS and staring in wonder as the in-game clock ticked away and the side-scrolling dungeons filled with pressure plates, psychological puzzles, and increasingly more difficult fencing duels. Completing the game in less than sixty minutes involved a real sense of adventure, with every detail helping preserve the game’s unique atmosphere, from the light, arabesque architecture to glimmering stars over a desert balcony. Unlike many other titles of the age, some of which influenced Mechner’s approach (e.g., Douglas Smith’s Lode Runner, 1983, and Ed Hobbs’s The Castles of Dr. Creep, 1984), Prince has aged gracefully, and contemporary players can still enjoy it without battling clunky controls or aesthetically expired graphics.

			Mechner, who was already famous for his highly popular Karateka (1984), another classic 2D platform game that excelled through realistic graphics and pioneering cinematic gameplay, continued to break new ground. Using a modular level design, he dealt with RAM and disk space limitations by using the same game elements for different purposes. For example, “loose” floors could act as a trap, as an escape route, as a pressure plate for opening a door, and as even more.16 The fighting system was also excellent, using intuitive yet realistic moves such as parries and lunges, and it even included the ability to force a corps-à-corps that reversed the fighting direction and allowed for quick strategy changes. These were all extraordinary little touches, and it is not surprising that the game’s early demos made Mechner’s colleagues at Brøderbund literally gasp over the animation. When not doubting his career choices or the future of the video game market itself, the twenty-four-year-old programmer noted in his journals that he was probably working on one of the greatest games of all time. He was right.

			Mechner believed that video games were an incipient form of art, a medium comparable to that of cinema in its early days. As he did with Karateka, he continued to draw inspiration for his design from early-twentieth-century work done by figures such as D. W. Griffith, reviewing many hours of action films but also reading up on original Middle Eastern legends to capture the right type of mood for his ideas. Eventually he succeeded in investing the game with a sense of suspense and myth, while keeping it simple enough to retain a universal appeal. The brief cinematic cut-scenes, triggered by the player’s progress toward the beleaguered princess, had a fluid and simple quality to them and used the same in-game graphics elements, a strategy that had the added advantage of making the player feel truly connected to the plot. The sound track, composed by Mechner’s father during an emotional weekend spent with his son in New York, was of a similar high standard, almost transcending the technical limitations that the rudimentary hardware imposed on them.

			The game’s many sequels and spin-offs, which included Prince of Persia 2: The Shadow and the Flame (1993), Prince of Persia 3D (1999), and Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time (2003), may fall somewhat short of the original game’s charm, however. Indeed, the Hollywood take on Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time (2010), with its tumbling turbans, Anglophilic accents, and saucy heroine is a sad world away from the creative vision that informed Mechner’s original game. Interestingly enough, the first Prince of Persia—barring its admittedly kitschy box-art, which included a white-looking princess, a devilish “Middle Eastern” vizier, and a scimitar-wielding and mustachioed hero, none of whom appeared as depicted in the in-game graphics—was the least orientalist of all the titles. The game appealed to fantasy, love, enchantment, and storytelling, and though its romanticized version of the Orient was certainly touched by orientalist elements, it seemed to also “share, with travel literature, utopias, dystopias, science fiction, Menippean satire and fantasy genres in general, a desire to explore and test and wonder, rather than simply confirm.”17 Furthermore, the game’s poignancy and popularity became potent enough to influence a wide variety of cultural productions, from the deeply mainstream 1992 Disney movie Aladdin (alongside its transformation into a similar game franchise) to an unlikely postmodernist story written by the award-winning Russian author Victor Pelevin (Prince of Central Planning, 1992), the protagonist of which navigates an alienating Soviet bureaucracy while living inside a surreal version of the game itself.

			Prince of Persia burned the image of “The Sultan, The Princess, and The Boy” into the minds of a generation of gamers and non-gamers alike. It was not only the “game of the decade,” an award bestowed upon it by French television channel Canal+ in 1997, but it remains one of the most beautiful, influential, and nostalgia-inducing titles of all time. Mechner aspired to be one of the giants of the gaming industry (as Griffith was for film), and in retrospect it seems relatively few games have lived up to the Prince of Persia’s legacy.

			Similar Franchises: The Castles of Dr. Creep (1984), Karateka (1984), Lode Runner (1983)

			—Dinu Gabriel Munteanu
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					Resident Evil

					(est. 1996)

					Platform: PlayStation

					Developer: Capcom

				

			

			For over two decades, Resident Evil has offered a popular, transnational archive for exploring the ongoing evolution of modern outbreak narratives: from the trend of biochemical horror in the 1990s to its inflection with the War on Terror in the 2000s to a contemporary return to a pre–modern-medicine concept of disease as social contamination. This inflection matters. As Priscilla Wald argues, “Outbreak narratives . . . have consequences” because they “influence how both scientists and the lay public understand the nature and consequence of infection, how they imagine the threat, and why they react so fearfully to some disease outbreaks and not others at least as dangerous and pressing.”1

			Resident Evil is a sprawling media franchise: over 25 games (inclusive of remakes) and more than 71 million units sold; 5 successful live-action films; and numerous books, comics, animated films, toys, and other memorabilia. The games, however, are the lifeblood of the franchise and can be thought of as operating across three narrative arcs, with each marking the ongoing evolution of modern outbreak narratives: the anticapital era (1996–2001); the revisionist period (2002–2004); and the counterterrorism years (2005–2016).2

			From Resident Evil (1996) to Resident Evil Survivor 2 Code: Veronica (2001), the outbreak narrative is explicitly anticapitalist: the fictional Umbrella Corporation, a multinational pharmaceuticals conglomerate, inadvertently infects the surrounding community with its zombifying T-Virus. What makes the outbreak narrative anticapitalist is that Umbrella is secretive, manipulative, and corrupt. In-game documents reveal how the company misled many of its own workers about the nature of their research. While framing the research as development of disease treatments, Umbrella was actually creating clandestine biochemical weapons. Resident Evil 2 (1998) and Resident Evil 3 (1999) expand on this anticapitalist narrative by documenting how Umbrella leverages its financial clout to corrupt local politics. This critique of big pharma softened when the narrative was revised with the remake Resident Evil (2002). The remake was accompanied by a promotional document, “Wesker’s Report II,” which revised the history of the T-Virus to make it a modified and weaponized version of Ebola—in contrast to the original T-Virus, which was described as simply a manufactured virus.

			Resident Evil 4 (2005) marked a stark departure from prior franchise conventions. Due to several game-design decisions (e.g., significantly more ammunition) it transitions from survival-horror to action-horror, complemented by a plot that centers on rescuing the U.S. president’s kidnapped daughter from a bioterrorist cult in Spain. Building upon the foundation provided by the remake, the virus featured in Resident Evil 4 is not a lab creation but is indigenous to the region—and cult leaders, being immune to the effects of the virus, are able to control the infected. Notably, considering the game’s association with the rhetoric of the U.S. War on Terror, Resident Evil 4 is universally praised by the popular press and is widely considered the best entry in the franchise.

			Resident Evil’s counterterrorism rhetoric reached its apex with Resident Evil 5 (2009). Situated in an ambiguous Africa (treated as a country and not a continent) the game is polarizing—with many lamenting the continued drift of the franchise away from survival-horror to action-horror. Many likewise lamented that the game’s visuals resonated with a long history of representing Africa as the heart of global darkness: a savage continent in need of white salvation. Nonetheless, there is significant backlash against those who note the game’s racist iconography. Gamers—many of whom critique the game on other fronts—defend the game’s racial iconography by claiming that Resident Evil 5’s African setting makes narrative sense because the virus is African in origin. What this defense fails to consider is—as noted above—this African origin story is not an original part of the franchise mythos and is built upon racist imagery that “has a history and you can’t pretend otherwise.”3

			In 2012, Resident Evil 6 was released to poor reviews. The entry’s gameplay and War on Terror rhetoric felt stale—and a new direction was proposed for Resident Evil 7: Biohazard (2017). Though this decoupling of the outbreak narrative from that of the War on Terror is unequivocally a positive development, Resident Evil 7’s narrative and setting in a dilapidated plantation in Louisiana resonate with the  pre–modern-medicine “miasma” theory of disease. This theory proposed that diseases were spread through a poisonous, invisible mist, or miasma, produced by unsanitary living conditions. Though this theory led to the implementation of a number of public health improvements (e.g., public waste removal), an emphasis on personal hygiene helped to enforce prohibitions against intermingling with the poor and African Americans because they were seen as inherently “sick.”

			This ongoing evolution of Resident Evil is fitting for a franchise whose name, due to U.S. copyright law, was haphazardly changed to Resident Evil outside Japan (where it is still known as Biohazard): if Biohazard connotes biomedical contamination, Resident Evil connotes social contamination. Though the name change is an accident of history, Capcom’s current emphasis on returning the franchise to its roots with Resident Evil 7 seems to be toward that of the later (Resident Evil) than the former (Biohazard). As Resident Evil 7 director Kōshi Nakanishi notes, the game is a response to the question “How do we get people playing today to experience the same fear that they felt in 1996 with the first game?”4 The proposed answer: social contamination.

			Similar Franchises: Parasite Eve (1998), Silent Hill (1999), The Last of Us (2013)

			—Robert Mejia
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					(est. 1980)

					Platform: Amiga

					Developer: Michael Toy, Glenn Wichman, and Ken Arnold

				

			

			In Rogue, developed in the early 1980s by Michael Toy, Glenn Wichman, and Ken Arnold, players explored a dungeon from top to bottom; fought monsters; collected items; acquired on the dungeon’s lowest floor the fabled Amulet of Yendor; and then returned to the surface to win. Everything in Rogue was portrayed using ASCII symbols—floor tiles were periods or open spaces, walls were double- or single-lines, and monsters were letters: H represented a hobgoblin, L represented a leprechaun, O represented an Orc, and so forth. This system made Rogue readily playable on text-based consoles that lacked any graphical capabilities, but what truly distinguished Rogue from its dungeon-crawling contemporaries was the procedural generation of dungeon levels and treatment of in-game death.

			Procedural content generation in games is a method for creating content (e.g., levels, creatures, items) via algorithm rather than via handmade design, resulting in variation of player experience—algorithmic distribution of dungeon layouts and features mean that no two play-throughs of Rogue are ever the same. This mechanism was coupled with a second integral mechanic: players could load and reload their current point in the game between multiple sessions of play (but could not reload an earlier save), and upon the player-character’s death, the player’s save was wiped. The player-character remained dead, and this style of death was therefore termed “permadeath.” This combination prevented players from rote-learning segments of the game and gave significant weight to on-the-spot decision-making. Rogue’s generation system remained simple: up to nine rooms were placed in a three-by-three grid with corridors connecting them, and monsters and items were distributed throughout those rooms. Although not technically the first game to procedurally generate dungeon levels—that honor may fall to the older and far less known Beneath Apple Manor—Rogue’s permadeath and algorithmic distribution of features proved iconic, and its rapid rise to prominence on university and college campuses quickly spawned a range of similar games, in the process giving rise to the “roguelike” genre.

			There emerged soon after Rogue quite a library of roguelikes—Larn, Omega, Hack, Moria, and several other more minor titles—that iterated the central ideas of procedural generation, permadeath, dungeon crawling, and crisp, simple, ASCII visuals. In many cases these games expanded the algorithms behind the dungeon generation, creating spaces far more varied and distinctive than the original, and added a range of new creatures, mechanics, dungeon forms, and species or classes the player could control. These later games also preserved the aesthetics of Rogue, emphasizing ASCII (or sometimes ANSI) visuals, and they continued to do so even as computer game graphics rapidly improved. This choice utilized a commonality of aesthetics to denote a commonality of gameplay philosophy oriented toward older and more challenging role-playing games5 rather than the perceived comparative ease of newer games, a philosophy that increasingly became an aspect understood, by some stricter definitions, as being essential to a roguelike game.6 At the same time, this sometimes challenging-to-read visual style also caused the roguelike community to erect boundaries that distinguished between those who were willing to invest the time and effort needed to “read” the games and those who were not, which in turn reinforced an ASCII-only echo-chamber effect. This sometimes created tension between “purists” and those who argued for a broader definition of the genre, but it also served to create unity and shared direction in what was originally quite a small community. Older roguelikes are still considered more hard-core rites of passage than their more modern equivalents, and long-term roguelike players tend to encourage those playing modern roguelikes to attempt some of the classics as well. Nevertheless, among both the initiated and those discovering roguelikes for the first time, the always-fresh, very complex, and high-stakes gameplay that emerges from the combination of permadeath and procedural generation has become ever more impressive. The steady growth of the roguelike community—hundreds of thousands to millions of players, depending on one’s definition of “roguelike”—demonstrates just how attractive such a design model is.

			Since Rogue and the subsequent early era of roguelikes, the genre has expanded tremendously, yielding a massive variety of gameplay experiences that all focus around ever-fresh procedural generation possibilities.7 Classic roguelikes (usually grid-based with an ASCII aesthetic) include the notoriously obtuse and opaque NetHack; Dungeon Crawl Stone Soup and its dungeon filled with multitudinous species and religions; the epic, narrative-driven Ancient Domains of Mystery; the Tolkienian descent into Morgoth’s lair of Angband and its later, open-source derivatives; the immensely complex, physics-oriented, world-building, fantasy-simulation Dwarf Fortress; the slick, pared-down, and streamlined Brogue; DoomRL, which was based on the classic Doom; the uncovering of a procedurally generated intellectual conspiracy in Ultima Ratio Regum; the massively detailed, plot-focused, and gameplay-varied world of Tales of Maj’Eyal; the construction and destruction of multicomponent robots in Cogmind; the retrofuturist, part-science-fiction-part-fantasy-world of Caves of Qud; the open-world, postapocalyptic, and deeply surreal science-fiction-B-movie-inspired Cataclysm: Dark Days Ahead; and many others, alongside hundreds of experimental and rapidly developed “seven-day roguelikes.” These are accompanied by their more modern, graphical cousins in the spaceship-battling, solar-system-exploring FTL: Faster Than Light; the darkly comic commentary on religious fanaticism that melds Zelda, bullet hells, and roguelikes in The Binding of Isaac; and the complex, challenging, humorous, and procedural side-scrolling Spelunky.

			Thanks to their challenging yet compelling blend of procedural generation and permadeath, in most cases these games are more difficult than the original Rogue (which was itself far from trivial). It is not especially unusual for players to report having played NetHack for twenty years without a win. Even AAA games such as Bloodborne, Diablo, and No Man’s Sky incorporate significant aspects of procedural generation in their level design. Roguelikes and a roguelike style of thinking have yielded a massive range of classic games that strongly adhere to the genre’s roots; a set of modern roguelikes that abandoned ASCII/ANSI graphics to emphasize core gameplay over reproduced aesthetics; and many other games by developers who have now begun to recognize the compelling experiences that procedural generation can yield.

			Similar Franchises: The Binding of Isaac (2011), Dungeons & Dragons (1975), Spelunky (2008)

			—Mark R. Johnson
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					Saimazoom

					(est. 1984)

					Platform: ZX Spectrum

					Developer: Dinamic Software

				

			

			Between 1983 and 1991, Spain became the second-largest 8-bit computer entertainment software producer in Europe, second only to the United Kingdom. Many new software companies achieved significant commercial and creative success during this period, giving birth to what has been called the Golden Age of Spanish Software. Most of these companies were founded by young programmers who, driven by their passion for a new entertainment form and their knowledge of technology, created games single-handedly or with very small teams. Dinamic Software, founded in 1983 by the three Ruiz brothers, was one of these companies. Between 1984 and 1985 it released three titles that can be considered the first franchise in Spanish video game history: Saimazoom; Babaliba; and Abu Simbel, Profanation. The protagonist of these games is Johny Jones, a fearless explorer who travels the world in search of treasure and adventure.

			Saimazoom is a maze game in which Johny must find four sacks of coffee hidden in a jungle spread across one hundred screens, overcoming all sorts of obstacles along the way. This title obtained commercial and critical notoriety in Spain, but its limited production values and simple game mechanics highlighted the fact that this was released by a company that was still in its infancy. Johny’s follow-up adventure, Babaliba was set in a castle inspired by the folktales of One Thousand and One Nights. On this occasion, the hero had a triple objective: to rescue a friend who was being held prisoner in the dungeon, to seize a hidden treasure, and to kidnap the sultan’s daughter. It offered players a richer experience than Saimazoom, with better graphics, a better designed maze, and more challenging gameplay. The third and final title of the saga, Abu Simbel, Profanation, was the game that really made a difference to Dinamic Software’s fortunes because it had significant commercial success and became the first of Dinamic’s titles to have international distribution. Although Johny Jones was still the protagonist, there was a change in genre: this was a multiscreen platform game in the tradition of Manic Miner. It was released in 1985 on the ZX Spectrum, Amstrad CPC464, and MSX platforms. Today, more than thirty years after its release, Abu Simbel, Profanation is still considered one of the most significant titles of its time as representative of advances in Spanish video game development.

			The game title, “Abu Simbel, Profanation” was born out of Victor Ruiz’s love for Egyptian culture. The game was developed by Victor himself with the help of three other developers. The story line is quite simple: Johny Jones enters a temple complex built by Ramses II to steal its treasures. A centuries-old curse, however, turns Johny into a strange, round creature. Completely unarmed, he must reach the innermost chamber in the temple to recover his human shape and escape from the maze. He must avoid killer vampires, piranhas, spiders, snakes, mummies, rolling balls, falling planks and all sorts of terrible mechanical traps and intricate obstacles. Along the way, he must also find different amulets that help him open secret passages and provide access to secret rooms.

			Today the game is mostly remembered because it was extremely difficult to play.1 A whole generation of Spanish gamers became hooked on this game in a complex love-hate relationship.2 Players began the game with nine lives, but that never seemed enough given the endless obstacles that required pixel-perfect control and impeccable timing. It should also be remembered that due to the technical limitations of the era, game progress couldn’t be saved. This turned playing Abu Simbel, Profanation into an endless succession of trial-and-error attempts to learn how to get through more than forty different screens. To make gameplay even more frustrating, entering a screen via the wrong path could mean falling directly into a trap and the player losing all his or her remaining lives in seconds as Johny entered a re-spawn death loop.

			Beyond its difficulty, the game was an important inflection point in the development of Dinamic.3 Its challenging gameplay and its visual and technical quality reflected a more ambitious approach to video game development, which can also be appreciated in the way the game was marketed. Its cover illustration, which featured the Sphinx and an explorer jumping over a giant spider, reflected the main challenges players would face in the game. Created by professional comic artist Alfonso Azpiri, this cover set the game apart from other Spanish titles that still relied on amateur packaging. Dinamic also achieved great notoriety by publishing double-page advertisements for the game in gaming magazines and by advertising a cash reward for the first person to discover a secret message hidden at the end of the game.4 It was the first time that a Spanish video game company had promoted one of its titles in such an ambitious manner.

			In a sense, the Saimazoom saga symbolized an evolution from amateurish beginnings to professional maturity. It consolidated a “Dinamic style” that influenced both the company’s future titles and other Spanish video game studios.5 This style was a combination of high-quality graphics, technical sophistication, demanding gameplay, professional packaging, slick marketing, and international distribution. The success of the Saimazoom trilogy allowed Dinamic to grow into a substantial operation, developing and distributing titles across most genres, including the first Spanish celebrity–endorsed eSport titles. However, this would also lead to spiraling development and marketing costs and higher overhead. By the end of the decade, Dinamic faced a combination of commercial and financial pressures: a declining 8-bit user base, an excessive reliance on the Spanish market due to a lack of proper international distribution channels, an unsustainable pricing model, an unstable financial structure, and an uncertain migration path toward 16-bit technology that required even higher investments. Although Dinamic tried to adapt to the new circumstances, the challenges would prove to be too great, and the company eventually ceased trading in 1992. In this, sadly, Dinamic could also be considered a paradigm of the Spanish video game industry: most of the video game companies formed in Spain in the mid-1980s had disappeared within a decade. The golden age was over.

			Similar Franchises: Army Moves (1986), La Abadía del Crimen (1987), Manic Miner (1983)

			—Beatriz Legerén Lago

			
				
					The Secret of Monkey Island

					(est. 1990)

					Platform: DOS

					Developer: Lucasfilm Games

				

			

			In 2012 the Smithsonian held an exhibition titled “The Art of Video Games.” For the retrospective, five games were selected for visitors to play, each representing a different era of game development, in order to showcase “how players interact with diverse virtual worlds, highlighting innovative techniques that set the standard for many subsequent games.”6 The playable games were the world-famous classics Super Mario Bros., Pac-Man, Myst, Flower, and The Secret of Monkey Island. Monkey Island’s place in such illustrious company is fully deserved. A generation after its initial release, Monkey Island still gives us wit and warmth, and it still lights a nostalgic, feel-good factor within.

			The Monkey Island series of five games, published between 1990 and 2009, speak to a once-central element of gaming culture that has been pushed to the fringes. The point-and-click adventure game, in which the lead character could not die and whose journey focused on solving increasingly inane logic puzzles within imaginatively drawn fictional worlds, rose to prominence in the mid-1980s but declined significantly in the late-1990s and 2000s. According to Michael L. Black, such games were “overlooked in favor of the vast narratives unfolding across more recent three-dimensional virtual worlds and the complex social relationships within online environments.”7 While games like Grim Fandango continued to garner awards for their originality and quality, the prominence of such slow, deliberative, script- and character-driven games declined.

			At first glance, the world of Monkey Island seems designed to be cozy and familiar (inspired, as much of it was, by the “Pirates of the Caribbean” ride at Disneyland). Set in a fantasy world of faux-Caribbean islands, the story followed wannabe pirate Guybrush Threepwood as he sought treasure, fame, and victory over his nemesis the evil ghost/zombie/demon pirate LeChuck, all the while fighting for the woman he loves, the smart and heroic Governor Elaine Marley. Guybrush was not your typical adventurer, but what he lacked in strength, skill, or bravery, he more than made up for in his ability to outthink his opponents through wit and creativity (and his ability to hold his breath for ten minutes). Monkey Island’s lasting legacy is putting this wit and humor at the center of the adventure, alongside nods to contemporary and classical cinema, music, and other video games, bridging the gap between games, storytelling, and popular culture.

			Puzzles and challenges ranged from learning ventriloquism (so you could infiltrate a pirate ship crewed by monkeys) and guzzling various lurid cocktails (to cheat your way to winning a spitting competition) to insult swordfighting in the first game—supplemented later by rhyming insult swordfighting, and insult arm wrestling. The genius of the game developers was in taking a classic pirate staple and reorienting it toward a considered, verbal puzzle format in which gamers were tested in ways mainstream adventure games rarely do today. As games journalist Keith Stuart remarked in the Guardian, “It’s also been a while since I’ve encountered anything like the surreal moment in Monkey Island when Guybrush Threepwood escapes a watery grave by picking up the heavy weight that’s been tied to his leg and simply walking out of the deep pool he’s been thrown into.” Everyone who played Monkey Island or any similar adventure game will retain such a standout memory, often after a labored period of trial and error, when telling the game “Use monkey with water pump” seems your only logical option.

			With such inanity at the heart of its gameplay, it is no surprise the Monkey Island series remains loved because of its humor and the quality of its writing: the games demonstrated how clever, literate, and funny video games could be. They were presented with a knowing wink, aware of their own limitations. While many games take themselves too seriously, Monkey Island knew it was not the most significant thing in a player’s life. Famously, after the end-game credits of Monkey Island 2: LeChuck’s Revenge (1991) a message appeared saying, “OK, that’s it, turn off your computer and do something constructive,” demonstrating the game’s cultural and social awareness. As critic Tim Martin wrote in the New Statesman, the creators of Monkey Island seemed to be saying to their players, in the tone of a disappointed parent, “What have you missed out on . . . while you’ve been locked up in here playing on the computer? Go outside! Engage with life!”

			Monkey Island continues to leave its mark culturally. The first two games in the series were rereleased for console gamers in 2009, with updated graphics and voice acting. The fifth game was designed and released as a series of episodes by independent publisher Telltale Games in the same year. And more recently, after a successful Kickstarter project, Ron Gilbert and Gary Winnick, creator and art designer of the original Monkey Island games, raised over $600,000 to produce Thimbleweed Park, a retro, 8-bit adventure game building on the same SCUMM game engine from the mid-1980s. This success demonstrates how through multiple iterations and continued engagement with current developments in the production and consumption of video games, there remains an audience for narrative-driven, discursive gaming. Despite economic imperatives driving a global video games industry to ramp up the intensity of gamers’ experiences, slow, satirical, and lovingly ironic pieces still have their niche, and it is Monkey Island that provides the touchstone of such games.

			As sociologist Fred Davis writes, nostalgia is “a deeply social emotion.”8 One cannot escape the wistful nostalgia that surrounds the Monkey Island universe. This love of a better yesterday infuses not only the game’s setting, characters, and themes but also the ways in which a community of journalists, reviewers, developers, and fans write and reminisce about the game, generally with a rueful smile. It is a series of games thought of fondly primarily because, it seems, Monkey Island refused to take its own excellence too seriously. Such an attitude is, in the turbulence of today, much missed.

			Similar Franchises: Broken Sword (1996), Grim Fandango (1998), Maniac Mansion (1987)

			—Jon Dean

			
				
					Shadowrun

					(est. 1993)

					Platform: Super Nintendo

					Developer: Beam Software

				

			

			Video games adapted from popular film and television franchises tend to meet with mixed success. For every Goldeneye 007 played in dens and dorm rooms in the late 1990s, one might say, there is an E.T. cartridge in a landfill in New Mexico. Video game adaptations of tabletop role-playing games have seen similar hits and misses. The seminal Dungeons & Dragons role-playing game, for example, has been adapted to the video game medium many times, with varied results. Among the efforts to adapt tabletop role-playing franchises from their native setting of pencils, dice, notepads, and rule books to the pixels of video games, the Shadowrun franchise is notable both for its more prominent critical successes and for the sheer number and variety of its multiple adaptation efforts over more than two decades.

			The popular Shadowrun tabletop role-playing-game franchise was first published in 1989 by FASA. The game is set in the mid-to-late-twenty-first century (depending on its edition) and combines cyberpunk and fantasy elements in its portrayal of a world where magical creatures such as dragons, elves, and trolls exist alongside humans; large and corrupt corporations dominate society; and adventures take place in a sophisticated online network that can be explored virtually by skilled users with cybernetic implants. The franchise’s title is derived from a term for espionage that is carried out physically or via the online network, often by one corporation against another, and often through mercenaries from the criminal underworld. This rich setting, influenced by authors ranging from William Gibson to J. R. R. Tolkien (to Gibson’s chagrin),9 has given rise to multiple tabletop and card games and dozens of novels. Video game adaptations were perhaps inevitable for such an enduring intellectual property.

			Arguably the best and most influential Shadowrun video game was its first digital incarnation, an action role-playing game for the Super Nintendo console in 1993. In that game, the player-controlled protagonist wakes up in a Seattle morgue with no memory and must first discover his identity then overthrow a corrupt corporate giant by building a party of allies including trolls, dwarves, and shape-shifters with various skills, including computer hacking. The game employs some of the character skill mechanics of the tabletop franchise and is based in part on the plot of the first Shadowrun novel, but it also has the pace of an action video game in its combat sequences and movement through the landscape.

			Additionally, a unique character conversation system calls to mind the franchise’s tabletop role-playing roots. Rather than simply giving the player possible questions to ask and responses to give in conversations with other characters, Shadowrun’s “keyword” conversation system allows the player-controlled character to amass a vocabulary of key terms from conversations. The character can then use any of these terms in future conversations. Given that the game is played on a console with no keyboard, this system provides a clever way to privilege the importance of character conversations in the game by requiring that some characters be encountered in a certain order and that the player speak to these characters using certain terms. At the time, this type of system was uncommon for console games, though it had been used in computer-based games.

			The 1993 Shadowrun game was acclaimed by industry critics, both upon its release and in retrospective reviews, and it has appeared on multiple best-games lists in the trade press. Consistent points of praise refer to the game’s role in introducing a film-noir style to video games, the depth of the game’s fantastic characters, and the role of keyword conversation in the game’s plot. However, the game’s critical success was not matched commercially, possibly due to the low number of units produced and shipped, giving the game something of a cult-classic identity today.

			Other games based on the franchise include a Sega Genesis role-playing game released in 1994. This game was also titled Shadowrun, but it had a different plot and a gameplay format that was more open-ended in terms of the directions players might take. The 1994 game received primarily favorable reviews and was described as a game that dedicated role-playing gamers would enjoy. In 1996, another game titled Shadowrun was released for the Sega Mega CD console in Japan, but its timing was ill-fated because it was the last licensed game released for the console before that console was discontinued. A final game with the Shadowrun title, this time in a first-person shooter format, was released for Xbox 360 and Windows in 2007. While it was generally reviewed favorably, the appeal of the 2007 incarnation was limited because it was only offered as a multiplayer game with no individual game story line. Shadowrun games have also been developed through grassroots funding via the online Kickstarter platform by two studios: first, in a series of well-received games (Shadowrun Returns, Shadowrun: Dragonfall, and Shadowrun: Hong Kong), and second, as a single game (Shadowrun Chronicles: Boston Lockdown) that received more mixed reviews. These crowd-funded games are turn-based, unlike previous Shadowrun games, and generally have more linear plots.

			While none of these other Shadowrun video game adaptations earned perhaps the same level of critical acclaim as the original 1993 adaptation—particularly as groundbreaking innovators in the medium—the number and diversity of these adaptations speak to the appeal of the Shadowrun setting to video game designers and players. Meanwhile, the 1993 edition is remembered as a harbinger of the dark-and-gritty film-noir settings in many games to come. As with its source material, Shadowrun can also be appreciated for drawing together popular fantasy-game motifs such as magic and mythological creatures with the seemingly discrepant settings of corrupt megacorporations and cybercrime within a film-noir setting. The message and allure of Shadowrun’s world may be that online espionage and corporate malevolence can be as dark, mysterious, and fear-inspiring as any fairy-tale monster.

			Similar Franchises: Baldur’s Gate (1998), Final Fantasy (1987), Ultima (1981)

			—James D. Ivory

			
				
					Sid Meier’s Civilization

					(est. 1991)

					Platform: DOS

					Developer: MPS Labs

				

			

			First released in 1991, the Sid Meier’s Civilization franchise carries with it the remnants of Cold War nationalism and global conflict. This is perhaps ironic considering that the Cold War itself came to a technical end just days after the first game’s release with the December 25, 1991, dissolution of the Soviet Union. Nonetheless, the franchise developed within the cultural context of the space race and world powers fighting for global domination. Indeed, the original way to win this explore-expand-exploit-exterminate and turn-based strategy game was by conquering all other civilizations (controlled by other players or by the game itself) or surviving long enough to witness the colonization of space. Though additional winning tactics were added after the first game’s release, the basic premise of international conflict remained a constant for the series, which illustrates how political norms can become entrenched in game design.

			The basic gameplay mechanics remained relatively stable throughout the franchise’s nearly twenty-five-year history. After selecting the game’s starting conditions (such as size of the global map and the number of civilizations) the player selects his or her desired civilization from a range of available nations (the United States, ancient Egypt, etc.). This choice typically affects the player’s starting units, starting technology, unique technologies, and national traits (such as combat bonuses). As the game progresses, the player scouts the map, secures resources, establishes new cities, researches new technologies, creates new units, undertakes military skirmishes, and undertakes other pertinent tasks of nation management. When the player-as-civilization completes all these desired actions, it becomes the next civilization’s turn to act. After every civilization completes one turn, the game’s internal clock (a calendar) updates itself and the process repeats. This calendar is an important gameplay mechanism: the speed at which it changes slows over time (from several hundred years per round to a handful of years per round) to help emulate the pace of actual historical events (for instance, the player will typically not have conducted enough research to produce tanks until around AD 1900). These mechanics have garnered the franchise a reputation as a historical simulator.

			Due to these mechanics and this reputation, the franchise has been well received by a number of audiences and the series has won multiple awards—from best strategy game to game of the year—by various professional and journalistic institutions such as the Academy of Interactive Arts and Sciences, the British Academy of Film and Television, and IGN. Lifetime sales of the franchise have exceeded 33 million units, and the game’s fan base is known to be particularly devoted, producing a number of community mods for each game. Academic audiences have also taken an interest in the series, considering it to be an exemplar of the educational potential of video games.10 Indeed, the franchise has been used as an instructional tool in high schools and universities to teach historical processes and explore what is often called “counterfactual history” (such as what might have happened if the Americas had not been colonized by Europe).

			Though the franchise has garnered a reputation for its historical simulation mechanics, the nature and evolution of those mechanics ought to be of interest to those who use the series as an instructional tool because each game’s subtle revisions illustrate the sensitivity of these mechanics to the historical context of each game’s production. For instance, in Civilization (1991), building the United Nations has the effect of making it easier to negotiate peace treaties with another country. In Civilization II (1996), possessing the United Nations made it easier to engage in military operations as a democracy, thereby emulating the international body’s increasing involvement with peacekeeping operations during that historical period. And in Civilization III (2001), building the United Nations becomes a victory condition in and of itself, thus reflecting a contemporary interest in generating international support for an increasing number of national interests. It is clear that the mechanics of the franchise do not reflect immutable historical processes but rather the political rules that govern a given international moment.

			The franchise operates according to what eminent historian Hayden White calls the “ironic mode” of historical writing.11 This mode of historical writing creates the sense that although history could have been different, the consequences of history remain relatively constant. This is not the only way history can be written: a popular alternative is shown in the romantic mode used by the game Assassin’s Creed (as both a historical agent and witness; 2007). Nonetheless, the ironic mode is present in Civilization in that regardless of one’s chosen civilization, sooner or later someone will develop the atomic bomb, and this historical fact must be anticipated by the player. An ironic mode of historical representation thus encourages an ends-justifies-the-means type of logic because if one can imagine the general historical outcome in a game where dominance is the objective, the best political strategy is the one that is most efficient—alternative methods will only put the player further behind in the race to domination.

			The point of these two observations—(1) the franchise’s incorporation of contemporary historical events and (2) its general mode of historical representation—is not necessarily to critique the value of this franchise as a mode of entertainment or education. Rather, it illustrates how the political norms that existed during each moment in the franchise’s development became embedded in the mechanics of the game itself. Knowing this might enhance not just the educational potential of the franchise—as a historical document in addition to a historical simulator—but the entertainment value of the franchise as well.

			Similar Franchises: Age of Empires (1997), Master of Orion (1993), Total War (2000)

			—Robert Mejia

			
				
					Silent Hill

					(est. 1999)

					Platform: PlayStation

					Developer: Konami

				

			

			The Silent Hill series takes its name from a fictional town set in northeastern America, and much of its aesthetic has been inspired by the horror literature of H. P. Lovecraft, Edgar Allen Poe, and Stephen King. By placing its story in a town like a hollowed-out version of a Norman Rockwell painting and filling it with characters that seem somehow unmoored from their own identity, Silent Hill pulled a horrific bait-and-switch on its players—endearing them with an idyllic environment and then inducing trauma. In this way, the game induced a psychologically charged horror experience that thoughtfully addressed the emotional consequences of trauma—a rare calling-card in the world of horror games.

			The first game in the series, Silent Hill (1999), tells the story of Harry Mason, a man searching for his lost daughter Cheryl in a seemingly abandoned small town. In his search, Harry is often thrown into the Otherworld, a nightmare-like version of the town but filled with monsters and decay. It’s eventually discovered that this nightmare realm is created by the traumatized mind of Alessa—a girl forced by an occult group to incubate a dark deity. The town shifts over to its dark twin repeatedly as Alessa unconsciously projects her traumatic experiences outward—a material manifestation of what scholar Cathy Caruth might describe as the “re-traumatic”: “the experience of a trauma [that] repeats itself, exactly and unremittingly, through the unknowing acts of the survivor and against his very will.”12 Players are symbolically transported time and time again to the world as seen through the lens of Alessa’s trauma—a fascinating case of game mechanic utilized as metaphor. Then as the story unfolds, the player discovers that Cheryl is an incarnation of Alessa after the traumatic events of Alessa’s life have “split her soul.” The duality of Silent Hill as both an idyllic dream and nightmare realm mirrors therefore the duality of Alessa and Cheryl.

			Narrative subtleties like those in Silent Hill were rare in video games at the time, and its successor in the series, Silent Hill 2 (2001), expanded upon this trend of innovation in its complex treatment of themes like sexual violence, child abuse, domestic violence, infidelity, and premeditated murder. Silent Hill 2 was also notable for its use of visual symbolism in the design of its creatures. Each antagonist was crafted to reflect a specific facet of the protagonist’s psychological makeup, which greatly added to the depth of the narrative. As Bernard Perron explains in his work Silent Hill: The Terror Engine, “Silent Hill is devised to be more psychological in nature, more about character and atmosphere, intending to convey a tone of dread, anxiety, and helplessness.”13 While most games at the time featured morally unambiguous player characters like police officers or soldiers, Silent Hill purposefully denied the power fantasies common to video games by featuring complex, physically weak characters.

			In addition to these narrative elements, the Silent Hill franchise leverages gameplay mechanics to intensify the player’s vicarious trauma. Gameplay is typically experienced through a third-person perspective and often employs pre-scripted camera angles that raise dramatic tension by limiting the player’s perspective. The game mechanics also feature combat, exploration, and puzzle-solving, but the combat mechanics are deliberately difficult and clumsy, reflecting each character’s aversion to conflict. While combat systems are most often a means of control and mastery for the player, Silent Hill’s combat system is meant to ratchet up tension and create a disempowering feeling and not to act as a cathartic release. Additionally, Silent Hill games do not include a traditional “heads-up” display. Character health, ammunition, resources, and other information can only be tracked via the menu screen. This makes the play experience much more immersive and visceral because all fourth-wall-breaking interface elements are hidden from active play.

			These dynamics extend to the game environment itself. In the early iterations of the series, designers created 3D environments dynamically lit by the player’s flashlight. This not only set the game apart in terms of technical achievement at the time, it allowed the player’s perspective to act as a tension-building device by keeping enemies hidden in darkness. However, due to processing limitations, only a small area and small number of characters could be rendered at once. These limitations led the designers to use “distance fog,” a technique that reduced the maximum distance for objects that were drawn in the game engine. Rather than suddenly popping into the player’s view in an unrealistic way, environments and other game elements faded in gradually through a thick layer of fog. In addition to offsetting the system’s limitations, the fog fostered an atmosphere of claustrophobia and isolation, and it obscured enemies from the player. After the success of the first two entries in the series, the dense fog of Silent Hill became inextricably associated with the Silent Hill franchise, and it was kept as a feature long after processing limitations required it.14

			The franchise’s later titles often bore the hallmarks of the first two games, exploring differing perspectives of trauma and its implications. Although these later titles found varying levels of success, the Silent Hill series nonetheless stands as an exemplar for showcasing the complications and conflict of traumatic events and of the individual’s attempts to overcome them. Arguably a predecessor to contemporary, nuanced treatments of trauma, the franchise has—through narrative and ludic design—made the complex psychological dimensions of video game characters a little less silent.

			Similar Franchises: Alone in the Dark (1992), Clock Tower (1995), Resident Evil (1996)

			—Jeff Nay

			
				
					The Sims

					(est. 2000)

					Platform: Windows and OS X

					Developer: Maxis

				

			

			The Sims franchise, introduced by Maxis in 2000, is one of the best-selling PC video games of all time, especially among women. It has four main titles and a range of expansions and spin-offs, including a version for the Wii console (MySims, 2007), a multiplayer online version (The Sims Online, 2002), and a “freemium” mobile app (The Sims FreePlay, 2011). Although some titles offer more defined characters with specific game goals (e.g., The Sims Stories, 2007–2008), most Sims titles have no universal, predetermined goals or quests aside from increasing the possessions and wealth of the player-generated characters, or “sims.” While the series may be seen as an entertainment game, it also highlights and critiques the structures of daily American life and the American Dream.

			In the game, players are responsible for each sim’s happiness and must attend to that sim’s quotidian needs, displayed as bars that decay over time until the player guides a sim to eat, sleep, clean house, socialize, and so forth to replenish them. Creator Will Wright has described the game as a “life simulator” intended as a “satire of U.S. culture.” This simulation is a sandbox game akin to a digital dollhouse that invites players to create a range of characters and to experiment with their looks, personalities, possessions, and actions. The game is set in an idealized American suburb, and as Mary Flanagan posits, The Sims presents a meta-narrative about how consumption is the vehicle to a utopic domestic existence within a perfect meritocracy where skin color, sexuality, and family composition are neither privileged nor differentiated.15

			Along with gender, race, hairstyle, and body shape, players select skills and personalities for multiple sims who interact with each other. Sims can be contrary, solitary, or lazy at the whim of the player, but such sims struggle to fulfill all their needs and thus advance in the game. This is because the game’s AI system shares control over each sim with the player, resulting at times in battles between player commands and the AI desires of the sim according to the personality chosen. For example, if a sim is very tired (i.e., the sim has a low sleep bar in the game’s interface), a player’s command to lift weights may evoke an outcry from the character in the sim language, simlish, of “frabbit!” and a refusal to comply. Unattended sims move about the game space performing tasks dictated by their personalities, such as fun-loving sims who play games or lazy sims who take naps. The narrative dynamic that emerges from the interplay between player choice and sim inclination is the core gameplay of all the titles in this franchise.

			This interplay generates a range of relationships between the characters created as well as between the characters and their players. As Jaime Banks explains, avatars can fulfill relational criteria that include varying levels of emotional and social attachment. For example, one sim may serve as an object to play with, another as an identity to inhabit, another as a social-other similar to a child’s doll, and still another as a faithful representation of the self.16 Thus players create more than a digital body with which to participate in the game space or a doll-object to control: they create dramatis personae that allow different stories to unfold and allow the player to be both the villain and the hero, the ugly duckling and the town beauty, and all at the same time. But the most successful approach to gameplay is to create a well-adjusted sim with a profitable career—in other words, one with a normal personality and activities that will be valued in a society of dutiful citizens.17

			The game’s egalitarian, identity-blind meritocracy reflects the rhetoric of the late-1990s dot-com boom when the game was being developed as well as notions of the power of computers to anonymize users, democratize information, and level the playing field of opportunity. This model of personal fulfillment and social interaction sidesteps the historical and institutional barriers individuals face offline due to race, class, physical abilities, sexuality, and other personal characteristics.18 As such, The Sims has been criticized for “reify[ing] hegemonic assumptions about the world, especially in the deep structure of [its] rules and mechanics.”19 In this whitewashed version of the American Dream, every sim can pull itself up by its bootstraps and achieve success.

			Conforming to the normal presented by the game’s meta-narrative is not required, however. Players can and do engage the game’s model of success in oppositional ways, including seeking out novel ways to kill off their characters, setting up relationships then passively watching them unfold, and using cheat codes to collect as many items as possible. Experimenting with identities and relationships in anti-normative ways is invited by the game’s design (the game’s taglines include “Play with life” and “You create, you choose”), and many of its character-relationship options were groundbreaking in its early years. For example, The Sims was one of the first games that allowed same-gender couples, and in 2016, Maxis removed the game’s previous gender boundaries for physique, walk, tone of voice, and clothing, allowing any option for any sim. Although the game’s structure privileges a particular type of good behavior—being neat, social, hardworking, and above all a prolific consumer—the game’s overt invitation for players to counter these rules is reminiscent of a kind of Generation X slacker disenfranchisement that rejects the social and economic expectations of idyllic models of society.

			A common observation of The Sims is the irony it presents in allowing the player to escape the pressures of mundane life by turning to a digital to-do list of tedious chores such as cleaning toilets and filling out reports. The satisfaction of completing the very tasks we dread in our daily lives so quickly and easily alongside the opportunity to rebel against those tasks in The Sims allows us to both critique and reproduce the structures of daily American life and the idealism of the American Dream.

			Similar Franchises: Animal Crossing (2001), Little Computer People (1985), Virtual Villagers (2006)

			—Rosa Mikeal Martey

			
				
					Skylanders

					(est. 2011)

					Platform: Multi-platform

					Developer: Toys for Bob

				

			

			In 2011, the future of innovation in video games looked uncertain. While sales charts were dominated by AAA titles, developers and investors were flocking to casual and social games based on the success of FarmVille by Zynga, a company that would soon go public at $7 billion. It was in this milieu that Activision released Skylanders and with it launched the “toys to life” genre. Skylanders, developed by Toys for Bob, is a prototypical yet polished, family-oriented, action role-playing video game.

			Skylanders revolutionized how kids play with toys in relation to screens by creating hybrid, virtual-real play spaces and breaking the barrier between hands-on manipulatives and digital screens for the first time for a broad market. The player sets the toy on the game portal device, and in this way the toy “comes to life” (to quote Activision’s marketing materials) as a full-screen animation, announcing the toy’s arrival in the game world. Gameplay has been described as “Diablo III for the kids” with user-proven coop modes that seamlessly allow players to jump in or drop out without disrupting overall gameplay, allowing parents and siblings to join in or step out of collaborative gameplay without fuss. Game data is saved in typical fashion but character data is saved in the toy itself. Thus when a player levels up his or her character, the player is not leveling up merely a character on-screen but in fact the actual physical toy. Thus children can take their toys to friends’ houses and enter each other’s game with all of their character’s levels, skills, and equipment in place.

			To work as a game, Skylanders must walk a fine line between providing sufficient value for each toy purchased while not becoming another “pay to win”20 game. Skylanders resolves the issue by ensuring that the game can be completed with only the three stock toys that come with initial purchase. However, to unlock all of the zones of Skylanders, one toy of each elemental type (e.g., air) is needed. In fact, Toys for Bob president Paul Reiche reports an average of 8 toys per player, although company data also shows that a substantial number of players of the first game, Spyro’s Adventure, purchased all 32 toys. As of this writing, 348 figures have been released across six games, including multiple editions and rare releases. A total of 300 million Skylander figures have been sold to date; at roughly $10 each, with total revenues estimated at about $3 billion. Indeed, Skylanders became the twelfth-largest video game franchise in history after only four years on the market.

			Skylanders represents a more general trend toward integration of character, game, and business models as a core component of overall strategy and design. On the most basic level, the appeal of Skylanders is in collecting the characters themselves. As players develop and raise their characters, Skylanders enables a new type of bonding to toys as part virtual pet and part Dungeons & Dragons character. Children interacting with the Skylanders figurines away from the screen often use the digital game as a starting point for creating each characters’ personality, actions, and abilities. Children expand upon, enrich, elaborate, and adapt the Skylanders stories offline with figurines and other toys and materials.

			The Skylanders series is perhaps best recognized for the quality and artistry of its characters. Much of this recognition stems from the design team’s roots in analog: President Reiche is a veteran game designer from TSR, the publisher of Dungeons & Dragons; and lead character designer I-Wei Huang is well known for his creation of functioning, steam-powered robots (www.crabfu.com). Hence the game’s figures capture decades of craft knowledge in game-character design. The characters are consistently playful and spunky but crafted from diverse, simulated materials including metal, wood, stone, skin, fur, and feathers. Each character has a distinct backstory, identity, personality, and game function. The basic archetypes in play—from wizards to tree elementals—recall Dungeons & Dragons and even Tolkien before that. The elemental types even echo the aesthetics of Pokémon.

			Advances in toy production also contribute to Skylanders success. Each character is touched by dozens of people and made possible by a modern, 3D, art-production pipeline. Huang describes the character design process as (1) drawing, (2) identifying gameplay functions, (3) 3D modeling, (4) animation, (5) creating poses, (6) printing 3D prototypes, (7) refining for final production, and (8) ensuring quality and safety as a toy.21 Thus the emergence of affordable 3D printing allowed multiple iterations of prototyping prior to production. Add to this design cycle the lowered price of radio-frequency identification (RFID) tags and readers, and the result is a set of design practices and materials for sustained quality of creation at a low-enough price for broad accessibility. Activision invested significant resources in the actual construction of the figurines so that the toys themselves would be high quality.

			But the real sticking power of Skylanders is its flawless usability. In an interview with Forbes, senior game designer Ray West described how the final product was the result of almost a full year of play-testing.22 Because of the designers’ relentless tuning for young children, advanced manual dexterity and more frustrating tasks for little hands were eliminated. Gameplay is largely on well-scaffolded and smooth rails, and the gameplay does not punish players for failure. Children as young as four or five years old can pick up and play the game not only with success but with genuinely compelling gameplay.

			In a time of parental ambivalence toward virtual worlds and interactions, Skylanders offers tangible artifacts that reassure consumers unwilling to invest in play materials that are wholly on-screen. For parents who did not grow up with digital toys and games, spending money on Skylanders seems far less foreign or absurd than buying in-game virtual currencies or in-app products such as virtual farm decor. As a result, Skylanders appeals to a broader range of purchasers than many other games targeted at young children, serving as a gateway for many families into more wholly digital pastimes.

			Similar Franchises: Disney Infinity (2013), Lego Dimensions (2015), Super Smash Bros. for Wii U (2014)

			—Kurt Squire and Constance Steinkuehler

			
				
					Sonic the Hedgehog

					(est. 1991)

					Platform: Sega Genesis

					Developer: Sonic Team

				

			

			Released in 1991 after the end of the golden age of arcade games, the Sonic the Hedgehog franchise helped solidify the success of fourth-generation home consoles in the 1990s. Equally important, Sonic the Hedgehog provided a rival to Nintendo’s Super Mario Bros. franchise. The original 1991 Sonic the Hedgehog game was created by programmer Yuji Naka, character artist Naoto Oshima, and designer Hirokazu Yasuhara. But rather than merely creating a game and character (an iconic blue hedgehog) to counteract the successes of other consoles, the Sonic franchise provided Sega with a marketing direction. The company already lagged behind Nintendo’s platform-defining franchise full of characters that would become nostalgic mascots in years to come, so Sega’s Sonic franchise, with its speed and attitude, spearheaded an alternative identity for the Sega Genesis.

			Sonic the Hedgehog has a game structure similar to that of Super Mario Bros.: Mario saves a princess and Sonic saves animals; Mario collects coins and Sonic collects rings. In contrast, however, the gameplay and themes of Sonic are considerably more intense, focusing on loop-the-loops and fast-paced platforming as Sonic attempts to collect rings and free innocent animals imprisoned inside robots by the evil Dr. Robotnik. As a result, Sonic the Hedgehog established a genre-defining franchise that further cemented its cultural impact on gaming.

			The Sonic franchise brought a new addition to gaming: speed. Unlike the Super Mario Bros. franchise, Sonic provided players with the unique experience of extremely fast play. Sonic’s ability to travel along loops—a breakthrough in game programming—allowed the character to never lose momentum and provided players with an experience of continuous speed. In 1992, Alfred J. Nilsen, Sega’s U.S. vice president of marketing, could describe the franchise by saying, “Sonic has an attitude; he wants to be fast, to keep moving.”23 Players control Sonic as he whips across the screen and through loops like a racing roller coaster. This transformed the nature of platform gaming in that—like any great roller coaster—momentum became central to the gameplay experience. And because the player’s enjoyment of Sonic was contingent upon this speed, level design was centered on keeping the player moving forward. This emphasis on speed was further reinforced by giving players the option to get Sonic’s “Power Sneakers” powered-up; and with Sonic the Hedgehog 2, Sonic could become a golden Super Sonic, moving so fast that he appeared to fly across the screen. It is no coincidence that the term “supersonic” means traveling faster than the speed of sound.

			The creation of Sonic was not the simple introduction of a new game, however; it was also the introduction of a new franchise of characters. Each subsequent Sonic game has seen the addition of a new character. For instance, the second, third, and fourth sequels saw the additions of Tails, Amy, Metal Sonic, and Knuckles. In the spirit of Sega’s early 1990s “Genesis does what Nintendon’t” marketing campaign, the additional characters were not mere clones of each other, as were Mario and Luigi during this time period; rather, the Sonic characters had unique personalities and in-game traits, such as Tails’s ability to fly like a helicopter and wall-crawling Knuckles’s ambivalence toward the main hero of the series. Sonic’s characters gave life to Sega’s portrayal of the Genesis as a hip console, leaving Nintendo in the past.

			Whereas the Sonic franchise has since evolved into Sega’s version of the Mario franchise in that the characters are featured in various spin-off games aimed at pinball, puzzles, racing, and even tennis, the Sonic franchise lost its console home when Sega shifted away from the console market after poor consumer success with the Sega Saturn and Sega Dreamcast. Thus the console’s mascot-loyalty seen in the 1990s, especially in the fourth generation of 16-bit home consoles, would shy away from specific mascots as gaming moved forward. It is only fitting that Sega’s former rival would welcome Sonic into a Nintendo smorgasbord of franchise characters in Mario & Sonic at the Olympic Games on the Nintendo Wii in 2007 and Super Smash Bros. Brawl on the Nintendo Wii in 2008.

			But the introduction of Sonic not as a mere game but as a genre- and console-defining franchise shifted the marketing tone of the gaming industry. Consoles suddenly had to identify themselves via their chosen franchises. Nintendo may have had its established Super Mario Bros., but Sega introduced a hip mascot and franchise that showcased the Sega Genesis as a trendy console with cutting-edge speed. Along with this appeal to speed, the Sonic cast of characters provided a spunky, rebellious alternative to a comparatively traditional Mario, Luigi, Princess Peach, and Bowser. For instance, page two of the Sonic the Hedgehog instruction booklet referred to Sonic as “one tough dude” and “the real cool hedgehog with the spiked haircut.” Following Sega’s lead, NEC and Hudson Soft, joint developers of the competing TurboGrafx-16 console, would cast aside a potential mascot, Bonk from Bonk’s Adventure, in favor of a strategically created mascot, Johnny Turbo, to advertise the console’s TurboGrafx CD periphery. But no company succeeded in embedding an attitude into their consoles in the manner of Sega in the 1990s.

			Thus the Sega Genesis and Super Nintendo dominated the 16-bit fourth-generation of home consoles. The linking of a franchise with a console proved to be a winning marketing formula in the gaming industry. Future consoles such as the PlayStation and Xbox would rely on the creation of console-defining franchises, such as God of War and Halo: Combat Evolved. However, these franchises never established an equal identity for franchise and console as did Sonic the Hedgehog and Super Mario Bros. for Sega and Nintendo. While it is debatable whether current Sonic games match the original’s industry-altering speed in gaming, there is no debating the cultural impact of the speedy franchise and its contribution to the marketing of consoles.

			Similar Franchises: Battletoads (1991), Bubsy in Claws Encounters of the Furred Kind (1993), Crash Bandicoot (1996)

			—Brent Kice

			
				
					Spacewar!

					(est. 1962)

					Platform: PDP-1

					Developer: Steve Russell

				

			

			On display at the Computer History Museum in Mountain View, California, is an original 1961 Programmed Data Processor-1 (PDP-1). Originally valued at $120,000 (close to $1 billion in today’s money), this state-of-the-art computer was bigger than a household refrigerator and was primarily used by universities to conduct research. But the PDP-1 is not on display because it is one of the earliest modern computers. The PDP-1 is much more revered in computer history for its diagnostic test-program: a multiplayer game called Spacewar!

			Game historians credit the development of Spacewar! for serving as the catalyst for modern computer gaming. Unlike its predecessors Alan Turing’s Chess (1951) and Higinbotham’s Tennis for Two (1958), Spacewar! introduced a unique story component and gameplay mechanism, both ubiquitous in games today.24 The game motivated other computer scientists to design their own video games to play on the PDP-1, which eventually led to the development of other computers and consoles (e.g., the Magnavox Odyssey and Atari).

			Developed by Steve “Slug” Russell, Martin “Shag” Graetz, and Wayne Wiitanen, Spacewar! was created to replace the original diagnostic test-program of the PDP-1. According to Russell in his 1972 interview with Rolling Stone, the original program generated patterns like those of a kaleidoscope, which these Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) computer-science students found boring. Eager to test the true capabilities of the PDP-1, the students went to work to develop a two-dimensional maneuvering program. Inspired by the E. E. Smith Lensman series, the trio focused their program on the story of a series of battles that took place in space. Coding took place at what they called the Hingham Institute Space Warfare Study Group, which was Slug Russell’s home. Peter Samson contributed the star background design, which they called the “expensive planetarium” (a reference to the cost of a PDP-1). In February 1962, after two hundred hours of coding, Spacewar! was launched on MIT’s PDP-1. Eventually, Digital Equipment Corporation replaced its original kaleidoscope program with Spacewar! as a factory diagnostic test. The game was then uploaded to core memory and given to customers so they could do a final test.25

			The gameplay involves two player-controlled spaceships (“the needle” and “the wedge”) shooting at each other. Simultaneously, the spaceships must avoid colliding with a giant star, which exerts a gravitational pull on the ships (the missiles are unaffected by the gravity because of a lack of processing time). Each ship has a limited number of missiles and a limited supply of fuel. A hyperspace feature (created by Russell and programmer Dan Edwards) can be used to evade enemy missiles, but reentry from hyperspace occurs at a random location, with an increasing probability with each use of the ship exploding. Using toggle switches built into the PDP-1, players controlled the speed and direction of the spaceship and fired torpedoes at the opponent spaceship. There were gameplay options such as turning off the star background or removing the giant star.

			The significance of Spacewar! lies in its contribution to the ideals of gamer and hacker culture; that is, privileging technological ingenuity and meritocracy over consumerism.26 True computer hackers at heart, Russell, Graetz, and Wiitanen made no attempt to copyright their work or to collect royalties from their game. This allowed the open-source game to be quickly adopted by other research institutions, which then added their own modifications to it. Peter Samson created a second version of the game with explosion graphics and scoring. Other programmers added space mines, inertial effects, and invisible ships. The open-source code of Spacewar! also led to the development of new computer technology. The best-known example is Harvard professor Ivan Sutherland’s use of Spacewar! to create the Sword of Damocles, a virtual-reality device and precursor to today’s Oculus Rift.

			Despite Spacewar! being a big hit, the price and size of the PDP-1 and of other, similar computers at the time made it very hard for the game to be distributed to the public. However, rather than being relegated to the back pages of history, Spacewar! sparked the development of today’s video game industry. In 1966, Ralph H. Baer began to develop a prototype for a small video game console that could be played in the home. His device, the Magnavox Odyssey, was released in April 1972 for $99. Then in 1971, Spacewar! inspired Nolan Bushnell to create Computer Space, an arcade-machine version of Russell, Graetz, and Wiitanen’s open-source game, which was installed in bars across the United States. Computer Space is considered the first mass-produced video game of any kind, predating Baer’s Magnavox Odyssey’s by six months. It was also a complete failure, being too complicated for individuals in a bar. Undeterred, Bushnell eventually created Pong (1972), which became an incredible public success and marked the birth of commercial video games. While Pong should be recognized for its innovation, it’s important to remember that Spacewar! contributed to Pong’s development.

			Today, Spacewar! can be played for free on numerous websites and emulators (reflecting its open-source history). While simple in comparison to video games today, the game is still revered for its role in the development that led to these games. In September 2006, Dr. Henry Lowood proposed a list of video games to be preserved by the U.S. Library of Congress for their cultural and historical significance, and Spacewar! was one of the ten games listed for potential preservation. Dr. Lowood’s list is still debated because of its exclusion of many other popular games. However, there is no doubt of Spacewar!’s contribution to and place in video game history. Moreover, its contribution to the hacker-gamer ethos continues to this day as modifications and cheat codes are still used by contemporary gamers—impressive credentials for a computer test over half a century old.

			Similar Franchises: Computer Space (1971), Pong (1972), Tetris (1984)

			—Katharine Hodgdon and Forrest A. Rule

			
				
					StarCraft

					(est. 1998)

					Platform: Windows and Mac OS

					Developer: Blizzard Entertainment

				

			

			Competitive gaming is becoming increasingly more popular around the world through the rise of game-streaming services like Twitch, but the movement arguably started with the success of StarCraft in South Korea almost twenty years ago. Very much a spectator sport as well as a player sport,27 the franchise helped bring eSports into mainstream culture through its mechanics, its celebritization of players, and its adherence to Korean cultural norms.

			The StarCraft narrative takes place several hundred years in the future and chronicles an intergalactic war from the perspective of three species: the human Terrans, the lizardlike Zerg, and the Protoss, a humanoid species with psionic abilities. In single-player campaigns, players follow a predetermined narrative from the perspective of each species. Yet StarCraft’s cultural significance lies more in its multiplayer mode, allowing players to log in on a central server. Using this server, players compete competitively or cooperatively with other players online—a relatively new feature at the time when most multiplayer games relied on colocated play.

			As is common in real-time strategy (RTS) games, players don’t keep track of merely a single character but instead rely on detailed knowledge of dozens of units—both their own and their opponents’—to gather resources, build structures, and train troops. Unit development is progressive, which means that advanced units require construction of specific buildings and upgrades before they can be trained. Each unit has specific strengths and weaknesses, and the player must carefully consider which configuration of units, structures, and upgrades will help win the battle against the enemy. This strategic complexity appealed to players in South Korea, who considered StarCraft highly intellectual and akin to chess. Specifically, Koreans accepted the game as a legitimate sport because it required both intellectual skill and sophisticated motor skills that could not be achieved without practice. One simply cannot win by chance—the choice of which units to build, the speed of production, and minute maneuvering of multiple units on the battlefield require extensive training. Moreover, while the game can technically be fully played with a mouse, professional players use keyboard shortcuts. These shortcuts enable players to execute commands quickly. Professional StarCraft players type and click at speeds up to three times faster than the average person, thus they have been subjects for scientists who want to study multitasking.28

			Because such play requires remarkable skill, the most elite, professional Korean StarCraft players have celebrity status. They are followed by paparazzi and have dedicated fans who camp out near their quarters just to get a glimpse of their faces. Like actors, some get large advertisement deals—Lim Yo-hwan was one of the first players to be featured in an ad for male cosmetics. In part through this celebrity appeal as well as marketing and highly produced events, the popularity of the game in Korea is such that it is considered a national pastime, much as Americans traditionally consider baseball a national pastime. Live events attract tens of thousands of spectators. These events resemble rock concerts—hardcore fans wait hours in line to get front-row seats—and take place in large venues like stadiums, parks, and beaches. Large crowds at eSports events are quite common, but the scene in Korea is unique in that the crowd is diverse—you’ll find teenage girls who come with cardboard cutouts of their favorite gamers and families who bring young children. Live StarCraft games usually involve professional gamers from two teams playing on computers on the opposite sides of a stage and wearing headphones. A large screen relays the movements of both teams to the audience, and commentators help work the crowd into a frenzy by narrating the game in a dramatic manner. This is all common to eSports events now, but Korean cultural practices centering on StarCraft in the late 1990s were one of the first instances of video game spectatorship mirroring the spectacle of popular sports fandoms.

			From a cultural perspective, Koreans have a collectivist culture, which emphasizes the whole rather than the individual—thus Koreans have always preferred third-person, or “god view,” games over first-person games.29 Notably, this collectivist mind-set translates to the social and technological dynamics of StarCraft in the way it helped springboard eSports. For example, the life of a professional eSports player is not glamorous—professional StarCraft players in Korea lead a regimented and communal life. Teams live together in the same house with a Spartan schedule that involves hours of practice, meetings, and physical workouts. The Korean release of StarCraft in 1998 also coincided with a nationwide initiative to install high-speed Internet. That, combined with a PC-dominant gaming culture, set the technical foundation for Starcraft’s success. The industry quickly picked up on the game’s popularity: cable channels dedicated to broadcasting games 24/7 were formed, and large companies such as Samsung and LG started to sponsor professional gaming teams. Companies also started to sponsor live gaming events and tournaments as marketing events for their brands, giving professional players an opportunity to win cash prizes. The Korean government in turn established the Korean eSports Association to provide a legal infrastructure and to lend legitimacy to video gaming as a profession. As a small country with almost no natural resources, Korea constantly tries to find industry niches that will make it globally competitive.

			While eSports worldwide have since diversified beyond StarCraft, the game is still an active and important part of eSports culture. The game’s popularity in Korea—through its mechanics, spectacle, and cultural fit—helped bring eSports mainstream acceptance. Indeed, real-time strategy games now share the spotlight with multiplayer battle arena games and other genres; national and international leagues abound (with some tournaments more than fifteen years old); live-streaming platforms like Twitch have been acquired by tech giants; and major sporting media networks cover tournaments. ESPN, in particular, has noted that if the global eSports audience were a country, it would be the fifth-largest country in the world. The early success of StarCraft in Korea arguably contributed to this rise.

			Similar Franchises: Age of Empires (1997), The Lord of the Rings: The Battle for Middle Earth (2004), Warcraft (1994)

			—Donghee Yvette Wohn

			
				
					Street Fighter

					(est. 1987)

					Platform: Arcade

					Developer: Capcom

				

			

			In 1987, Capcom released the original Street Fighter, a 2D fighting game, in arcades across the world. This first game introduced players to the now-iconic Ryu, a Japanese martial artist traversing the globe to test his strength against other fighters. Although not as popular or widely recognized as its successor, Street Fighter laid the foundation for one of the most influential and genre-defining franchises in video game history. During its tenure, the Street Fighter franchise introduced many of the technical and cultural mechanics that now define the fighting game genre and the community around these games.

			In the original Street Fighter, a second player was able to join the game as Ryu’s rival, Ken, allowing a competitive match between the two to determine who would continue in the game’s story. The game also introduced the use of six attack inputs (light, medium, and heavy variations of both punch and kick) as well as special techniques that could only be performed after a sequence of commands had been entered (e.g., Down, Down/Forward, Forward, then Punch would execute Ryu’s Hadoken attack). These mechanics would become staples throughout the franchise, most notably in the game’s sequel Street Fighter II: The World Warrior (1991).

			Street Fighter II is widely recognized as the game that truly established the fighting genre as a cultural phenomenon. Keeping the six-attack scheme and special techniques of the original game, Street Fighter II’s focus shifted to competition between players. Special moves were made easier to execute by extending the number of frames allowed between controller inputs, but perhaps more importantly, this extra time allowed for the creation of combos.30 Given this new flexibility for command input, players quickly learned how to string together attacks in rapid succession—an unintended innovation that became a key aspect of nearly every fighting game since.

			Street Fighter II’s shift to two-player competition brought a renewed interest in the arcade scene. As players waited for their chance to compete, it became common for large numbers of potential challengers to line up to play against the winner, typically claiming their turn by placing their payment on the machine.31 Skilled players traveled to large tournaments to test themselves against new competitors. The fighting game community, which today includes a multitude of games and tournaments, spawned from this arcade culture surrounding Street Fighter II.

			The next step for this franchise was decided in the same arcades that brought its initial success. Modified versions of Street Fighter II began appearing in arcades. Many of these hacked versions significantly changed how the game could be played by speeding up the pace of combat and allowing new techniques such as aerial and multiple projectiles. In order to combat this, Capcom began releasing updated versions of the game based on some of these ideas as well as knowledge gleaned by consulting experienced players within the Street Fighter community. This practice of releasing updated versions to include more characters and implement player feedback, updates usually signified by terms such as “super” and “ultra,” has continued to this day.

			The uniqueness of the game’s characters was realized using glaring stereotypes of their narrated country of origin. Personifying these cultural tropes were the American soldier “Guile,” who sports a dramatic, blond flat-top, camouflage, and an American-flag tattoo; the Soviet wrestler “Zangief,” who challenges players with a thick Russian accent; and the Japanese sumo wrestler “E. Honda,” who wears kabuki-esque face paint. These characterizations were also reflected within game stages because most of the characters had a stage dedicated to their home country (e.g., Honda fought in a sumo ring in a Japanese bathhouse).

			It could be said that one of the lasting legacies of the Street Fighter franchise is this use of cultural stereotypes to differentiate its characters. Fighting games, Street Fighter in particular, have been routinely criticized for stereotypical depictions of their characters. However, there are valid reasons for this reliance on visual and cultural tropes. As Rachel Hutchinson argues, stereotypical characters are easier and faster to produce and localize across regions. And perhaps more importantly, the use of stereotypes allows players to easily distinguish between characters and their fighting styles, which is essential for fighting games.32

			Even with the decline of arcades and the growth of home console use outside Japan, Capcom’s dedication to the fighting game genre has resulted in an online multiplayer system that tracks skill and rankings in an attempt to instill the same sense of competition.

			Street Fighter’s success rested on its ability to tap into players’ desire to compete against one another. The fighting game community crafted in the arcades of the early 1990s evolved into a thriving eSports community involving multiple games over a growing number of tournaments. Capcom would also continue to dedicate its efforts toward supporting the now-global fighting game community by sponsoring and creating its own Street Fighter tournaments, including the Capcom Pro Tour (2014) for Ultra Street Fighter IV. This focus on competitive play was recently solidified with the release of Street Fighter V (2016), which shipped without many of the single-player modes that were standard for the genre, focusing almost exclusively now on competitive, online play.

			Street Fighter has had a profound effect on the video game industry and on fighting games as a whole. The franchise introduced many of what are now the core technical and cultural mechanics of the fighting genre and fostered a culture of competition and spectatorship that has proven critical to the emergence of eSports. Yu Suzuki, the creator of the popular fighting franchise Virtua Fighter, perhaps best summed up the significance of Street Fighter in saying, “In game history, it’s the most important and one of the brightest masterpieces of games. A giant in games, is how I’d put it. I think it’s the most important fighting game in history.”33

			Similar Franchises: Killer Instinct (1994), Mortal Kombat (1992), Virtua Fighter (1993)

			—Joseph Fordham and Christopher Ball

			
				
					Super Columbine Massacre RPG!

					(est. 2005)

					Platform: Windows

					Developer: Danny Ledonne

				

			

			A cross between serious, persuasive, and arthouse game genres, Danny Ledonne’s Super Columbine Massacre RPG! (SCMRPG!) was released on April 20, 2005, the sixth anniversary of the Columbine High School shooting. In the wake of this tragedy, first-person shooter video games were often blamed for the homicidal tendencies of the perpetrators, Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold. This vilification of violent video games was so profound that several families of the victims sued twenty-five game makers, including id Software, Atari, Sega of America, and Activision, claiming Harris’s and Klebold’s “incredibly deep involvement, use of and addiction to these games” enabled them to commit the shooting.34 The claimed link between Columbine and violent video games inspired Ledonne to create SCMRPG! —a controversial, dark, and deeply meditative video game that users play as Harris and Klebold. Ledonne created SCMRPG! to provocatively address the vilification of gaming by offering insight into the mentality of the shooters, while simultaneously parodying popular gaming franchises.

			SCRMRPG! provokes critical thought through biting social commentary and dialogue via a combination of gameplay, imagery, and narrative. In a mixture of biography and fantasy, players organize and implement Harris and Klebold’s rampage, commit suicide, then play through a satirical version of the shooters’ afterlife. The gameplay of SCRMRPG! is organized in three parts. Similar to the shooting, level one consists of players gathering weapons and remaining undetected as they plant two propane bombs in the school cafeteria, bombs that ultimately fail. This failed detonation leads to level two, which involves charging the school and killing students. One glaring omission from SCMRPG! are the names and images of the actual victims of this tragedy. Rather, players kill generic teens labeled Jock Type, Nerdy Girl, Sheltered Girl, Openly Gay Boy, Preppy Boy, Cherubic Bumpkin, and Church Girl. Level two concludes with Harris’s and Klebold’s suicide. After the sound of two guns being cocked and fired, the image of Harris’s and Klebold’s lifeless avatar is followed by actual photos of their bloody corpses in the Columbine High School library. This begins an interlude that includes a montage of media photos of grieving survivors. However, images of the victims are excluded in favor of a memorial montage of Harris and Klebold. Childhood photos chronicle their transformation from children to teens before ending with photos of their white crosses on Rebel Hill in nearby Clement Park. This abruptly shifts to level three, which finds Klebold alone in Hell where he must reunite with Harris before finding and sparring with a South Park version of Satan.

			SCMRPG! mixes low-resolution, 16-bit, role-playing graphics with actual video, images, and dialogue from the shooting. Ledonne’s decision to use vintage, cartoonish aesthetics and a role-playing format helps players keep a critical distance while playing. The gameplay in level one and two is based on news reports, Harris and Klebold’s writings, and other texts about the shooting. These levels incorporate real photos of the shooters and the aftermath of the shooting spree, resulting in an interactive, hybrid, documentary and video game experience that mixes real and imagined scenarios and results in an emotionally disturbing simulation. Ledonne estimates that approximately 80 percent of the dialogue in the game is from the shooters’ own writings and videos, giving it a haunting feeling. For example, Harris and Klebold’s dialogue includes anger and hatred (e.g., “I hope we kill two hundred fifty of you!”), excitement and pleasure (e.g., “What fun is life without a little death?”), reflection (e.g., “Yes, Shakespeare said it best: Good wombs hath borne bad sons”), nostalgia (e.g., “Ah, Blackjack Pizza. Those were the days”), fatalism (e.g., “We need to die, too”), and even a bit of guilt (e.g., “I wish I was a fucking sociopath so I didn’t have any remorse, but I do”).

			While films about Columbine, like Michael Moore’s Bowling for Columbine (2002) and Gus Van Sant’s Elephant (2003), have been widely praised, the idea of creating a video game about the shooting struck many as sick, soulless, and simply wrong. Friends and family of Columbine victims were said to be “outraged,” “infuriated,” and “distraught” over news of the game.35 Meanwhile, PC Magazine called it the second worst game of all time in 2006. However, some game critics and scholars such as Ian Bogost, Patrick Dugan, and Clive Thompson praised the ability of SCMRPG! to promote critical thinking about the phenomenon of school shooting and gun violence through gameplay. Bogost, in particular, stated that “Super Columbine Massacre RPG is disturbing because it is meant to be. . . . This game is not fun, it is challenging, and difficult to play—not technically difficult, but conceptually difficult. We need more of that.”36

			The cultural significance of SCMRPG! lies in three areas: rhetoric, recognition, and stigma. First, the rhetoric of SCMRPG! as articulated through its gameplay represents school shootings as an act of hatred. As a player-versus-environment game, SCMRPG! locates Harris and Klebold in opposition to everyone in Columbine High School and frames the school shooting as the culminating event in an economy of hatred in which the perceived source of Harris’s and Klebold’s pain must pay for the shooters’ anguish. Second, SCMRPG! has been typically recognized as a point of comparison for other serious, persuasive, arthouse games, highlighting its status as canonical within this gaming genre. These comparisons include games that address taboo subjects (e.g., Virtual Jihad, 2008), glamorized murder (e.g., V-Tech Rampage, 2007), historical accuracy (e.g., JFK: Reloaded, 2004), and sociocultural critique (e.g., Operation: Pedopriest, 2007). Third, SCMRPG! has been widely stigmatized because of the sensitivity of its subject. For instance, in 2007, SCMRPG! was ejected from the Slamdance Festival Guerrilla Gamemaker Competition, even though it was a finalist, because of its content. Despite or perhaps due to this convergence of rhetoric, recognition, and stigma, SCMRPG! has the potential to leave players with an insight into the mentality of rampage shooters. Rather than glamorizing violence, the game creates a deeply unsettling space for critical reflection on contemporary gun violence through its simulated, yet quasidocumentary, form of “gun play.”

			Similar Franchises: School Shooter: North American Tour 2012 (2011), The Slaying of Sandy Hook Elementary (2013), V-Tech Rampage (2007)

			—Susan A. Sci

			
				
					Super Mario Bros.

					(est. 1985)

					Platform: Nintendo Entertainment System

					Developer: Nintendo R&D4

				

			

			It is difficult to find a game, genre, or developer not influenced by the Super Mario Bros. series, and indeed the contemporary home video game market would not exist without it. The enduring popularity and versatility of the franchise speak to implicit discourses of transnational accommodation and portability.

			In a very real sense, the Super Mario franchise belongs to all of us and none of us. This is likely not by accident. The work of Koichi Iwabuchi suggests that much of Japanese popular culture in the 1980s and 1990s, arguably the most formative era of the Super Mario series, was characterized by mukokuseki, or a lack of specific racial and ethnic characteristics—which in practice tends to adopt Western characteristics in an attempt to reach a perceived global (i.e., Western) audience.37 Mario, Luigi, and Princess Peach, like many Japanese media characters of the time, do not look identifiably Japanese. As Iwabuchi and many other cultural scholars suggest, this may be responsible in part for the success of these characters: they are rooted in a racial and ethnic identity intended to be marketable around the world. This helped facilitate the localization and translation of the games to different markets with relative ease, fitting into Iwabuchi’s concept of Japan as a cultural translator.

			This idea of the Super Mario series as a transnational and transcultural product extends not only to the characters but to their surroundings and the context in which the series operates. The Mushroom Kingdom draws heavily from both Eastern cultural traditions and Western fantasy—it is often said to be a take on Alice in Wonderland (creator Shigeru Miyamoto has both confirmed and denied this in different interviews over the years). Arguably, the Super Mario series’ lack of cultural identity may have been a preemptive defense mechanism—in the 1980s, Japan was seen as a major manufacturing rival to the United States, and employees of Nintendo of America were even harassed while setting up displays for the then-new Nintendo Entertainment System.38 It is worth noting that elements of the series’ Japanese origins poke out throughout the series in enemy names and power-ups—in Super Mario Bros. 3, the player can obtain a “Tanooki suit,” which allows the player to become a Buddhist statue. However, the larger, recurring themes of the Super Mario series speak to the patriarchal mythologies and narratives present in both Eastern and Western societies of a noble (and generally male) hero rescuing a damsel in distress from an evil force, which helped facilitate the transnational circulation of the franchise.

			From a gameplay perspective, the overall cultural nonspecificity and transnational nature of the Super Mario franchise has facilitated games in several different genres. While the first few Mario games were relatively simple arcade affairs, it was 1985’s Super Mario Bros. that would set the tone for the megafranchise to come. The game was easily the flagship title of the Nintendo Entertainment System and took advantage of its hardware to offer a game full of multiple levels larger than anything else on the market that featured complex physics, alternate paths, secret areas, and power-ups like the magic mushrooms that gave Mario different abilities. The game’s popularity meant that Nintendo would sell over 30 million units of the Entertainment System, helping to revive the American home video game industry.39

			Demand for a sequel was strong, but rather than bring over the sadistically difficult Japanese follow-up, and believing American audiences would not enjoy the harder game, Nintendo elected instead to replace the stars of the game Doki Doki Panic with Mario and friends to create the U.S. sequel Super Mario Bros. 2 (1988). The game’s tonal shift and radically different mechanics were puzzling to U.S. fans, but the game was a massive hit: the U.S. version was eventually even ported back to Japan as Super Mario USA (1992). Later, to satisfy American curiosity, the Super Nintendo Entertainment System anthology Super Mario All-Stars (1993) presented the original Japanese Super Mario Bros. 2—with its difficulty intact—as “The Lost Levels.” Again, Iwabuchi’s concept of transnational exchange came into play on multiple levels, with Japan acting as a cultural translator and gatekeeper by attempting to make a product as palatable as possible to a Western audience. After Super Mario Bros. 2, however, the versions of Super Mario games released in both markets were largely identical.

			After the Nintendo Entertainment System, the malleability of the Super Mario series became a perfect fit for testing and demonstrating the technical features of new Nintendo hardware. The 16-bit Super Mario World series allowed for battery backups of their lengthy campaigns and used the hardware of the Super Nintendo Entertainment System to offer enemies and level elements that scaled and grew in size. Shigeru Miyamoto’s position of prominence at Nintendo meant he often helped develop the hardware and controllers of Nintendo platforms around his ideas for Mario and other franchises—Mario 64, the first fully 3D game in the series, developed much of the language of 3D platformers to follow and set the standard for the use of analog controls and camera movement in other series. The Wii’s Super Mario Galaxy series turned Mario into a spacefaring adventurer subject to gravitational physics as he ran around spherical planets and used the Wii’s unique motion controls to attack enemies and collect items; and 2011’s Super Mario 3D Land used the stereoscopic 3D functionality of the 3DS to create unique, perspective-based gameplay and puzzles.

			Unlike many video game franchises, the Super Mario franchise is not limited to just one genre: Mario has appeared in racing, puzzle, and sports games and has even been the hero in several role-playing adventures, including one memorable 16-bit partnership with Final Fantasy publisher Square Enix in a game with the imaginative title Super Mario RPG. Therein lies the power of the Super Mario franchise: just like its protagonist, the underlying foundation is such that it can fit into any genre or cultural setting and feel like it belongs there.

			Similar Franchises: Crash Bandicoot (1996), The Legend of Zelda (1986), Sonic the Hedgehog (1991)

			—Bryan J. Carr

			
				
					Super Smash Bros.

					(est. 1999)

					Platform: Nintendo 64

					Developer: HAL Laboratory

				

			

			Capturing early sentiment about Nintendo’s Super Smash Bros., New York Times columnist J. C. Herz wrote, “Nintendo has always been considered the kinder, gentler console. . . . Nintendo characters are round. Nintendo characters are cute. Nintendo characters have gone ballistic. Imagine all the puppets on ‘Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood’ suddenly on the rampage, and you’ll have some idea of how darkly absurd and thrilling Super Smash Bros. can be.”40 Herz’s commentary expresses the diametric opposition—between cuteness and violence—seemingly inherent in the series. Because of this contradictory nature, Super Smash Bros. had the potential to serve as a gateway to both Nintendo and fighting games for many players. A useful framework for examining this potential includes the concepts of reduce, reuse, and recycle—principles initially proposed on Earth Day in 1970 for waste management—which sees Super Smash Bros. as a testament to Nintendo’s capacity for successfully leveraging affinity through transmediation, even during the nadir of the fighting game genre.

			“Recycling” is the act of repurposing an entity into something new. As a recycled entity, Super Smash Bros. shares a remarkable number of characteristics with fighting games modeled after Street Fighter II, but it still has distinct features that distinguish it from the rest of the genre. For example, the standard approach to fighting games will pit a character on the left side of the screen against a character on the right side of the screen. Sakurai and Satoru Iwata, however, wanted to create a new experience around four separate, playable characters engaged in combat. Sakurai and Iwata further distinguished their entry into the fighting game genre by changing the win conditions of Super Smash Bros. from the standard of life depletion to a ring-out system. In this new design, the life bar is replaced with a damage meter that signifies the ease of knocking an opponent out of the ring based on the amount of damage that opponent has received. The rounds continue until all but one player is out of stocks (i.e., lives) or time has elapsed. In classic fighting games, on the contrary, rounds end when one player’s character has depleted the life meter of the other player’s character.

			In classic Nintendo fashion, Super Smash Bros. paired recycling with exemplary reuse. “Reuse” is the deployment of an entity more than once. For Super Smash Bros., reuse occurred through the use of properties such as the characters and locations of other franchises. Starting with eight characters in the first installment of Super Smash Bros., Nintendo continually included playable characters and items from major series such as Super Mario Bros., Pokémon, and The Legend of Zelda. This reuse of properties is similar to how children play with toys. Children will use available toys to construct newly envisioned scenarios. Similarly, Super Smash Bros. provides its players with an opportunity to interact in a digital world where Yoshi can team up with Donkey Kong to fight against Fox and Mario in Kirby’s Dreamland. The series even includes a character called “Master Hand” to signify this relationship, showing Master Hand at one point in the series grab characters from a toy box. Possibilities for reuse increased as the later installments allowed for the inclusion of even more playable characters. Nintendo was also able to reuse lesser-known properties as a means of rejuvenating their other series. For example, the addition of Marth and Roy in Super Smash Bros. Melee (2001) made it possible for Nintendo to expand their release of Fire Emblem games beyond Japan.

			“Reducing” calls for deliberate actions to minimize the excessive use or creation of materials. Super Smash Bros. reduced waste production using two game aspects: controls and graphics. Following the growth of fighting games in the early 1990s, game developers reached the consensus that fighting games should advance through increasingly more complex game controls and mechanics. According to Yoshi Ono in a 2008 retrospective interview on Street Fighter III with Brian Sheffield, the game’s increasing complexity was an appropriate direction for the genre, but it was also a major obstacle to recruiting new fans. Nintendo, conversely, developed a greatly simplified combat system for Super Smash Bros. Instead of players pushing elaborate, character-specific combinations of buttons, players only needed to press A for standard attacks and B for special moves. Any further variation was based on joystick use. This can be best characterized as a low-threshold, high-ceiling system, allowing an individual with minimal knowledge to use and enjoy the game while also providing the freedom and structure necessary for the high-level, competitive play that is standard in fighting games.

			While leveraging the gateway potential offered by these three unique elements of Nintendo’s foray into the fighting game genre, Super Smash Bros. has still embedded itself in the hyper-competitive world of fighting games. Offering strong evidence of the acceptance of Super Smash Bros. among the most hard core of fighting game competitors, Super Smash Bros. Melee was added to Major League Gaming in 2004 and the Evolution Championship Series in 2007. And the growth of the Evolution Championship Series has garnered attention for the genre among major eSports organizations.41 It is this increased acceptance of eSports that further solidified the power of reduce, reuse, and recycle. Whether you are figuring out a roster for a football team, whom to dance with at a party, or how to enter a new venture during a tumultuous time, Nintendo has clearly shown that it is never a bad idea to fight with “the one that brung ya.”

			Similar Franchises: PlayStation All-Stars Battle Royale (2012), Punch-Out!! (1984), Street Fighter (1987)

			—Alex P. Leith and Rabindra A. Ratan
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					Tamagotchi

					(est. 1996)

					Platform: Mobile

					Developer: Bandai

				

			

			Named as a portmanteau of the Japanese word for “egg” (tamago) and the English word “watch,” Tamagotchi began as a small, portable, keychain-size, electronic pet simulator released by Bandai Corporation in Japan. Shortly after the Japanese release, Bandai made some slight branding and color variations to better appeal to young Americans, especially younger girls.1 Their market research paid off, and Tamagotchi became a consumer craze, often selling out during its initial releases in both Japan and America. The device was “notable for crossing the gender divide” because digital games had little traction at that point with American females.2 However, “due to the style of game play, the physical aesthetic of the device, and the purposeful design focused on nurturing, the Tamagotchi was quite successful in the female market.”3 On their release, Tamagotchi were one-of-a-kind and among the first AI-controlled pet simulators. According to Bandai, over 76 million units had been sold as of 2016.

			The original Tamagotchi was simple: an egg-shaped, handheld device housed a built-in, liquid-crystal display and featured an intuitive, three-button interface. Players would activate the device, and an image of a hatching egg appeared on the screen for several minutes. Once their digital creature had hatched from the egg, players could begin to interact with it. Players cared for the creature in a variety of simple ways, from feeding to cleaning, and even playing simple games to entertain it. Routine care every few hours kept the virtual pet healthy and happy, and it evolved over the course of its several life cycles, shaped by the way its player interacted with it. Mostly, players were concerned with maintaining their creature’s “Happy Meter” by feeding their pet snacks or playing simple guessing games. The pets also left behind droppings after being fed, and if these virtual droppings were not properly cleaned up, the pet became sick.

			While the interaction mechanics were not groundbreaking, the portability of the device, along with its cycle of behavioral reinforcement loops—both positive and negative—changed the way life simulators and mobile games would be developed. Many mobile games now send out frequent reminders or reward habitual play sessions, but as Eric Klopfer discusses in his research on mobile games, the gameplay in Tamagotchi “was designed to happen ubiquitously in time and space.”4 This meant that game interactions punctuated the daily life of the player at times when and in places where they had seldom been exposed to a digital presence before. What’s more, players were punished for not interrupting their daily lives to interact with their Tamagotchi. For example, if a Tamagotchi owner ignored some of the calls for care that the device would emit during a single day, their virtual pet might evolve into a less robust version in the next life cycle or even die, starting the game over. The death of the pet would erase the player’s progress, and the player would be forced to start all over again with a new pet, hatching and caring for it from the first life cycle. These strict impositions on the player were made possible by the game’s small physical size, which allowed it to be pocketed with ease. Tamagotchi’s portability left players with no excuse for failing to care for their digital pet anywhere and anytime. While later versions of the game were designed to pause the session for any length of time, it’s important to note that much of the success of the original product was built on a foundation of mandatory game-player feedback loops.

			By attaching time-sensitive mechanics to nurturing instincts, Bandai created what the Pew Research Center describes as “connective obligation”: the feeling we all experience when we feel the need to check our social media channels or compulsively play games. Connective obligation is especially important to consider at times when we’re better off doing more important things like sleeping or studying. This phenomenon is being widely studied in this age of ubiquitous, portable digital devices, but Tamagotchi were among the first to raise concern among educators and parental groups over the distracting effects of these devices both in and out of the classroom. These concerns lead many schools to ban Tamagotchi all together, hurting the game’s popularity.5

			Later Tamagotchi models featured different creatures, mini-games, and item shops, as well as social connectivity features that allowed players to breed their virtual pets. However, in addition to school bans, sales eventually fell due to competition in the market from strikingly similar devices and other developing technologies, and Tamagotchi never fully recovered its market position. However, the Tamagotchi brand continues to produce games and has maintained relevancy through release on the Nintendo DS and other mobile device platforms.

			In addition to pioneering the way we interact with digital devices, Tamagotchi helped popularize life simulation games, paving the way for later games like The Sims (2000) and Nintendogs (2005). Much of the same reward structure mechanics and repetitious interactivity cycles used in Tamagotchi are now deeply embedded in these genres, and much of the mobile and casual gaming market has taken cues from the success of Tamagotchi as well. By creating a game that relied on simple, repetitive interactions within easy-to-understand systems encapsulated within a tiny portable console, Tamagotchi punctuated daily life with video games in a way that had, at the time, never before been seen. As a precursor to the age of the smartphone-based mobile games characterized by portability, brief sessions, and routinized engagement—Tamagotchi managed to convince millions to carry a digital device with them . . . before it was cool.

			Similar Franchises: Digimon (1997), Giga Pets (1997), Neopets (1999)

			—Jeff Nay

			
				
					Tecmo Bowl

					(est. 1987)

					Platform: Arcade

					Developer: Tecmo

				

			

			From Tennis for Two (1958), to Pong (1972), to FIFA (1993–present), sports have a long history in the annals of video games. Indeed, most organized sports such as football, baseball, and cricket have video game iterations. It’s not just the breadth of titles that’s so impressive either: sports titles are widely popular games as evidenced by their regular presence on lists of best-selling video games. In fact, according to Forbes, Madden NFL 16, NBA 2K15, and FIFA 16 were among the top-ten selling video games of 2015. But before these giants existed, there was Tecmo Bowl.

			Tecmo Bowl—a large arcade cabinet that allowed up to four players and used two screens—debuted in pizza parlors and arcades in 1987. There had been football arcade games before (e.g., Atari’s Football, 1978), but most used Xs and Os to represent players on the screen. Tecmo Bowl shattered that abstraction through the use of vibrant colors, fast action, and sprites resembling generic football players on a field. The arcade game didn’t use National Football League (NFL) team names or cities, nor did it feature player names, but the match between the red Bulldogs and the blue Wildcats excited players pumping quarters into the machine. The success of the arcade version led Tecmo to create Tecmo Bowl (1989) for the Nintendo Entertainment System. And after Tecmo had secured the rights from the National Football League Player’s Association (NFLPA), the game used the names and likenesses of real NFL players. Thus Tecmo Bowl featured twelve of the most popular teams in the NFL, listed by their city names, and gamers could choose from one of four offense plays. This was different from the arcade version, which had no preset plays.

			The popularity of the console game led to a quantum evolution in the release of Tecmo Super Bowl (1991), the first sports video game that had licensing rights from both the NFL and the NFLPA.6 Previously, sports video game titles secured the rights to either real teams (e.g., Major League Baseball, 1988) or players (e.g., Jordan vs. Bird: One on One, 1988), but Tecmo Super Bowl was the first to use both. This trend of using the names of actual teams and players continues today, providing video game players every year with the most recent roster of their favorite team. The trend also, not coincidentally, justifies annual releases of popular sports titles. In this way, the player’s passion for his or her favorite team and players resonates through continued video gameplay. As Mia Consalvo, Konstantin Mitgutsch, and Abe Stein write, the sports video game is “likely imagined by its players to be much more than a commodity for purchase—instead it (also) encapsulates or embodies a relationship they have built with particular teams and players over a period of years or decades.”7

			In addition to the use of actual team and player names, Tecmo Super Bowl was one of the first video games to save statistics of each user’s season, a feature that added a competitive and measurable element of gaming experience because the player’s statistics weren’t limited to a single match. Rather, they could be tracked and followed for a full season and saved on the game cartridge. Users excitedly tracked not just their season records but also their players’ statistics in offensive, defensive, and special-team categories—possibly foreshadowing interest in the statistics-driven domain of fantasy sports.

			The persistent popularity of Tecmo Super Bowl can also be attributed to its gameplay, ease of use, and the player’s ability to play a full game in just under thirty minutes. With current editions of Madden Football incorporating literally hundreds of plays to choose from, one can appreciate the relative simplicity of starting a game of Tecmo Super Bowl by only being tasked with selecting a few options. Further, the player characters in Tecmo Super Bowl are rated and scored based on their abilities, so the gamer’s success or failure is greatly impacted by the skills of the team and players used. Such characteristics made for a game that was easy to learn yet challenging to master.

			Sequels to the original Tecmo Bowl franchise were released on different consoles until 1996, after which the game was no longer produced; however, the game remains popular despite being out of production for over twenty years. Much of this contemporary popularity arose with the advent of console emulation on computers, with Tecmo Super Bowl becoming one of the most modified Nintendo Entertainment System games in existence, according to TecmoBowl.org. Fans of the game hacked the program and created modified versions, called “mods” or “hacks,” using updated team names and rosters but still featuring the classic gameplay. As of January 2016, TecmoBowl.org noted that the 2015 update of Tecmo Super Bowl had had more than sixty thousand downloads.

			Besides mods with roster and team updates for the current season, some hackers have created rosters of players going back to the 1960s. There are mods composed of teams from different eras or teams containing all-time best players, as well as other versions that change the settings to include snow games and games played on city streets. In addition to these modded versions of Tecmo Super Bowl, networked gaming fosters competitive matches online in leagues found on sites like www.tecmoworld.com, while for those who crave the classic, face-to-face format, there are in-person Tecmo Super Bowl tournaments for the original game held around the United States. One annual tournament, Tecmo Madison, was the focus of an NFL-produced documentary, Tecmo Bowl, which detailed the video game and its cultural significance.8

			The original Tecmo Bowl arcade game gave players a visually stunning football gaming experience, and the subsequent console release offered greater challenges through the use of rated players and a playbook. Tecmo Super Bowl emerged as a touchstone for video games of all sports because the use of actual team and player names, coupled with tracked statistics and a challenging-yet-simple gameplay, approximated NFL games in a way that continued to delight players over thirty years later, inspiring modern sports games and game players alike.

			Similar Franchises: FIFA (1993), Madden Football (1988), NBA Live (1995)

			—Cameron Basquiat

			
				
					Tetris

					(est. 1984)

					Platform: Electronika 60

					Developer: Alexey Pajitnov

				

			

			Tetris is simple, clever, and horribly addictive. It is so intuitively easy to play that it feels like it has existed forever; and it is a fiendish time-suck available on almost any gaming platform imaginable as if by magic. So pervasive is it to the player that Garth Kidd describes players seeing “after-images of the game for up to days afterwards, an ability to play the game in their head”—an effect he called the “Tetris effect.”9 There is a wider Tetris effect though: the massive cultural impact of this simple game created by Soviet computer scientist Alexei Pajitnov in 1984. With no private market for video games in the Soviet Union, Tetris could easily have fallen through the cracks and been forgotten, yet both Electronic Gaming Monthly and IGN have ranked it 1st and 2nd in their Greatest Games of All Time lists. How did this happen? And why is the impact of Tetris on global gaming important?

			Tetris is not just important as a popular game in the West; it is also indicative of Soviet cultural interests of the time. Its history and creation tells us something about the early days of Soviet game creation. Pajitnov used his loves of sports and mathematics to inform the style, mechanics, and even the name of the game. “Tetris” is a portmanteau of “tetra-” and “tennis,” combining Greek mathematics with sport. It’s not just a clever name. It’s a choice influenced by cultural context. Participation in sporting and scientific pursuits was a vital part of Soviet life, valorized by authorities, and held up as a healthy and moral way to live. The combination of speed, decision-making, and spatial analysis required by the game echoed the core proficiencies of what was seen as the ideal Soviet citizen.

			Often held up as the quintessential Russian game, Tetris represented an early point of introduction to Russian games for Western audiences. However, it is important to acknowledge that much of the “Russianness” of the game as presented to non-Russian players was the result of marketing. Its cheerful theme tune, a version of the folk song “Korobeiniki,” was catchy and memorable, but it was not selected by the original creator. And although the first version’s graphics were simple and unadorned, later versions incorporated illustrations of brightly colored, onion-domed Orthodox churches that provided a familiar and palatable Russian motif to Western audiences for whom Russia had long been the symbol of frightening, militant, Cold War ideology.

			In one of its first Western editions, Tetris was branded “The Soviet Mind Game,” a Tom Clancy-esque title rendered graphically with the R in “Tetris” reversed for extra Russian flavor. Though the game has since shed much of its cartoonish, faux-Russian exterior, it nonetheless remains an undeniable symbol of Russianness. The fact that the game is Russian continues to be a persistent talking point, to the extent that there exists a British TV documentary about the game titled From Russia with Love—the same title as the 1963 James Bond film.

			For a game with so much influence and so much market value, Tetris did not initially prove profitable for Pajitnov or his two colleagues Vadim Gerasimov and Dmitry Pavlovsky, who ported the game to the IBM PC. This was despite an intention on Pajitnov’s part to sell his games, Tetris among others. Gerasimov writes that when Pajitnov expressed an intention to make a number of games, bundle them, and sell them together, “the selling part seemed unusual and difficult because we lived in the Soviet Union. Making and selling something privately was highly irregular.”10 Because they worked in the Russian Academy of Sciences Dorodnitsyn Computing Center, everything Pajitnov and his colleagues made belonged to the government. The game was therefore initially distributed to friends of the scientists, and it slowly spread informally until it came to the attention of people outside Russia via Hungary, a country that was significantly less tightly controlled than Russia.

			Although the rights to Tetris rested with the Soviet government, the game was quickly a financial success in the West via a series of dubious licensing agreements with companies with no legal basis to sell the rights to the game. In one notorious case, Andromeda’s Robert Stein sold the rights to the game to Mirrorsoft UK and their American affiliates, claiming a deal with Pajitnov, who at that point he had never even met. Pajitnov had no real experience in business, the story of which David Sheff (1993) tells in his book Game Over.11 It was therefore not until 1996 that Pajitnov managed to navigate the legal issues and regain the rights to Tetris via The Tetris Company, which he set up with Henk Rogers. During this long series of events, two things became clear: first, Western game companies had no qualms about stealing Tetris. Second, even after these unethical dealings came to light, it was easy to use the lack of familiar copyright law in the Soviet Union to continue to exploit Pajitnov’s work.

			This complex chain of deals is a valuable case study on Soviet licensing and the lack of creative control that many Soviet creators had. It also shows the tendency of Western game culture to assimilate cultural elements from around the world, often offering little credit or financial reward in return. The story of Tetris and how it achieved worldwide popularity is part of its cultural influence, its mythos.

			The persistent influence of Tetris alone makes it noteworthy, but the unique dynamics of its production and marketing gives us valuable insight into the early Soviet gaming landscape. A game that began as a hobbyist project with no real hope of financial success became, through a series of complicated and unethical business decisions, a worldwide hit. Moreover, it became the symbol of a certain kind of Russianness and the standard by which the popularity of Russian games in the West would come to be judged.

			Similar Franchises: Pong (1972), Tiny Tower (2011), Triple Town (2010)

			—Catherine Goodfellow

			
				
					Thrill Kill

					(est. 1998)

					Platform: PlayStation

					Developer: Paradox Development

				

			

			Classic video games like Mortal Kombat and Grand Theft Auto and contemporary video games like Hatred that continuously push the envelope with their increasingly graphic gameplay and adult themes have inspired calls for censorship from parents, church groups, and various governmental bodies. However, one of the most dramatically violent games ever was one that was never officially released, a little-known game titled Thrill Kill with a brutality that emerged from its characters’ realism—rather than extremism—as based on unredeemable acts representative of contemporary social issues.

			Developed in the late 1990s by Virgin Interactive,12 Thrill Kill featured ten damned souls engaged in a fighting tournament in hell in hopes that the winner of the tournament will be allowed to leave hell and walk the earth again. The main characters were a motley crew whose members would have made the contestants of Mortal Kombat and other fighting games seem tame by comparison. The list of degenerates included Belladonna, a murdering dominatrix; Cleetus, a cannibal redneck; Dr. Faustus, a psychotic plastic surgeon; Imp, a homicidal midget with stilts in the place of legs; Mammoth, a former postal employee who “went postal” on earth and is now a Konglike beast; Tormentor, a former judge who was executed himself for mistreatment of criminals; and Violet, a child contortionist whose experiences have led her to want to kill men.13 There are also several unlockable characters like conjoined twins and the demon that set up the tournament.

			The protagonists of Thrill Kill played on many of the worst aspects of current events at the time. Characters such as disgruntled postal workers, violent sex offenders, scorned lovers, homicidal doctors, and corrupt members of the criminal justice system seemed like they were simply taken from the headlines of the preceding decade. Furthermore, while many game protagonists (like those of Grand Theft Auto or Manhunt) may have on the surface been “bad,” most had some redeeming trait, such as justifiable evildoing or a longing for redemption. However, the characters of Thrill Kill were presented to us as reprehensible, unapologetic monsters who had been condemned to hell for their actions. The developers did not make any attempt to make their characters likeable in any way, and to the contrary, we’re glad these people are no longer in the land of the living.

			Of course, it was that setup that made this game so divisive. Instead of having redeemable characters in unfortunate circumstances, Thrill Kill featured cartoonish versions of realistic monsters. Instead of being an ultraviolent game in which supernatural beings fought for the fate of the world, the game featured video game versions of real-world villains, putting the player in the unenviable position of attempting to free one of these characters from eternal damnation not for the purpose of redemption but so that they could go back to their evil ways on earth. The game seemed to explore the effect of video game violence on society by making it the point of the game to empower those who were examples of real-life violence.

			While such metaphorical combat among murderous souls was notable enough, Thrill Kill pushed the envelope with its gruesome, sexualized style. Gameplay, which allowed up to four simultaneous players, featured acts of BDSM, misogynistic language and themes, and extreme acts of violence. While it is no surprise that a hellish combat tournament would feature extreme violence like dismemberments and copious blood, this violence was made more extreme in its sexualization, with risqué costumes and specialized attacks with names like “Bitch Slap,” “Swallow This,” and “Head Muncher.” While games like Leisure Suit Larry contained comparable amounts of sexual content, and games such as Duke Nukem contained even more acts of violence, Thrill Kill was unique in its presentation. Most notably, Thrill Kill presented this material in a disturbingly realistic fashion rather than through playful sexuality or over-the-top violence. Further, Thrill Kill integrated these deviations in an uncomfortably new way. As has been seen in other types of media like film, audiences generally accept sexual content and violent content, but violent sexual conduct is often met with unease. Through this exponentially deviant content, Thrill Kill would have been the first game released on the Sony PlayStation to earn the Entertainment Software Rating Board’s AO rating for violence—if it had ever been released.

			Electronic Arts (EA), which acquired Thrill Kill as part of its 1998 purchase of Virgin Interactive, decided that although the game was finished and ready for release, the game would not see the light of day. Pat Becker, director of corporate communication at EA, stated in a 1998 ZDNet article that the decision to discontinue Thrill Kill “was made as soon as we could make it after we acquired the company. . . . The tone and the tenor of the game are just too violent.”14 Not only did EA not release the game, they also did not sell the game to another developer. Instead EA, even with the loss of potential profits and the fact that shelving the game upset some of their customers, killed the game altogether. While it is open to speculation whether the decision was linked to the effect public critique might have had on EA’s bottom line, EA went on to be known for other very violent—and very popular—series such as Battlefield, Army of Two, Deadspace, and Mass Effect.

			Despite this canceled release, the game can be found on file-sharing sites, and it has developed a cult following over the past two decades. Additionally, the fighting engine developed for its gameplay can be found in later games including Wu-Tang: Shaolin Style, X-Men: Mutant Academy, and Rock ’Em Sock ’Em Robots Arena. As with most things in the digital age, Thrill Kill will never really be dead.

			Similar Franchises: Mortal Kombat (1992), Hatred (2015), Wu Tang: Shaolin Style (1999)

			—William G. Thomas

			
				
					Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell

					(est. 2002)

					Platform: Multi-platform

					Developer: Ubisoft Montreal

				

			

			In late December of 1993, Senator Joseph Lieberman spoke out against a great unregulated giant called “video games.” Flanked by Senator Herb Kohl and Captain Kangaroo [Bob Keeshan], Lieberman argued that games “glorify violence and teach children to enjoy inflicting the most gruesome forms of cruelty imaginable.” He contended, “Few parents would buy these games for their kids if they really knew what was in them” because “the adult market today wants something more than just playing Pac-Man.”15 The proverbial train wreck between the video game industry and concerned legislators was inevitable because video games were seen as a base form of entertainment. Video games were perceived as either a sophomoric form of entertainment or a vile form of entertainment, and both perceptions of gaming omitted the importance of video games in the cultural landscape.

			But one game has provided an important political and historical framework to guide the question of the gravity of video games. Released in 2002, Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell was one of the first games to adopt a construct of historical consequence because it drew largely on Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s famous “Four Freedoms” speech in 1941. FDR’s State of the Union Address outlined four freedoms fundamental to human existence: freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom from want, and freedom from fear. In the introduction of the original Splinter Cell, the franchise’s main character, Sam Fisher, claims that he alone is charged with employing the “fifth freedom.” In the game, kidnapping, torture, and assassination are all warranted as part of protecting the four freedoms by using the fifth. Hence, besides gameplay and computer-generated-image innovation, the game carried with it a specific political statement. Sam Fisher describes his role as a paramilitary force in this way:

			You have the right to freedom of speech. You have the right to freedom of worship. You have the right to freedom from want. And you have the right to freedom from fear.

			I alone have the fifth freedom. The right to do whatever it takes to make sure your four freedoms are protected and preserved.

			I alone have full authority to spy, steal, destroy, assassinate in order to protect America and her freedoms. I alone may go above the law to protect the law. And commit brutality to prevent brutality. And kill to protect the lives of many.

			I seek not to derive pleasure by inflicting violence on others, but rather, to dissuade enemies of our nation.

			Here, the game implies that negotiation and diplomatic tactics rarely work; hence the National Security Agency via Sam Fisher allows secret doings below the political radar. Legal scholar Colleen Carey remarks that games such as these “can be said to have value for minors in teaching them about United States history or the workings of the military,” even though “these games also contain what would be characterized as graphic violence by the legislation.”16 Undoubtedly, these games serve an entertainment purpose, but they also exhibit deeply seated political themes worthy of free-speech protection.

			However, Fisher cannot always use violence. The narrative is nuanced and employs diplomatic and geopolitical constraints to shape gameplay by offering something almost entirely unique and unprecedented: instead of amassing bodies through the use of force, the mission is paramount. In fact, the player can move through the game without making any kills until the final villain. So even though the player may use violence, the option to use a nonviolent method is always available. And furthermore, the player is using all of these tactics in an effort to uphold freedom, which flies in the face of Sen. Lieberman’s critique of the gaming industry.

			One complaint that gaming opponents cite is Catherine MacKinnon’s claim that pornography twists people into things—it takes the person and reduces them to an object. Opponents of video games sometimes allege that these games, too, objectify their subjects. However, the Splinter Cell franchise has evolved to incorporate digital enemies with their own emotions and rationale, and it then lets the player decide how to treat these in-game characters. For example, the player may sneak up on any of Splinter Cell’s hundreds of characters. At that point the player may choose to either interrogate or instantly kill the character. Interestingly, the player’s interrogation of a character may invoke compassion for that character, and the player may then feel compelled not to kill him. One game reviewer calls the action of sparing an enemy character’s life a “morally rewarding” action. Additionally, after the player completes a mission, the game rates the player based on number of stealth attacks versus number of lethal attacks. Instead of rewarding death, the game rewards the gamer for not killing their digital opponents. Nonetheless, lethal kills always stand as an option, creating a situation in which the video gamer decides. Video game detractors often attempt to reduce video games to a fallacious all-or-nothing choice, but the gaming genre deserves a much closer, more nuanced consideration.

			But the agency Splinter Cell places in the player’s hands is not a proclivity toward political action (as opposed to speech). Splinter Cell teaches its players the rules of espionage, given Sam Fisher’s account of the nature of his tasks. Fisher coolly articulates, “I’m a soldier. I served my country for 20 years. But if I’m captured or killed, no one will come to rescue me. I won’t even get a funeral because the nation I protect can never admit that I exist.” The game interactively teaches its players the rules of engagement and the political situation characterizing an environment. Consequently, this interactive learning model aids political speech and functions on a deeper level than Sen. Lieberman’s claims of simple cruelty. Splinter Cell serves as a model of a gaming franchise that gives agency to the player in particular and furthers the industry in general.

			Similar Franchises: Assassin’s Creed (2007), Deus Ex (2000), Metal Gear (1987)

			—Joseph Bailey

			
				
					Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater

					(est. 1999)

					Platform: PlayStation

					Developer: Neversoft

				

			

			Skateboarding and video games have a lot in common, especially considering their similar historical trajectories. Both went through inventive iterations, both struggled to find acceptance as more than just a child’s pastime, and both eventually became a gold mine for tapping into the coveted youth market. The Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater series burst onto the video game scene in 1999 amid flourishing cultural interest in extreme sports and got a huge boost in publicity after Tony Hawk landed the first “900” at ESPN’s X Games a month before the game’s release. Though the Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater series was not directly responsible for the rise in skateboarding’s mainstream popularity and acceptance, at the very least it can be said to have contributed to an awareness of extreme sports in the United States. Combining these factors with the series’ use of sound tracks authentic to skating subculture and unique, physics-defying gameplay elements, Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater became one of the most influential game series at the turn of the century.

			Pro Skater’s most influential contribution to the boundary-pushing ethos of extreme sports was giving the player the ability to perform combos that chained together physically impossible tricks. Series developer Mick West noted that the inspiration for this combo chaining “came in part from Street Fighter,” and a member of his Neversoft team, Aaron Cammarata, observed that “the score would build up with the combo, and you’d have to land successfully to finish it and get the points.”17 This intense gameplay dynamic became a hallmark of the series, which West describes as the “incentive to try just one more thing, push it a bit more,” with an “increasing tension as your combo score built up.”18 For instance, in the first game in the series, players were asked to perform a 50,000-point combo, which likely meant chaining together everything from kickflips to grinds and transfers to benihanas. Later games in the series introduced concepts like “the revert” and “the manual,” which made for even more hair-raising combos atop moving cars and rooftops. This series was immensely popular among an extreme sports community demographic, and West remembers Pro Skater being conceived of not as “a skating simulator” but as a series that focused on “fun over realism,” giving players the ability to “jump unrealistically high, and grind on unusual objects (like wires).”19

			To have exciting gameplay is one thing, but if the creators of Pro Skater at Neversoft were going to have a true hit on their hands, they needed to embrace the unique culture of skateboarding itself. To influence gamers and skaters alike, this meant accurately reflecting the clothing, ethos, music, and attitude of the culture. Many previous skateboarding video games, like Skate or Die (1988), tried but missed the mark on authenticity. For Pro Skater, Mick West recalls a development environment that valued skate culture to the point that Joel Jewett, the head of Neversoft, built a half-pipe in his backyard and encouraged team members to try and “at least get the basics.”20 From kickflips on carpet to consuming skateboarding culture via “a huge amount of videos . . . quite often running a new video each day at lunch,” the makers of Pro Skater knew that if they were to tap into the irreverent, youth-based skating culture, many of whom were already gamers, they needed to be authentic. To that end, the connection to Tony Hawk was critical from a commercial standpoint, but his popularity among other skaters meant being able to get big names like Bob Burnquist, Bucky Lasek, and Chad Muska involved from the start as well. Adding to the game’s cultural authenticity was the inclusion of music that actual skaters might have been listening to at the time. The Pro Skater sound track contained tracks from the Dead Kennedys, Goldfinger, and Primus, setting a precedent for subsequent Pro Skater games that would also include theme-appropriate music. Gamers were able to play as their favorite skaters, who wore authentically labeled clothing. They could try out their favorite tricks while listening to their favorite music, all in a series that consistently bucked mainstream culture. Series challenges often asked players to spray-paint the side of a building or give comeuppance to an authority figure who was treating skateboarding as a crime, an approach that resonated with both skaters and gamers.

			The Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater series caught historical lightning in a bottle and parlayed its unique style of gameplay and cultural themes into influential and lasting success in the mainstream video gaming sphere. Spawning fourteen games across many platforms and inspiring a slew of games using similar, point-based, gravity-defying tricks—such as the snowboarding game series SSX (2000–present) and the Dave Mirra Freestyle BMX series (2000–2007)—Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater established itself as the benchmark for extreme sports gaming. Reflecting on the success of the Pro Skater franchise, Tony Hawk noted that they originally “set out to make a video game that skaters would appreciate” and “maybe inspire them to buy video game systems, but suddenly it became this thing that inspired a generation of gamers to try to skate, which was totally unplanned.”21 As the series progressed, this notion of transforming gamers into skaters may have gained more emphasis with an attempt to incorporate the video game peripheral craze into the board-based Tony Hawk: Ride (2009) and Tony Hawk: Shred (2010), along with the recent reemergence of more classic controls with Tony Hawk’s Pro-Skater 5 (2015). But regardless of what the series looks like in the future, Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater games will be remembered as influential among gamers and skaters alike.

			Similar Franchises: Dave Mirra Freestyle BMX (2000), Skate (2007), SSX (2000)

			—Ryan Lizardi
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					Ultima

					(est. 1981)

					Platform: Apple II

					Developer: Richard Garriott

				

			

			Introduced in 1981, the Ultima series helped define a generation of American role-playing games. The world of the first three games (1981–1983) was a mishmash of high fantasy and science-fiction elements involving time machines, laser weapons, evil wizards, and captive princesses. The narrative breakthrough for the series came with the release of Ultima IV: Quest of the Avatar (1985). The science-fiction elements were jettisoned in favor of a new, purely fantasy world called “Britannia.” In a departure from the morality-free gameplay of killing and looting common at that time, Ultima IV used an ideal of virtuous conduct as a central focus of gameplay, offering players a new way to view their game world. This innovative emphasis on ethical considerations gave new weight to the actions of players and their decision-making processes.

			At the time of Ultima IV’s release in 1985, the design philosophy of computer role-playing games had not moved far beyond the Space Invaders (1978) model of “kill everything.” In a departure from this style, Ultima IV introduced a code of morality centered on eight virtues that served as the guiding principles of the game’s titular quest: players had to follow this code in order to complete the game. This development represented a narrative and thematic breakthrough by introducing ethical choices that emphasized a story-driven approach to role-playing games. As Andrew J. Weaver notes, the result was unique because in other media, the viewer is only an observer and evaluator of moral choices, while in games, the player is the moral actor making those choices.1

			Ultima IV requires players to carefully consider their actions because these actions have the potential to impact their moral standing. As an example of the actions associated with the virtue of honesty, players are rewarded for paying blind vendors the correct amount for goods and penalized for stealing or underpaying. Although combat remains at the core of the game, there is no single, great evil threatening Britannia as in the games of the previous trilogy. Rather than the onslaught of a dark wizard, in Ultima IV the people of Britannia face an existential crisis. Salvation for the land is in the form of spiritual redemption, with the player seeking to become “the Avatar,” a shining example of virtue and a beacon of hope to the people. Once a player reaches the highest level of enlightenment in all eight virtues, a final quest allows the player to become the Avatar and win the game. Ultima IV heralded themes that would become commonplace in later decades by focusing gameplay on ethical quandaries, shifting the narrative away from defeating evil, and allowing a degree of personal choice. However, Ultima IV’s take on morality was a one-way street, limited by the technology of the era and by developer Richard Garriott’s intention to create a game in which players followed a path of good. There is no way to win Ultima IV other than by following a path of righteousness, unlike later games such as Fable (2004), which allowed players to turn evil and still complete the game.

			Ultima V: Warriors of Destiny (1988) continued to give players the opportunity to consider the nature of ethics and morality. In a setting some time after Ultima IV, a tyrant named Lord Blackthorne has taken control of Britannia and imposed draconian codes of virtuous conduct. Although appearing to be in line with the spirit of virtues of the Avatar, Blackthorne’s absolutist interpretation of morality is oppressive and eliminates free will. As the player seeks to undo Blackthorne’s hold on Britannia by restoring the rightful ruler to the throne, Ultima V asks if virtue can be mandated, if adhering to a code of ethics imposed by force rather than choice is an authentic form of morality. Ultima V also connects the original trilogy to a new trajectory for the series by associating the antagonists of the first three games with falsehood, hate, and cowardice, mirroring the Avatar’s devotion to truth, love, and courage.

			Ultima VI: The False Prophet (1990) concludes the middle trilogy of the Ultima series and centers on questions of perspective and prejudice. This installment appears to return to a standard role-playing-game plot by introducing a seemingly sinister race, the Gargoyles, who invade Britannia and attempt to murder the Avatar. Subverting expectations and belying their demonic appearance, the Gargoyles are revealed to be a noble people following a different but no less valid path of virtue than that of the Avatar. The events set in motion by the Avatar in the previous two games have threatened the Gargoyles’ very existence and caused them to view the Avatar as a monstrous evil. Ultima VI thus flips the hero-villain narrative by placing the Avatar in the role of ultimate adversary to the beleaguered Gargoyles, demonstrating that the line between good and evil is often a matter of perspective. Once players discover this fact, the cliched goal of defeating an evil power becomes a quest to bridge the differences between two cultures and bring peace to warring factions.

			In developing gameplay based on personal choice and questions of morality, Ultima set the stage for later games such as Fallout (1997), Knights of the Old Republic (2003), Fable (2004), and BioShock (2007). The ethical situations raised in these and other games have opened new fields for study and examination. Mary Beth Oliver and Arthur A. Raney theorize that modes of entertainment such as computer games are not only a means of experiencing enjoyment but also a means of coming to grips with questions such as the purpose and meaning of human existence.2 Miguel Sicart in turn argues that players are able to critically reflect on their actions in the game world during play, and this ability allows them to turn the ethical dilemmas raised by video games into “interesting, meaningful tools for creative expression, a new means for cultural richness.”3 Sicart uses the term “traditional” to discuss the ethical concerns of games—an apt term to describe the impact Ultima has had on modern video gaming.

			Similar Franchises: Deus Ex (2000), Tales of the Unknown: Volume I: The Bards Tale (1985), Wizardry (1981)

			—Daniel Fandino
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					Warcraft

					(est. 1994)

					Platform: DOS

					Developer: Blizzard

				

			

			The history of Azeroth spans millennia, but its meta-history goes back only about twenty years, starting when Blizzard released Warcraft: Orcs & Humans, the first game of the Warcraft franchise. A real-time strategy (RTS) game, Warcraft introduced players to a war between humans, indigenous to the planet Azeroth, and orcs, invading from their homeworld of Draenor via a magic “dark portal.” Players returned to Azeroth in 1995 for Blizzard’s sequel, Warcraft II: Tides of Darkness and its subsequent expansion pack Beyond the Dark Portal (1996). Warcraft III: Reign of Chaos (2002) completed the trilogy, enabling gamers to play out the two great wars between the humans and orcs for dominion of Azeroth and Draenor. An adventure game, Warcraft Adventures: Lord of the Clans, was developed in 1997 to follow the adventures of the orc Thrall to unite the orc tribes, but it was never officially released (though a nearly finished version leaked online in 2016).

			In 2004, Blizzard departed from this successful real-time strategy series with World of Warcraft (WoW), a massively multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG), which became the face of the Warcraft franchise. WoW allowed gamers to play as a character on Azeroth and explore and quest either alone or collaboratively across both continents of Azeroth (and later Outland and Draneor). Expansion packs followed the release of WoW (sometimes referred to as “vanilla” to distinguish the flavor of the original game) to offer additional realms, races, and transports: The Burning Crusade (2007), The Wrath of the Lich King (2008), Cataclysm (2010), Mists of Pandaria (2012), Warlords of Draenor (2014), and Legion (2016). The largest and most popular MMORPG, WoW is a benchmark for its contemporaries. At its peak in 2010, Blizzard had 11.8 million active subscribers, each paying $14.99 per month. Though subscribership has declined, Blizzard’s current 5.5 million subscribers still represent the largest contingent of the subscription-based MMORPG market, and it has grossed Blizzard over $10 billion. Concurrent to recent expansions, Blizzard released the card battle game Hearthstone (2014). The Warcraft franchise has expanded beyond video games to include trading card games, comics, novels, and a 2016 live-action, computer-generated-image film.

			In all its iterations, Warcraft has had a significant influence on the zeitgeist in a way few franchises have. WoW in particular has become a cultural phenomenon even more than a gaming staple, drawing the attention of the popular press, scholars, and the business world.

			Warcraft players and gameplay have been portrayed or emulated in popular media channels. WoW players were caricaturized in South Park’s episode “Make Love, Not Warcraft,” and characters in the TV series The Big Bang Theory are depicted as avid WoWers. The “Leeroy Jenkins” meme, used to denote reckless behavior and actions, stems from a video of a WoW raiding “guild” (a formal association of players banded together to complete end-game tasks) whose careful strategy was undermined by an absent player returning to the game and—without waiting for the other thirty-nine raid members—racing into a “raid instance” (end-game dungeon) while shouting his eponymous tagline, leading to a devastating loss for the guild. And in-game phrases such as the warning “You are not prepared,” howled to players by Illidan (the final boss of Burning Crusade), have become a part of popular culture.

			Additionally, the complex economic and social interactions of millions of global WoW players have served as a petri dish for scholars studying human behavior.1 For example, following the unanticipated spread of a virtual contagion beyond its intended zone into the whole of Azeroth, epidemiologists used the game incident to safely model viral epidemics and health-care responses. Similarly, the relative risk-free and closed economic environment of WoW has been used by economists to model complex trade patterns whose data would be too interdependent or inaccessible were they to be modeled using the global financial market. Also, given the opportunity to selectively create characters in WoW, scholars have used the game to study identity construction and effects, such as whether individuals are more likely to play as female or male avatars and what relationships players form with their own avatars.

			Finally, the business world has looked to WoW as a means of recruiting and training organizational members. Because WoW guilds sometimes number over four hundred members and raid instances require up to forty raid members to carefully coordinate disparate individual roles and responsibilities, the advanced game mechanics represent significant collaborative task dynamics that have been likened to job duties in corporate organizations. As a result, WoW guilds and raid groups have been used as team-building exercises (similar to golf outings and obstacle courses) and as proxies to model formal and informal communication and influence structures in organizations.2 Even more directly, employers have begun to consider a player’s experience in leading guilds as management experience. Given the demands of organizing and leading guilds, anecdotes of employers considering guild leadership roles as demonstrating leadership potential are increasing as employers seek to hire successful guild leaders for management positions.3 In these respects, WoW is unparalleled in its ability to transcend the gaming environment to affect the offline.

			As Warcraft enters its second decade, heralded by WoW’s fifth expansion and a feature-length movie, it remains one of the most beloved, played, emulated, lampooned, and relevant gaming franchises. But beyond its popularity as a video game, the Warcraft franchise stands out from other games due to its influence beyond gaming on global culture. Serving as a means of interaction for millions of players worldwide, and guiding scholarship and practice, WoW continues to serve as a focal point for the serious consideration of what was once a leisure pastime.

			Similar Franchises: Dune II (1992), EverQuest (1999), EVE Online (2003)

			—Caleb T. Carr

			
				
					Wasteland

					(est. 1988)

					Platform: Apple II

					Developer: Interplay

				

			

			Though not the first video game set in the ruins of an apocalypse—examples of earlier games include the car-combat role-playing game Autoduel (1985) and the turn-based strategy game Road War (1986)—Wasteland was groundbreaking because it was the first ever sandbox, postapocalyptic, role-playing game, and it created many of the foundational narrative themes of the genre. This is particularly noteworthy; though Wasteland was created at a time of limited computing power and when game development was a hobbyist industry, it nonetheless introduced many of the conventions of today’s role-playing games. Moreover, without Wasteland, there would be no Fallout franchise, and our contemporary role-playing-game landscape would look very different. Wasteland became the blueprint for truly interactive world design and set the bar for future titles that involved ethical decision-making.

			Building on the success of Interplay’s world design in The Bard’s Tale (1985–1988), Wasteland allowed players the freedom to explore a persistent world without having to advance a primary game narrative. There are side-quests and random encounters that we recognize in today’s role-playing games, but the game’s developers made a unique effort to design an environment that promoted player-led exploration and a player-centric, interactive narrative. The game used a reputation system: the results of player actions rippled across their world. At the time, this was a unique, revolutionary interpretation of the concept of sandbox game design. Moreover, players of Wasteland found that the appeal of this form of freedom was not simply in the exploration of a destroyed world but also in the exploration of political, ethical, and moral viewpoints. Many players soon found themselves in an open world full of moral and ethical ambiguity, and playing the game “their way” meant dealing with the repercussions of their actions for the first time in an interactive setting.4 More often than not, the game underscored the player’s ethical dilemmas with its own infamous brand of flavor texts and combat reports as characters were “reduced to a thin red paste” or “exploded like a blood sausage.” Wasteland drew heavily on tabletop role-playing-game traditions of interactive storytelling, eschewing linear events in favor of this player freedom that gave the game its depth, candor, and dark, sardonic humor.

			Combining the tragic subtext of nuclear war, at a time of heightened Cold War tensions, with violence and dark humor was exhilarating and troubling and earned the game an unofficial PG-13 rating in the United States. There are many works of cultural theory regarding the influence, conscious or otherwise, of the threat of nuclear war on film, literature, and even music. Indeed, it is pertinent to consider how a society living under the perpetual threat of self-annihilation could, or should, deal with this pressing, psychosocial reality. Games, however, fell outside many of the then-current cultural frames of reference, and their impact and function was ignored. In the 1960s, Susan Sontag suggested that moviegoers were drawn to apocalyptic films by the aesthetics of disaster: audiences were fascinated by witnessing glorious visions of their own destruction. A generation later, Wasteland was significant in the fact that these audiences had matured. It was not simply the aesthetics of destruction that lured players but examining what it would be like to survive a nuclear apocalypse, what it would be like to start over, and what horrors might await us if we really could begin again.5 For all its dark and brooding content, therefore, Wasteland underpinned a tentative optimism; the apocalypse would be bad, and horrific beyond imagination, but perhaps it would not be total.

			The game is set in 2087, following global nuclear war in 1998, and the player controls a party of Desert Rangers, a small surviving detachment of the U.S. Army, as they explore the remnants of the southwestern United States. The party consists of four initial members and expands to seven by recruiting survivors. Based on a stats system, with twenty-seven separate character skills to build from, the player operates a fully customizable party with diverse characteristics. Problem solving is fluid, using violence, subterfuge, diplomacy, or any combination of the three. The player’s ability to build a squad from a diverse set of characters, all with narrative backstories that mold their interactions with the world, was the result of five years of scripting and design work by Interplay. These efforts were recognized by gamers, and Wasteland quickly became a critical and cult success.6

			What then occurred is a fascinating study in game design and development. Licensing problems, production challenges, and chance combined to see Interplay lose control of the rights to Wasteland and instead develop Fallout (1997), which moved from squad-based to single-character play. However, many of the narrative themes and innovations of Wasteland were adopted wholesale by this new franchise, which quickly expanded with the release of Fallout 2 (1998). By 2003 Wasteland creator Brian Fargo had left Interplay and founded InXile Entertainment, and the rights for Fallout were consequently passed to Bethesda, which had huge success with Fallout 3, Fallout New Vegas, and Fallout 4. Despite a lack of interest among publishers, Fargo then went on to secure the rights for Wasteland, confident in the belief it would still appeal to gamers,

			The successful launch of Wasteland 2 (2014) speaks to the ongoing cultural appeal of the franchise. Launched on the crowdfunding site Kickstarter in March 2012, it broke records. The game reached $600,000 in twenty-four hours, achieved its $900,000 goal within two days, and raised a total of $2,933,252 on the promise of a return to complex, squad-based, postapocalyptic storytelling with modern design sensibilities. The result was an interactive story that returns the player-centric freedoms of a squad-based system and produces a rich, intertextual narrative that oscillates between the pessimism of tragic myth and the dark humor and optimism of folklore. If Wasteland served as a cathartic release for a generation living in the nuclear shadow of the Cold War, perhaps we should ask, considering that we stand almost two decades into a new millennium, What does the crowd-funding success of Wasteland 2 say about our own psychosocial reality today?

			Similar Franchises: Autoduel (1985), Fallout (1997), The Bard’s Tale (1985)

			—Stephen J. Webley

			
				
					Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego?

					(est. 1985)

					Platform: Apple II

					Developer: Brøderbund

				

			

			“V.I.L.E.’s villains have vexed Vietnam. Someone’s taken all of the water from the Mekong River. How could they steal a jillion gallons of water? Vamoose to Vietnam and rein in that river wrangler!” And with those instructions, you, the ACME gumshoe detective, are off on a globe-spanning quest to apprehend the ever-elusive Carmen Sandiego and her heinous henchmen. But this beloved video game franchise developed by Brøderbund has a most unlikely, underlying premise: learning geography. Surprisingly, a game designed around learning a most dreaded subject stole the hearts and minds of an entire generation—and through its fun-first approach to learning, it became an exemplar for educational games while also challenging gender stereotypes in video games.

			Brøderbund cofounder Gary Carlston dreamed of designing a game that captured his love of geography. Together with programmer Dane Bigham, they developed Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego? in 1985. The basic gameplay remains the same throughout the franchise. The player is alerted to the theft of a historical landmark and then transported to the location of the heist where clues about the suspect are delivered by eyewitnesses. Using an included reference book or CD-ROM, the player deciphers the clues to determine the suspect’s next destination. As the player, you must also obtain an arrest warrant based on the various suspect attributes the eyewitnesses reveal. You track the thief across multiple destinations until you finally catch the dastardly delinquent. But if you travel to too many wrong destinations, or implicate the wrong suspect, then the evildoer escapes. As you correctly solve cases, you earn promotions, and the cases become increasingly difficult. On the final case, the culprit is no other than Carmen Sandiego herself; but no matter how many times we capture her, she always finds a way to escape and resume her thieving ways.

			Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego? was a commercial and critical success, prompting Brøderbund to produce a series of Where in ______ Is Carmen Sandiego? with games set in the United States, Europe, space, and so forth. The franchise also branched out into math games (Math Detective), grammar games (Word Detective), and puzzle-solving games (ClueFinders). In the process the Carmen Sandiego games garnered more than ninety awards. But Carmen was not limited to just stealing culturally significant items on the computer screen. She pulled off a heist of epic proportion by stealing the zeitgeist of an entire generation of adolescents growing up in the 1980s and 1990s. The franchise spawned two book series, a comic book series, an Emmy-winning game show and Saturday morning cartoon, a science center planetarium film, and countless orchestra concerts. Carmen’s effect on that generation continues into the twenty-first century with thousands of fan artworks and Halloween costume designs found online, and the game has even been translated into other game formats such as geocaching.

			At the game’s inception, the industry was dominated by action and shooting genres, so the ability of an educational game to so greatly affect a generation is astonishing. The game’s educational value is in teaching geography, culture, research skills, and deductive reasoning. At the game’s peak popularity, over 300,000 elementary schools in the United States incorporated Carmen Sandiego in their curriculum. Additionally, the title provided an alternative dialogue about the effect of playing video games. The franchise demonstrated that video games can be more than “shoot-em-up,” violent entertainment: they can be educational. Carmen Sandiego ushered in a golden age of educational video games as game developers and educators rushed to capitalize on this new market. Unfortunately, very few of these educational games had the qualities that made Carmen so successful. Carmen’s developers understood that to turn the chore of “school learning” into a fun activity, the learning had to emerge from a game system that allowed players to construct for themselves goals, strategies, and theories—principles that games scholar Kurt Squire argues are central to effective educational games.7

			In addition to providing an exemplar for the educational benefits of playing video games, Carmen Sandiego—from its earliest iteration to its most recent—also dispelled gender stereotypes within the industry. Video games predominantly represent females as sexual objects and damsels in distress, and females are rarely central characters.8 Defenders of this gender disparity often argue that the reason for the lack of females is due to males being the primary players of video games, and males will identify more with another male character. Carmen Sandiego’s popularity with both males and females provides a counterargument to these claims because Carmen is not just the primary antagonist but also the star of the game. Carmen is neither a damsel in distress nor a sexual object. She is a shrewd, preeminent plunderer and the leader of the most “V.I.L.E.” criminal organization in the world. While a full discussion is beyond my scope here, it is worth noting that this strong feminist character is portrayed as both a villain and a product of the Cold War era. This disruption of norms may play a key role in Carmen’s appeal. While we are not meant to “like” her, we admire what she represents: ingenuity, individualism, and worldliness—the values of a new, postcolonial world.

			Similar Franchises: The Magic School Bus (1994), The Oregon Trail (1971), Quest Atlantis (1999)

			—Chad Michael Wertley

			
				
					Wii Sports

					(est. 2006)

					Platform: Nintendo Wii

					Developer: Nintendo EAD

				

			

			In 2007, the news media were awash with reports of a trend sweeping American nursing homes—elderly people, controllers in hand, were pantomiming their way through virtual representations of sports like tennis, golf, and bowling. They were happier, healthier, and more socially active thanks to these strange, white remotes. Similarly, the gaming enthusiast press was rife with amusing, anecdotal stories of television sets damaged by flung game controllers. One presumes the group flinging the controllers was far less happy. The cause of both of these phenomena was Nintendo’s Wii Sports, released as a pack-in title for their enormously popular Nintendo Wii platform. Often dismissed as a glorified tech demo (and even circuitously blamed for the Wii’s lackluster software sales), Wii Sports appears on the surface to be nothing more than a collection of five sports-themed mini-games. Yet it demands attention from the game studies community in no small part because of the seismic shift it represented in terms of the way video games were played and to whom they were sold.

			After the critically well-received but financially less rewarding launch of its GameCube platform (2001), Nintendo faced a market in which it no longer had one major competitor but two. Microsoft had entered the console race in the previous generation with its Xbox (2001) and was poised to spend as much as it needed to make sure that the console’s successor was a major player in the high-definition arms race. Meanwhile Sony, Nintendo’s competitor since the late 1990s, had dominated the generation with its PlayStation 2 (2000) and was already touting incredible graphics and multimedia capability for its PlayStation 3 (2006). Effectively, the video game market had become a “red ocean” in which two larger companies were battling over the same market, and Nintendo, which had historically made its money by limiting hardware capability in the service of maximizing profits on each unit sold, would essentially be frozen out unless it tried to create a demand for video games where there previously had been none—a “blue ocean” strategy.9 The gamers who demanded graphical fidelity and high-end online play were outside Nintendo’s reach, but their parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and many others weren’t.

			The Wii was built around the hook of its controller: a simplified remote control that looked like something Apple might have come up with and was free of the complex joysticks and triggers found on Microsoft’s and Sony’s controllers. Thanks to the accelerometer in each controller, the Wii could perform functionally accurate if not particularly ambitious motion control and map the controller’s movements into on-screen action, allowing the player to use the controller as an extension of their own body. Wii Sports, as the pack-in game for the console, had the responsibility of teaching traditional gamers and new gamers alike a completely different language and style of play. The goal of Wii Sports was simple: create a virtual simulation of sports anyone could play that was as accessible and natural as picking up a real golf club or tennis racket. Players picked up the Wii remote and swung it like a baseball bat in the baseball game, like a tennis racket in the tennis game, and like a golf club in golf. The controller was so universal it even worked as an ersatz bowling ball or as virtual fists for the boxing mini-game. The idea of marrying physical movement to simple, easy-to-grasp games was essentially a test case that proved what Nintendo’s console was capable of—the games were simple, but they were fun and easy to share and pass around the family or retirement community.10 One could even make a small cartoon avatar, or Mii, to represent the player, another source of endless entertainment. Effectively, Nintendo had made a game that everyone could play, and for a time it seemed like everyone did.

			Wii Sports was the Wii’s killer app, and it made the Wii a must-have platform: anyone wanting to get one during the first year of its availability either had to camp out in line early in the morning or pay inflated prices on the secondary market. The Wii sold over 100 million consoles worldwide, largely on the back of the game’s popularity.11 The chance of Grandma or Grandpa sitting down to play a round of Halo with their grandkids was probably low, but it was incredibly likely they not only were willing to play Wii Sports but owned a Wii themselves for that exact purpose. Wii Sports (and the console it helped sell) became cultural touchstones, appearing on late-night talk shows, in films like Tropic Thunder, and as an object of parody on The Simpsons (a sure sign of cultural impact if ever there was one).

			Wii Sports left behind an intriguing legacy. Wii Sports Resort (2009), the game’s immediate sequel, was bundled with a MotionPlus dongle that, when plugged into the Wii remote, improved the controller’s accelerometer functionality and allowed for more direct control over the game’s events. Wii Sports Club (2013), a title on the Wii’s confusingly named successor the Wii U (2012), offered the Wii Sports experience piecemeal by allowing players to either rent access to each of the sports offered or buy them outright on an individual basis. And Nintendo’s popular fitness training game, Wii Fit (2007), built on many of the ideas introduced in Wii Sports with the addition of a balance-board peripheral. But perhaps the most important aspect of the Wii Sports legacy was the idea that video games no longer had to be the domain of their most dedicated players, logging endless hours on the highest-end consoles and devices. Shortly after Wii Sports launched, mobile gaming took off and became an industry that today both rivals and exceeds the traditional game space in terms of revenue, largely by offering accessible and inexpensive games aimed at nontraditional audiences the way the Wii and Wii Sports did. Nintendo is now trying to stake its own claim in this competitive new market and once again reinvent the business it did so much to reinvent only a decade earlier.

			Similar Franchises: Just Dance (2009), Kinect Adventures! (2010), Sports Champions (2010)

			—Bryan J. Carr

			
				
					Wing Commander

					(est. 1990)

					Platform: DOS

					Developer: Origin

				

			

			The Wing Commander series is a science-fiction space opera that can be likened to a video game version of Battlestar Galactica (1978–1979), with space fighter pilots defending humanity from a feline, alien race known as the Kilrathi while dealing with personal dramas aboard their own carrier. The series is best remembered today for the live-action, full-motion video (FMV) cut-scenes of Wing Commander III: Heart of the Tiger (1994) and Wing Commander IV: The Price of Freedom (1996), which set benchmarks for video game budgets, the latter’s $12 million budget being unprecedented at the time. These two entries also featured cult-film celebrities, with the player represented on-screen by Mark Hamill and squaring off against opponents played by the likes of Malcolm McDowell. In spite of the franchise’s high production value, however, subsequent decades have hardened attitudes toward FMV due to the glut of lower quality FMV titles like 1992’s controversial Night Trap12 and 1993’s Crime Patrol.

			Consequently, once respected for its lavish FMV scenes, Wing Commander has seen its reputation tarnished by FMV’s association with poor quality games and a posthoc perception of FMV as fundamentally alien to video games. Forgotten as a result is the fact that at the height of its popularity, across five main games and multiple spin-offs released between 1990 and 1998, the series was well regarded by critics and audiences precisely for its cinematic storytelling, and in particular for its reliance on FMV cut-scenes.13 Hence, a close examination of Wing Commander’s history shows it is inaccurate to characterize live-action games as an irrelevant, evolutionary dead end in game development. FMV was crucial in establishing a particular type of storytelling tradition in video games, a tradition seeking to reconcile filmlike storytelling with dynamic gameplay. Wing Commander did not invent FMV, but the history of the series was inextricably tied to this technique, mirroring its rise and fall by embracing FMV early on and then virtually disappearing along with live-action FMV. However, the tradition of games with filmlike storytelling continues today, and the influence of Wing Commander on similar games today is a testament to the enduring impact of FMV.

			The first Wing Commander game, released in 1990, told its story through dynamically rendered cut-scenes using hand-drawn, hand-animated 2D character sprites. This form of presentation was also employed in Wing Commander II: Vengeance of the Kilrathi (1991) and in the spin-off Wing Commander: Privateer (1993). However, the video game industry has historically privileged visual realism since this type of visual aesthetic is able to showcase technological development through the benchmark of graphical quality. At the time of Privateer, it was no longer possible to advance further toward this goal using 2D, sprite-based graphics that, even when built on photos like in Mortal Kombat (1992), were limited in resolution and scalability. At the same time, 3D animation was either too expensive to be practical or too visually inexpressive if quality were sacrificed to limit costs. Recording live-action video was in fact cheaper, and the advent of the CD-ROM eliminated data storage as a practical concern in development. Live-action was thus a necessary phase in the development of game storytelling techniques at a time when telling the same story with similar production values, but using only computer graphics, was essentially impossible.14 The FMV advantage is best illustrated by contrasting Wing Commander: Prophecy (1997) with Blizzard Entertainment’s renowned strategy game StarCraft (1997). Developed on comparable budgets and released within months of each other, both games placed tremendous emphasis on storytelling. The first game featured FMV, and the second featured exceedingly detailed, high-quality, 3D, pre-rendered video. Yet while Prophecy contained about two hours of footage, StarCraft could only manage approximately twenty minutes.

			By the time of Prophecy, however, the quality of dynamically rendered 3D graphics had improved significantly.15 In 1998, the first-person shooter Half-Life was released, with neither live-action nor prerendered 3D video, relying only on graphics rendered in real-time by the game engine—with a drop in visual quality, certainly, but no longer so significant as to make the game unpalatable. Though it seems counterintuitive, the advantage both FMV and prerendered 3D video had previously possessed, namely that both techniques relied on video playback and were not constrained by hardware speed, was now a disadvantage. Real-time graphics were a stronger and more marketable indicator of technological sophistication at a time when consoles and graphics cards were marketed based on the number of polygons they could render. Furthermore, real-time sequences allowed for a more seamless integration of storytelling and gameplay, a noncinematic approach to storytelling pioneered by first-person shooters like Half-Life. Symbolically, Wing Commander: Secret Ops (1998), Origin’s final and largely unsuccessful Wing Commander game, dropped FMV in favor of real-time rendered cut-scenes and a greater emphasis on dialogue integrated into gameplay. Much later, Wing Commander Arena (2007) did not even feature a story line, and it failed to find an audience. FMV had disappeared, and ultimately so did Wing Commander.

			The history of FMV in video games has an ironic postscript. In the two decades after Wing Commander, as the marketing power of graphics cards and new console generations fueled an ongoing drive toward photorealism, animation also needed to become more natural to avoid falling into what Japanese robotics theoretician Masahiro Mori called the “uncanny valley”: the point at which a character is so natural in appearance that every unnatural movement becomes disturbing. To avoid the uncanny valley, game developers adopted motion- and facial-performance capture, transposing real actors into games in an interpolated form: FMV in disguise. Many recent games such as Heavy Rain (2010), L.A. Noire (2011), and The Last of Us (2013) tap into Wing Commander’s legacy by using these new techniques to conjure strongly cinematic, FMV-like experiences.

			The continuing legacy of Wing Commander’s storytelling is perhaps best exemplified by Star Citizen, a highly cinematic but fully digitally rendered space opera currently in development by the original creator of the series, Chris Roberts. Far from being forgotten, Wing Commander’s FMV techniques have laid the foundation for the animated motion capture mimicry of today.

			Similar Franchises: Command & Conquer (1995), Gabriel Knight (1993), Tex Murphy (1989)

			—Jakub Majewski and Scott Knight

			
				
					Wolfenstein 3D

					(est. 1992)

					Platform: DOS

					Developer: id Software

				

			

			For PC gamers in the early 1990s, the directory and command “C:\Wolf3D>Wolf3D.exe” launched one of the most immersive, bloody, historically controversial, shareable, and memorable video games of its generation and generations to follow: id Software’s Wolfenstein 3D. The game challenged a number of different conventions of PC gaming at the time, from the flow and content of the game itself to the very method of distribution of the gaming software, and most of these innovations would establish the conventions of modern first-person shooters for years to come.

			Perhaps most noticeable to gamers—albeit not by name—was the “ray-casting” technique developed by John Carmack (the game’s lead programmer, and founder of id Software). Carmack’s program allowed the game to quickly generate detailed and textured, 3D environments without slowing down gameplay, even when running on meager computing hardware such as the then popular Intel 80286 processor. Notably, while ray casting allowed Wolfenstein 3D to quickly and efficiently render the 3D environments of Castle Wolfenstein, the technique also allowed for a near-seamless rendering of Adrian Carmack’s hand-animated Schutzstaffel (SS) enemy soldiers. While 3D rendering was not an innovation of Wolfenstein 3D per se, the detail and rate at which the game processed both the levels and the enemies allowed for incredibly rapid gameplay with a simple focus—run through John Carmack’s labyrinth and shoot up Adrian Carmack’s Nazis, and do both with reckless abandon.

			An analog to the game’s technical achievements is Wolfenstein 3D’s intense focus on violent gameplay and Nazi themes. The game is an extremely violent one—pistol shots rip through Nazi soldiers, with the brutality and on-screen blood splatter increasing with the power of the player’s weapon. The developers readily recognized this, giving the game a tongue-and-cheek rating of “PC-13” for “Profound Carnage” in a snarky homage to film industry ratings. Indeed, the game’s hyper-violent content is every bit as core to its legacy as its 3D rendering engine because both became key features of the then-nascent first-person shooter genre. For example, Wolfenstein 3D established developer id Software as the innovator of the first-person shooter because id Software followed with the release of its immensely successful Doom (1993) and Quake (1996) franchises.

			From the title screen—which featured a digitized rendition of the Nazi Party’s “Horst-Wessel-Lied”—the game contains an abundance of Nazi symbolism. Swastikas, German war eagles, and even portraits of Adolf Hitler are generously scattered throughout the game’s many levels. The end of Episode 3 “Die, Führer, Die!” featured the player in a deadly showdown with Der Führer himself, first in the form of (Mecha)Hitler (armed with four chain guns and wrapped in armor) and then finally Hitler himself, who, after taking enough damage to his armor, screams “Scheisse!” before lunging at the player—machine guns blasting—and eventually collapsing into a pool of blood and bones. PlayStation Universe’s Steven Williamson rated the battle with (Mecha)Hitler as the most unforgettable gaming moment of all time: “Not because it was a brilliant, epic and cleverly-designed boss battle, but because Hitler was right there in front of you—portrayed as the short-legged, moustached, nasty-looking man that he was.”16 Indeed, these elements led to controversy in Germany where Wolfenstein 3D was initially banned for sale by the Bundesprüfstelle für jugendgefährdende Medien [Federal Review Board for Media Harmful to Minors], and future iterations of the game (such as the Super Nintendo release) were heavily altered to remove references to Nazism and to Hitler (who became “Stadtmeister”).

			Yet another element that distinguished Wolfenstein 3D from its contemporaries was that id Software chose to distribute it by releasing the first ten levels of the game as shareware and encouraging players to freely give those levels to anyone interested in playing. Shareware was (and still is) a common form of distributing computer programs, but the model had never been attempted by a video game developer. However, given that the game’s programming was designed to run with very few hardware requirements, the developers felt that allowing the first ten levels to exist in the public domain would be the most robust way of encouraging gamers to play their game and, at the end of the tenth-level call, respond to the MS-DOS display prompt and call distributor Apogee Software’s Garland, Texas, offices to order the remaining chapters. Most attribute this shareware strategy to pushing sales of the $50 six-chapter Wolfenstein 3D bundle to over 100,000 units by the end of 1993. In a January 1994 interview with Game Developer magazine, John Carmack explained that id Software was able to earn about $25 in profit from each shareware purchase, compared to only $4 from the retail release of Spear of Destiny (a bundled Wolfenstein 3D package sold at retail that contained the game’s first three chapters). Somewhat related to the shareware distribution system were the number of gamers who wrote character and level editors so that they could customize Wolfenstein 3D levels before sharing. And later releases by id Software included built-in level editors to encourage players to create their own content. This type of user-generated content has become intrinsic to many modern games, first-person shooters and others.

			Various classic and contemporary video game magazines and websites have heaped praise on Wolfenstein 3D:

			Although newer, sexier 3D games have replaced Wolfenstein as the fastest adrenaline pumpers around, the game should be remembered for putting shareware back on the gaming map, and for sparking a first-person shooting craze that lives to this day.17

			By challenging how shooting games were played, what sort of content would be acceptable to mainstream gaming audiences, and even how video games were distributed, Wolfenstein 3D pushed the technical, political, and commercial limits of video gaming. While modern games might freely and more forcibly push these limits, it was John Carmack’s slick, scandalous, and shrewd Nazi-killer that made the first move.

			Similar Franchises: Doom (1993), Halo (2001), Quake (1996)

			—Nicholas David Bowman
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			In both its origins and influence, the Zork franchise occupies a distinctive place in video game history. Inspired by tabletop role-playing game Dungeons & Dragons as well as Will Crowther’s Colossal Cave Adventure (1976)—the earliest computer-based interactive fiction—Zork’s creators sent four decades of players on a treasure hunt into a vast, underground empire. Unlike Crowther’s more free-form, virtual spelunking expedition, Zork’s narrative features mysterious adversaries (a thief, a wizard, and lurking grues), a series of adventures, and collectable loot to inspire player exploration. More importantly, Zork enabled later interactive fiction (IF) works of emotional resonance (e.g., A Mind Forever Voyaging, 1985), political relevance (e.g., Trinity, 1986), and structural recombination (e.g., The Ice-Bound Concordance, 2016). IF’s maturing themes and techniques influenced the larger gaming industry and feature prominently in non-IF games today.

			Programmed in 1977 by MIT Dynamic Modeling Group members Tim Anderson, Marc Blank, Bruce Daniels, and David Lebling, Zork thrived on MIT’s PDP-10 and was later shared to mainframes throughout America and England. As 1979’s fledgling market for personal computers and PC games grew, Lebling, Blank, and others founded Infocom to market their game to mainstream consumers. Due to the limited capacity of early PCs, Infocom released Zork commercially as a trilogy comprised of Zork I (1980), Zork II (1981), and Zork III (1982).1 This pivotal migration to PCs broadened Zork’s audience exponentially, helping to popularize computer gaming and IF with first-generation home users, and ensuring Zork’s influence on the creation, narration, and navigation of modern interactive stories.

			Zork’s silent, text-based interface appears austere compared to its arcade, PC, and home console contemporaries. It greets players with a description of their character’s location: “in an open field west of a white house, with a boarded front door.” A command-line prompt is the player’s only cue to act. By typing directional commands such as “east,” “north,” and “down,” players move to different locations. Other commands allow players to examine and manipulate objects in the game world. For example, the command “get lamp” places a nearby lamp in the player’s inventory. Users issue still more complex directions to overcome Zork’s puzzles and obstacles. The game’s parser interprets each command, determines the appropriate outcome, then reports how the intended action advances the game. Erroneous, nonsensical, and even vulgar player input often elicits humorous replies. As a result, gameplay unfolds as a contest disguised as a conversation between the player and Zork’s parser, one in which the parser acquits itself as a surprisingly reactive interlocutor.

			Because of this, Zork’s seemingly austere user interface (UI) is one of its distinguishing traits. Rather than affording user agency through the fixed choices of a branching story’s decision tree or a set of abstracted motor actions (such as “Press A to jump”), Zork requires explicit engagement with its UI. Not only does Zork force users to type “jump” to jump, its parser often prompts for more detail; for example, “Jump to where?” This negotiation situates Zork’s UI as an extradiegetic puzzle layered atop the game’s diegetic challenges. To resolve the in-game puzzles of broken machines, confusing mazes, and imposing antagonists, players must spar—playfully, verbally—with a parser that demands explicit expressions of intent.

			By enabling ludic human-machine conversation, Zork opened new avenues for computer gaming. Although its prose resembles that of a novel or short story, Zork’s UI demands interaction and problem-solving from the player. Thus it embodies Espen Aarseth’s concept of “ergodic literature”; that is, texts that require effort and action on the part of the reader to navigate their structures.2 Hence, unlike action-oriented games, Zork challenges the player’s intellect and logic rather than reflexes and dexterity. Exploration, collection, analysis, and puzzle solving are the primary game mechanics of Zork and its descendants. By responding to the player’s complex, free-text commands, Zork confers a sense of open-ended player agency unknown in games of its time (and rare even in non-IF games today). Rather than restrict players to a joystick and buttons, or hypertext fiction’s author-imposed branches, Zork challenges players to intuit correct actions with only its text for guidance. Many modern, open-world role-playing games strive to replicate the boundless, free-roaming experimentation found in Zork and subsequent IF.

			Conventional noninteractive narratives also engage their readers in story worlds and evoke reader-specific responses, of course, but Zork’s ergodic structure both reveals and expands this interplay between narrator, world, and reader. Gameplay is a literal contest of words: the player must engage, even battle, ergodic IF texts to steer toward satisfying conclusions. In this regard, Zork resonates with computer science’s ongoing interest in the prospect and specter of artificial life. Early chatbot systems such as ELIZA (1964) were often used to test the principles of the Turing Test, which posited that a computer program was “intelligent” if it could, through conversation, convince a human being that it also is human. In contrast, Zork functions as an early example of a system designed to teach people how to talk to machines. This distinction is important, for as Robert Gehl argues, “the ability of socialbots to pass as human might be more a function of the a priori reduction of human activity to predetermined datasets than due to the coding skills of socialbot engineers.”3

			Zork’s stark aesthetic of monochrome text reveals yawning gorges, dark mines, and towering waterfalls and enlivens the medium’s first responsive characters. Despite later titles’ graphical content, the written word remains paramount in the Zork franchise. Much like early radio’s “Theater of the Mind,” it evokes a world using the inexpensive production material of words. Unlike radio drama, however, Zork’s interface enables complex expression and agency: players navigate the mindscape of the game world via a UI that invites them to express their intentions and curiosity in unconstrained, natural language. It could be argued, therefore, that game developers have spent decades striving to satisfy imaginations fired by the world beneath Zork’s “white house, with a boarded front door.”

			Similar Franchises: The Ice-Bound Concordance (2016), Photopia (1998), Planetfall (1983)

			—Derek S. Felton

		

	
		
			Appendix: Video Game Franchises by Category

		

		
			Developer1

			Activision Blizzard: StarCraft, Warcraft

			Atari: E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial, Pong

			Bandai Namco: Family Trainer, Katamari Damacy, Pac-Man, Tamagotchi

			Beam Software: The Hobbit, Shadowrun

			Capcom: Ace Attorney, Mega Man, Resident Evil, Street Fighter

			id Software: DOOM, Wolfenstein 3D

			Independent: Botanicula, Cave Story, Defense of the Ancients, Depression Quest, Foldit, Journey, Papers, Please, Prince of Persia, Minecraft, Rogue, Spacewar!, Super Columbine Massacre RPG!, Tetris, Ultima

			Interplay: Fallout, Wasteland

			Konami: Silent Hill, Metal Gear

			Other: America’s Army, American McGee’s Alice, Angry Birds, Anipang, BioShock, Call of Duty, Candy Crush Saga, Captain Blood, Chex Quest, Dark Souls, Deus Ex, Dragon Quest, Dragon’s Lair, Ecco the Dolphin, The Elder Scrolls, Eve Online, Fable, FarmVille, GoldenEye 007, Gran Turismo, Grand Theft Auto, Guitar Hero, Halo, Iron Helix, Heavy Rain, Ico, King’s Quest, The Last of Us, League of Legends, The Legend of Sword and Fairy, Lineage, Madden Football, Manic Miner, Medal of Honor, Mortal Kombat, Myst, Night Trap, Oddworld, The Oregon Trail, Saimazoom, The Secret of Monkey Island, Sid Meier’s Civilization, The Sims, Skylanders, Sonic the Hedgehog, Tecmo Bowl, Thrill Kill, Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego?, Wing Commander, Zork

			Nintendo: Donkey Kong, The Legend of Zelda, Mother, Pokémon, Super Mario Bros., Super Smash Bros., Wii Sports

			Square Enix: Final Fantasy, Kingdom Hearts

			Ubisoft: Assassin’s Creed, Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell

			Valve: Half-Life, Portal

			Publisher2

			Activision-Blizzard: Call of Duty, Skylanders, StarCraft, Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater, Warcraft

			Atari: E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial, Pong

			Bandai Namco: Dark Souls, Family Trainer, Katamari Damacy, Pac-Man, Tamagotchi

			Brøderbund: Myst, Prince of Persia, Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego?

			Capcom: Ace Attorney, Mega Man, Resident Evil, Street Fighter

			Electronic Arts: American McGee’s Alice, Madden Football, Medal of Honor, The Sims, Wasteland

			Independent: Botanicula, Cave Story, Defense of the Ancients, Minecraft, Papers, Please, Spacewar!, Super Columbine Massacre RPG!, Tetris

			Konami: Dance Dance Revolution, Metal Gear, Silent Hill

			Microsoft: Fable, Halo

			Nintendo: Donkey Kong, GoldenEye 007, The Legend of Zelda, Mother, Pokémon, Super Mario Bros., Super Smash Bros., Wii Sports

			Other: Angry Birds, Anipang, BioShock, Candy Crush Saga, Chex Quest, Deus Ex, DOOM, Dragon’s Lair, The Elder Scrolls, Eve Online, Fallout, Grand Theft Auto, Guitar Hero, The Hobbit, Iron Helix, League of Legends, The Legend of Sword and Fairy, Lineage, Manic Miner, Mortal Kombat, The Oregon Trail, Portal, Saimazoom, The Secret of Monkey Island, Shadowrun, Sid Meier’s Civilization, Tecmo Bowl, Ultima, Wing Commander, Zynga

			Sega: Ecco the Dolphin, Night Trap, Sonic the Hedgehog

			Sierra: Half-Life, King’s Quest

			Sony: Gran Turismo, Heavy Rain, Ico, Journey, The Last of Us

			Square Enix: Dragon Quest, Final Fantasy, Kingdom Hearts

			Ubisoft: Assassin’s Creed, Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell

			Virgin: Command & Conquer, Thrill Kill

			Developer Headquarters

			Australia: The Hobbit, Shadowrun

			Canada: Assassin’s Creed, Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell

			Czech Republic: Botanicula

			England: Fable, GoldenEye 007, Manic Miner

			Finland: Angry Birds

			France: Captain Blood, Heavy Rain

			Iceland: Eve Online

			Japan: Ace Attorney, Cave Story, Dance Dance Revolution, Dark Souls, Donkey Kong, Dragon Quest, Family Trainer, Final Fantasy, Gran Turismo, Ico, Katamari Damacy, Kingdom Hearts, The Legend of Zelda, Mega Man, Metal Gear, Mother, Pac-Man, Pokémon, Resident Evil, Silent Hill, Sonic the Hedgehog, Street Fighter, Super Mario Bros., Super Smash Bros., Tamagotchi, Tecmo Bowl, Wii Sports

			Russia: Tetris

			Scotland: Grand Theft Auto

			Sweden: Candy Crush Saga, Minecraft

			Taiwan: The Legend of Sword and Fairy

			United States: American McGee’s Alice, America’s Army, BioShock, Call of Duty, Chex Quest, Command & Conquer, Depression Quest, Deus Ex, DOOM, Dragon’s Lair, E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial, Ecco the Dolphin, The Elder Scrolls, Fallout, FarmVille, Foldit, Guitar Hero, Half-Life, Halo, Iron Helix, Journey, King’s Quest, The Last of Us, League of Legends, Madden Football, Medal of Honor, Mortal Kombat, Myst, Night Trap, Oddworld, The Oregon Trail, Papers, Please, Pong, Portal, Prince of Persia, Rogue, The Secret of Monkey Island, Sid Meier’s Civilization, The Sims, Skylanders, Spacewar!, StarCraft, Super Columbine Massacre RPG!, Thrill Kill, Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater, Ultima, Warcraft, Wasteland, Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego?, Wing Commander, Wolfenstein 3D, Zork

			Unknown: Defense of the Ancients

			First Appearance

			1960–1969: Spacewar!

			1970–1979: The Oregon Trail, Pong, Zork

			1980–1984: Donkey Kong, Dragon’s Lair, E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial, The Hobbit, King’s Quest, Manic Miner, Pac-Man, Rogue, Saimazoom, Tetris, Ultima

			1985–1989: Captain Blood, Dragon Quest, Family Trainer, Final Fantasy, The Legend of Zelda, Madden Football, Mega Man, Metal Gear, Mother, Prince of Persia, Street Fighter, Super Mario Bros., Tecmo Bowl, Wasteland, Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego?

			1990–1994: DOOM, Ecco the Dolphin, The Elder Scrolls, Iron Helix, Mortal Kombat, Myst, Night Trap, The Secret of Monkey Island, Sid Meier’s Civilization, Shadowrun, Sonic the Hedgehog, Warcraft, Wing Commander, Wolfenstein 3D

			1995–1999: Chex Quest, Command & Conquer, Dance Dance Revolution, Fallout, GoldenEye 007, Gran Turismo, Grand Theft Auto, Half-Life, The Legend of Sword and Fairy, Lineage, Medal of Honor, Oddworld, Pokémon, Resident Evil, Silent Hill, StarCraft, Super Smash Bros., Tamagotchi, Thrill Kill, Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater

			2000–2004: Ace Attorney, America’s Army, American McGee’s Alice, Call of Duty, Cave Story, Defense of the Ancients, Deus Ex, Eve Online, Fable, Halo, Ico, Katamari Damacy, Kingdom Hearts, The Sims, Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell

			2005–2009: Angry Birds, Assassin’s Creed, BioShock, FarmVille, Foldit, Guitar Hero, League of Legends, Minecraft, Portal, Super Columbine Massacre RPG!, Wii Sports

			2010–2013: Anipang, Botanicula, Candy Crush Saga, Dark Souls, Depression Quest, Heavy Rain, Journey, The Last of Us, Papers, Please, Skylanders

			Genre3

			Action/Action-Adventure: American McGee’s Alice, Assassin’s Creed, Captain Blood, Dark Souls, Deus Ex, E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial, Ecco the Dolphin, Ico, Journey, The Legend of Zelda, Mega Man, Prince of Persia, Saimazoom

			Educational/Serious: Foldit, The Oregon Trail, Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego?

			Exercise: Family Trainer

			Fighting: Mortal Kombat, Street Fighter, Super Smash Bros., Thrill Kill

			First-Person Shooter: America’s Army, BioShock, Call of Duty, Chex Quest, DOOM, GoldenEye 007, Half-Life, Halo, Medal of Honor, Wolfenstein 3D

			Interactive Fiction/Graphic Adventure: Ace Attorney, Botanicula, Depression Quest, Dragon’s Lair, Heavy Rain, The Hobbit, King’s Quest, Myst, Night Trap, The Secret of Monkey Island, Wing Commander, Zork

			Japanese Role-Playing Game: Dragon Quest, Final Fantasy, Kingdom Hearts, Mother, Pokémon

			Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game: Eve Online, Lineage

			Maze: Pac-Man

			Multiplayer Online Battle Arena: Defense of the Ancients, League of Legends

			Music/Rhythm: Dance Dance Revolution, Guitar Hero

			Platformer: Cave Story, Donkey Kong, Manic Miner, Oddworld, Sonic the Hedgehog, Super Mario Bros.

			Puzzle: Angry Birds, Anipang, Candy Crush Saga, Katamari Damacy, Papers, Please, Portal, Tetris

			Racing: Gran Turismo

			Real-Time Strategy: Command & Conquer, StarCraft, Warcraft

			Roguelike: Rogue

			Role-Playing Game: The Elder Scrolls, Fable, Fallout, The Legend of Sword and Fairy, Shadowrun, Super Columbine Massacre RPG!, Ultima, Wasteland

			Sandbox: Grand Theft Auto, Minecraft

			Simulation: Sid Meier’s Civilization, The Sims, Tamagotchi

			Sports: Madden Football, Pong, Tecmo Super Bowl, Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater, Wii Sports

			Stealth: Metal Gear, Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell

			Survival Horror: Iron Helix, The Last of Us, Resident Evil, Silent Hill

			Toys-to-Life: Skylanders

			Original Platform4

			Apple II: Prince of Persia, Ultima, Wasteland, Where in the World Is Carmen Sandiego?

			Arcade: Dance Dance Revolution, Donkey Kong, Dragon’s Lair, Mortal Kombat, Pac-Man, Pong, Street Fighter, Tecmo Bowl

			Atari: Captain Blood, E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial

			Browser-Based/Social Media/Mobile: Angry Birds, Anipang, Candy Crush Saga, Depression Quest, FarmVille, Tamagotchi

			DOS: Chex Quest, Command & Conquer, DOOM, The Elder Scrolls, Fallout, Grand Theft Auto, The Legend of Sword and Fairy, The Oregon Trail, The Secret of Monkey Island, Sid Meier’s Civilization, Warcraft, Wing Commander, Wolfenstein 3D

			Electronika 60: Tetris

			IBM PCjr: King’s Quest

			Mac OS: Myst

			MSX2: Metal Gear

			Multi-platform: Assassin’s Creed, BioShock, Skylanders

			Nintendo: Ace Attorney, Dragon’s Quest, Family Trainer, Final Fantasy, GoldenEye 007, The Legend of Zelda, Mega Man, Mother, Pokémon, Shadowrun, Super Mario Bros., Super Smash Bros., Wii Sports

			PC: Botanicula, Cave Story, Defense of the Ancients, Deus Ex, Foldit, Iron Helix, Lineage, Madden Football, Minecraft, Papers, Please, The Sims, StarCraft

			PDP-1: Spacewar!

			PDP-10: Zork

			PlayStation: Dark Souls, Gran Turismo, Guitar Hero, Heavy Rain, Ico, Journey, Katamari Damacy, Kingdom Hearts, The Last of Us, Medal of Honor, Oddworld, Resident Evil, Silent Hill, Thrill Kill, Tony Hawk’s Pro Skater

			Sega: Ecco the Dolphin, Night Trap, Sonic the Hedgehog

			Unix: Rogue

			Windows: America’s Army, American McGee’s Alice, Call of Duty, Eve Online, Half-Life, League of Legends, Portal, Super Columbine Massacre RPG!

			Xbox: Fable, Halo, Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell

			ZX Spectrum: The Hobbit, Manic Miner, Saimazoom
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