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Realism, Spectac!é,

Sensation

Qualities such as striking imagery and sound are important sources
of pleasure in videogames, as are the sensations and intensities of
experience offered by engagement in many gameplay tasks. The Gualities
of graphical reproduction on-screen, combined with s%):und effects, can
play a significant part in the establishment of many of the dimensions
of games already examined in this book. Relativclﬁf; higher-quality
graphical resolution and design/ reproduction of sound can increase tb;‘f
extent to which narrative, generic or other contextual frameworks are
likely to be in play, giving a stronger sense of the ]oca?ién of gameplay
within 2 particular, realized milien. They can also increase the pieasﬁr&:s
of exploration or the extent to which » sense of presence is created. The
above effects might be the case where 1magery creates an impression of
greater ‘realism’ (a relatively more convincing impression of the surface
textures of the world) or more spectacular vistas (whether these are
themselves presented as broadty recognizable/‘realistic’, the product of
fantasy, or a combination of the two). Intensities of eﬂgagement can
bave similarly supportive effects, someames mcreasing the impression
of occapying a particular gamescape of one variety or another. Qualides
such as realism, spectacle and sensation also offer pleasufes in their own
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right, however, which might be equally capable of working against other
forms of mmersion in the world on-screen.

Andio-visual gqualities have been dismissed by some commentators as
essentially cosmetic aspects of games. For the designer Chris Crawford,
for example, graphics, animation and sound are necessary but supporting
elements, secondary to the primary dimension of interactivity. We
would agree that dimensions such as realism and spectacle are usually
less important, ultimately, than compelling and ébsorbing gameplay —
although the same might not be said of intensity of sensation, which can
be closely coupled with the performance of core gameplay activities. The
appeal of qualities such as realism and spectacle should not be ignored,
even if they are considered to be secondary to other aspects of the
gameplay experience. To be sccondary is not to be of no consequence,
as we argued in Chapter 1, and secondary factors might also conwibute
quite significantly to the manner in which primary gameplay activities
are experienced. It 1s also necessary to consider different dimensions of
concepts such as realism, when applied to games rather than other media.
We consider realism in this chapter in two main senses. First, in the
sense suggested above: realism in terms of certain qualities of graphical

" representation (along with sound design) on-screen; realism according to-

an aesthetic definition. Second, though, we consider realism at the level_ of :
Junctionality within games: realism in the sense of on-screen action and
interaction; the extent to which the world on-screen acts and_ responds
{rather than visually or aurally resembles) something like its real or
imagined equivalent in the world outside.

Realism

The history of videogames is one that has been dominated, on one level,
by investments in increasing realisro, at the level of graphical representation
and allied effects. Successive generations of games and game platforms
nave been sold on the basis of the creation of on-screen worlds that
bear greater resemblance to the textures of the real world — or, in many
cascs, the textures of other forms of representation that stake claims to
the creation of impressions of verisimilirude, a point to which we return
below. Quality of graphics, resulting from mncreases in processing capacity,
has been a major factor in the various ‘console wars’ that have raged since
the 1980s, mcluding the compenition between console platforms and
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PCs. An early breakthrough was the development of Nintendo’s 8-bit
Faimicom (Family Cornputer}, launched in Japan in 1984, followed by the
I‘\h_ntendo Entertainment System (NES), the modified version developed
for the American market.! Eath offered graphics of a quality superior
to its predecessors. In a move that was to set the stage for subsequent
developments, the NES was leapfrogged by the 16-bit Sega Genesis,
which created ‘bigger animated characters, better backgrounds, faster
play, and higher-quality sound.? The PC then entered the increasingly
competitive fray, along with following generations of consoles, each
sold to a large extent on their capacity for the provision of improved
graphics. Other factors have also played an Important part in this process
of course. Greater processing and storage capacity also creates scope for’
new developments in gameplay, and for innovations such as the capability
for console online play introduced by the Xbox.

Advancements in technology alone have never been sufficient to
guarantee success, as demonstrated in the 19905 by the faiture of the then
state~of-the-art consoles, the Atari Jaguar and Trip Hawkins' 3DO, The
dominance gained, at various stages, by companies such as Nintendo,
Sega and Sony was the product not just of innovations in technology, but
also 1 marketing, cultural positioning and the provision of a sugic:icnt
supply of appealing games.® That said, it remains true that the promise
of improved qualities of sound and visuals — and especially the latter
- has been a major component in the engine that has driven forward
developments in games platforms: probably the single most important
— of, at least, most pronvinent - factor, As far as the PC is concerned, it
is widely accepted that cthe demands of gaming play a2 central role in z’he
advance of the technology as a whole, gameplaying being one of the few
activities that requires the higher-end capabilities ~ espe;iaﬂv in graphics
cards — of most domestic machines. Improvements in garriepiay might
resalt from the purchase of new PCs or consoles, but these are generally
less immediately obvious and less casy to feature in the marketing of both
games and platforms. Improved graphics lend themselves mor;: readily
to such processes, creating eye-catching impressions that can easily be
translated into promotional artwork.

Much the same goes for many games themselves. A common fearure
of sequels to popular titles such as Colin McRae Raily, Tomb Raider and
Resideni Evil is that sound and visual qualities are improved, usually in
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the direction towards a greater impression of verisimititude, to a larger
extent than basi_cg gameplay is developed. As is often the case with new-
generation consoles or PC graphics cards, increased realism tends to be
emphasized in méirketin g. For Tomb Raider: Angel of Darleness, for example,
a press release bécjas{s that; ‘Fans of the world’s most famous cyber-babe
have something to get really excited about —~ she can now be seen in 10
times more detaill The new Lara is made up of over 5,000 polygons as
opposed to just SLUU in previous games.*

For many commentators, the emphasis put on graphics in the
marketing process has had a damaging effect on games, distracting from
the core business of providing satisfying gameplay. In the case of Angel
of Darkness, for:éxarnple, many gamers found the gameplay to be less
compelling thaéﬁ: that of earlier iterations, however much mmproved
the graphics. As designers Andrew Rollings and Ernest Adams put it
‘A lot of nostalgic gamers have called for a return to the values of the
“golden age” of gaming — the 1980s, when hardware limitations forced
developers to concentrate on gameplay® Core gameplay activities are,
arguably, relatively more important in games produced with limited
resources — whether in the past or today, for hand-held consoles or non-
specialist platfbl?léns such as mobile phones or PDAs ~ where there is
lite to disguise or supplement any gameplay shortcomings. Given its
typical prominence m the marketing process, and the proportion of the
development bﬁdgct for which it accounts, there can be a temptation
to rely excessively on appearances. This is likely to have increased in
the move, since the early 1990s, towards a highly competitive emphasis
on resource-heavy ‘photorealism’ in games, an effort to produce images
that aspire to the higher resolutior: gualities of still photography, film
or television.® A?signiﬁcamt part of this process was the move from the
blocky features of early 212 games to the closer-grained, texture-mapped,
multi-polygon constituents of 31> graphics. Almost everyone who writes
on this subject has examples to cite of updated 3D versions of earlier
games in which gameplay suffered, directly, from the transition to a more
fully realized, less abstract appearance {cases cited by Rollings and Adams,
for example, include Robotron and Centipede [initial versions, both 1982],
although they also point to instances in which updates have been more

successful in maintaining the old game mechanic).” The creation of more

realistic graphical environments remains an issue of central interest to
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those working at the most technical end of games productlorl however,
even if for specific reasons of their own, Commercial considerations do
much to shape the environment in which they wc)rk but an investment
mn graphical realism for figures such as the game- engine designer John
Carmack can be located in the intrinsic satisfac tlon of finding elegant
solutions to technical challenges,

It s not surprising that many gamers and des1gners are suspicious
of the emphasis often put on ‘cosmetic” issues such as graphics quality,
with its often concomitant emphasis on increased realism, especially
given the extent to which this is seen as a marketing-led phenomenon,
Such suspicions risk an overstatement of the case, however, a rejection
of the importance of graphics that fails to attend to the considerable
contribution they can make to the overall gaming experience. Graphics
are one of the constitutive elements of the ‘videogame’ as a distinet entity,
whatever relauve importance they are accorded: the precise gudlities of
the graphics on offer, generally or in particular exqmpies have, therefore,
to be accorded some significance if a full understmdmg of the form is
to be achieved.® Debates on this subject have a ﬂhapc similar to disputes
about the relative merits of gameplay and marrative considered in
Chapter 1: an nsistence, in some cases, on the ¢ purlt\f of core gameplay
mechanics, as the essence of games, as opposed to their ‘corruption’,
as it were, by undue emphasis on secondary quahtlex associated with
other media forms. Some designers, such as C‘rawford seem concerned
primarily with creating games with lasting appeal of | tht kind found in
long-term classics such as Go and Chess, in which case qualities such as
level of graphical fidelity are likely to be of seccmdary importance. The
business side of the game industry tends to be comm]tted t0 4 process
of constant technological (if not other forms of) innovation, however,
founded largely on appeal that is more ephemeral in nature, subject to a
constant process of upgrading and rejteration in which improvements at
the level of appearances tend to figure largely in the marketing equation.
Our argument, as previously established, is that games and the experience
of gameplay are complex and multidimensional. Dimensions such as
narrative or, in this case, aspirations towards graphical photorealism,
or the other qualities considered below, contribute to the total effect
offered to players — even if or where they are, ultimately, considered
to be secondary. They certainly shape the nature of the games that are
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available to play, if only for reasons of commercial convenience, a factor
that cannot be ignored, even if some commentators believe it should not
be the case. They can also significantly shape the experience of the player
— again, whether or not that 1s always regarded as ‘desirable’. Gur aim in
this book is not to be prescriptive — arguing what ‘should’ be the case, or
decrying what some might see as shortcomings — but to analyze exist.ing
games and trends and the kinds of experiences they offer.

What, then, 13 offered to the gameplay experience by graphical and
other gualities that stake claims towards greater realism? Why should
2 greater impression of realism be attractive, and how importantly is it
likely to figure in the overall gameplay experience? The degree to which
games create such impressions certainly seems to figure as a significant
factor for many gameplayers, as well as to industry marketers. As Mark
Wolt suggests, games graphics ‘were, and to a large extent still are, the
main criteria by which advancing videogame technology is benchmarked
by the buying public’.? It is, perhaps, somewhat patronizing to dismiss
this dimension of the experience of many consumers of game software
and hardware.

Graphics that offer more closely grained or photorealistic impressions
of the world en-screen can increase - at least relanvely — the resonance
of the experience: the sense of acting within a more realized virtual
environment, of inhabiting a ‘world”. This effect is not easy to pin down,
however, and is likely to be highly variable. A range of factors might
be suggested that make it more or less likely that such qualities figure
importantly or substantially in the overall gameplaying experience,
factors broadly similar to those considered in Chapter 1 in relation to the
rehative importance of background contextual material such as narrative,
genze or ideological resonances. The degree of photorealismn achieved by
graphics is more likely to figure strongly in some tvpes of games than in
others. [t might be expected, all else being equal, to be more important
in games that are less fast and furious, in which more tme 1s available
for detailed consideranion or exploration of the on-screen world (hence
the prominent place of Myst and its sequels in the historical record of
games celebrated for the realistic and/or spectacular quality of their
graphics). It is especially more likely to be a prominent dimension of the
experience in the earlier stages of new games, or initial titdes supplied
for a new platform. Improvements in qualities such as realistic visual
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textures and sounds offer 4 novelty effect that can be appealing in its own
right, but that is also likely to wane over time. We quite quickly become
accustomed o 2 new level of textural detail, taking it for granted and
becoming habituated to what i offers — at which point it is, generally,
more likely to recede relatively into the background. As in the case of
narrative, genre and other contextual material, the admiration of the
qualities of graphics is also less likely to figure during the most frenetic
periods of gameplay, in which insufficient cognitive resources might be
left for the appreciation of the aesthetic dimension. The orientation of
the individual plaver is another important factor. So-called “hard-core’
gamers, extremely familiar with 4 particular genre, are probably less likely
to be seduced by improverments in grapl
getting to the “stripped-down’ basics of
mnovations at this level, More casual p]

tics and more concerned with
core gameplay mechanisms or
ayers are, on balance, more likely
to be impressed by new generations of graphical realism and texture
fidelicy. This association with the mass-miarket gamer, rather than the
core enthustast, is one of the factors that has contributed to the dismissal,
by some, of the importance of the ‘graphics quality’ component of games,
a potentially sorewhat elitist approach.

‘The question remains, though: what, exactly, is the basis of the appeal
of graphics and other effects sold and experienced as ‘more realistic’s
This might be divided into two pa

rts. First, pleasures might result from
the sheer quality of graphical re

solution alone, in ix own right, an issue
that overlaps into the subject of the second section of this chapter, where
we consider the spectacular qualities offered by some games, Second,
mproved graphics quality can contribute directly (o gameplay itself,
rather than remaining an essentially secondary phenomenon, a point that
is often overlocked.

A noticeable improvement in de

grees of resolution — as, for example,
in direct comparison betw

‘een one iteration of z game and its successor —
can create a sense of greater visyal plenitude, of richer SeNSOTY experience,
that is inherently pleasurable. Pleasure, here, lies largely in the quality of
difference; a supplement measured in relative rather than absoluge terms,
what one iteration or addidon to A genre adds to its predecessors rather
than how close it comes to the qualities of an external point of reference.
This pleasure includes a celebration of the capacity of the technology

itself, a significant factor in gAmes as 1 other media such as special-
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effects oriented cinema ¥ This can be the case regardiess of whether the
on-screen world in question is intended to be a work of fanrtasy or one
that has an identifiable real-world referent, although an additional impact
might be created in the latter. The Geiaway is a good exal‘npie. }’a'rt of th‘e
pleasure of the gamc results from a combination of graphicai-realist detai]
in itself and the fact that this 1s used to recreate aspects of the real—“.for%d
geography and ?landmarks of central London as Aa.n en\iflromﬁent within
which gameplay tasks are set. For the player familiar with this landscape,
an extra degre;é of frisson is created, potentially, the result of a process
in which photographs of real buildings, objects and surface texfcures are
mapped onto wire-frames to create a 3D c:w;.romncnt.recogmzab]? in
real geographical terms (albeit with some galrxe-task—sp§c1f1c geographical
licence). The same could be said of the more spatially imited arenas used

in many sports-related games: models of real, identifiable stadia or real-
world golf courses, for example {for which licences us.uaﬂy have to l?e
obtained). T here is a significant difference between playing a game set in
a relatively idci{tiﬁable or convincing simulation of an actual rea}—wor.ld
exvironment and one 11 which 2 more generic equivalent is used (orA in
which the referent is from the real world but the quality of resolut;.on
makes it less recognizable as such). The experience of dri\-zing at blgh
speed around the simulated London of The Geiaway, Fhamng enermies
or secking to escape from the police, adds an extra dllfl(il’.lSIOI.l’ to the
equivalent experience i the generic ‘New York’ and ‘Miami | dor.ws
{Liberty City and Vice City) found in Grand Theft Auto III and Vice City.
A similar difference of experience is found in playing a fantasy golf
course and 2 s?ii%nufacmm of a widely recognizable course such as St.
Andrews — proy ided that the graphics reach a certain quality threshold,
the precise ioca?ti‘on of which remains relative rather than absolute. To play
‘St Andrews’ it World Class Leaderboard {1986) on the Commodore, f<.3r
example, or subsequent versions on platforms such as the Sc—:’ga Genesis,
is to engage with a graphics simulation restricted, by tod.ays st;.mdards,
to broad and blocky fields of colour. The resulting experience is more
abstract than that offered by a recent title such as Links 2004 {2003),
in which the famous course is simulated at 2 much greater and more
concrete leve] of detail. Aspirations towards greater realism at the level of
image resolution alone can apply equally to real and. imagined courses,
however, just as/it can also to the rendering of the environments of many
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9. Golf simulation n broad and blocky fields of colour: World Class
Leaderboard (1986} on the Commodore 64. .

games set 1n worlds associated with science fiction and/ot fantasy. Even
if an environment or character bears little relation to what we might
encounter in the real world ~ a scaly bipedal lizard wearing armour and
wielding a sword, for instance — a high level of detail in appearance and
movemnent can increase the degree to which it seems believable, in its
own context, no matter how fantastical its nature,

Greater degrees of image resolution, creating more realistic textures,
can also add significantly to the impression of sensory immersion in the
game-world. Environments constructed with ce}nshagding graphics, for
example, might be three dimensional, but the il'ﬂptCSSiEOnLCIt‘.ﬂth by the
use of discrete blqcks of saturated colour tends to be ?‘r’ather flatter than
that created by games that use texture mapping and other means to build
surface variation. An increased impression of space that can be occupied
by the player-character is created by the use of textur}é mapping and a
variety of other techniques employed to increase the sui{tlen-" wit!*: which
such images are constructed: anti-aliasing (to smootﬁ b]Jocky edges),
bump-mapping {to create random deviations in a plane), vertex and
pixel shading (dynamic lighting), depth fogging (to create a greater sense
of perspective), raytracing (to create shadows znd reﬂécti(;ns), particle
effects (to create clouds, mist, smoke, fire effects), keyfraﬁie interpolation
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(for complex facial movement and speech) and the DirectX pipeline.(to
create better real-time delivery of graphics/data).” To stand the player-
character on the tee of some earlier generation golf games, for example,
is to be given the impression of facing what appears to be a largely
two-dimensional fattened pictare of a hole. Later games such as Links
2004 create a much stronger sense of looking into a substantial three-
dimenstonal space into which the virtual ball can be hit,

Higher standards of resolution are measured to a large exeent by the
degree to which they remove the more obvious reminders of the statug
of the game as a construct. Increased realism 1s largely 2 matter of the
reduction or disappearance of obviously pixelated or flat-plane surfaces
in favour of more subde and closer-grained textures, the constituents of
which are less clearly drawn to the attenton of the player. The world of
Acina Golf 2 (1997), for example, on the PlayStation, is one in which the
building blocks of vegetation in the landscape are clearly on view and in
which trees appear to shuffle around on-screen in any sequences involving
movement of the in-game camera. In Links 2004, detail is much more

10. The much more ‘photorealistic” simulation of golf offered by Links 2004
(2003).
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textured and discriminating, down to the level of individual leaves and
the sterns of smaller plants. Trees, bushes and other forms of undergrowth
retain their positions and a sense of solidity when the camera moves (the
result of the use of more sophisticated and rapid delivery of data to the
screen). A slight agitation effect is noticeable among leaves and plants
although this is motivated at Jeast partly as an impression of wind motioz;
.noticeable as such when the camera comes to a rest. In some cases the)
issue 1s one of consistency. Max Payne was widely lauded on release for
the “realistic’ quality of the graphics of its gritty, urban noir landscape
although it is far from visually consistens. Certain parts of the gamepla\;
screen are more visually detailed than others, creating a patchw&k eﬁ‘ec,t
likely to draw attention to the isue of variable degrees of realism. Even
when the game is run ac recommended PC specifications, a marked
visual distinction exists between some environmental objects and others.
Posters appear on the walls of the Roscoe Street subway station, for
example. Many are photos simply pasted into the game environmient, as
are a number of pictures and paintings that appear in domestic interiors.
These flat two-dimensional objects have a smoothly detailed quality
that contrasts quite strongly with the rest of the gamescape. When
Payne stands in front of one of them, the rather harsh ‘blackiness’ of the
character 1s drawn to attention. Particle effects used for representations
of fire and explosions also produce a more than usually realistic effect
with a visual complexity not matched by the surfaces used for iarger’
segrnents of the environment, The game benetits generally from the use
of texture mapping, based on the use of photographic so'urccs, creating
greater differentiation of tone in individual surfaces: bue this, too, is nomt
applied uniformly. One of the principal advances of the seque}. Max
Payn.e 2: The Fall of Max Payne, is the creation of a more scamleés and
consistent aesthetic. Many of the planes from which 3D objects are
comprised are less distinct than in the original. Objects are generz;].lv‘ more
rounded, their planes more smoothly integraced. This is mLost obvious in
a comparison between the shape of P; yne’s head in the two versions, The
Max Payne of the sequel is fess ‘squared-headed’, the planes of his face
far less noticeabie as distiner features when seen in profile, Complexity of
detail 1s more evenly distributed across the whole visual field, indud‘ing
Max himself, racher than restricted to the more localized zones of greater
photorealism characteristic of the original,
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if graphical realism is, essentially, a relative quality, degrees of difference
can be located between games or between versions of games, or, as in
the case of 1\»1(:3(; Payne, within an individual dde itself. One of the most
obvious instancés within games is the gap that often exists between pre-
rendered cut-scénes and in-game graphics Bmited by the demands of
real-time dcliw::lfry. In The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King, for
example, cut-scenes are often comprised of material lifted directly from
the film Series,i(.‘:rcaténg a very noticeable difference in graphical guality
even though thfef transition 1nto gameplay is otherwise relatively smooth,
In the Final Fantasy series {(from 1989) — among many others — cut-
scenes are of higher resolution and exhibit more mobile characters and
camera effects than the playable parts of the game. A similar effect in
Enter the Matrix 1s given motivaton by the narrative context: cut-scenes

are presented as located in the “real world’ of the game while gameplay

-occurs after trangition into the computer matrix of the title, although this

is a rationalization that contradicts a key point of the filin series — the fact
that the world inside the matrix is realized at 2 level of detail that makes it
i}idis{irlguis.llablei from everyday reality. In each of these cases, the relatively
low-level graphical resolution of the playable parts of the game is likely
to be drawn ﬁ:{}i attention by juxtaposition with more photorealistic or
cinematic cutwsfc:enes. Other games, such as Halo, have sought to avoid
this problem by using the same engine to generate both cut-scenes and
gameplay, leaving litde distinction berween the two. This might mean
having lower-grade cut-scenes but has the benefit of crealing a more
uniform acstizefic in which the relative limitations of gameplay graphics
are less likely to be drawn to attention. The Max Paysne titles demonstrate
a rather different approach. Here, the role of cut-scenes is performed by
comic-book style static panes that employ a painterly, almost impressionist
style in which brush strokes are cleatly visible and the bleeding of colour
and blurring of Lines creates a somewhat dream-like quality. In this case,
the effect of cofnparison between these and playable sequences is to
make the latter seem the more solidly ‘realistic’. A similar phenomenon s
created in Manhunt, although more ambiguously: low-grade CCTV-style
footage used for cut-scenes increases the comparatively photorealistic
impression created by higher-resolution gameplay sequences — although
the low-fi CCTV effect has itself become a cultural signifier of access to

the real.
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1o what exactly is being aspired in the search for greater realism is not
a simple matter, however. It is not just a question of seeking to mimic
an unmediated impression of the real, exterior woir]d, Two points of
orientation often come into play. One, looking backwards, is the standard
of previous entries in the field, as suggested above. (f}ames make claims

to realism on the basis of comparison with what has gone before. But -

looking towards the ideal against which existing qualities are measured,
the benchmark is as often set by other forms of mediation as it is by the
ultimate real-world referent. In golf games, for example, and most other
sports simulations, the primary point of reference is television coverage
of the sport, rather than the experience of the sport itself. Perspectives
provided on the action are, gehemliy, closely correlated with those typical
of such coverage: shots from behind the golfer during the swing, for
example, acrial footage of the ball in flight, fly-by previews of holes,
and the wry musings of commentators, often voiced by real-world
broadcasters. It is in the moving-camera fly-by sequence in Actua Ceolf
2, for example, that trees appear to shift around in their most distracting
and cartoonish manner; what Links 2004 simulates so much more
convincingly, in audio-visual terms, is the imprcssién of a helicopter-
mounted TV camera flying over a real hole, as much:as the immediate
experience of play itself. Devices such as simulated lens flare, created

- when shooting with a real camera towards the sun,? are used in many
_.games ta_signify the impression of action being witnessed in already-

mediated form. Relativély few sports games, in fact, offer the plaver a
first-person perspective, as if inside the experience. ‘:Replay’ sequences
available in many also mimic television coverage, in this case creating an
objectified impression of the action completed by the player: the effect
here is to create a sense of the player having participated in something
akin to the real thing’, in its mediated form, especially where the player’s
performance is sufficiently good to stand visual comparison with the
professional equivalent or the computer-controlled competitors (Links
2004, for example, offers a ‘highlights reel’, recording the best moments
of a completed round). For many action and action-adventure type
garnes, the benchmark, as far as audio-visual qualities are concerned, s
cinema or television. Gamies ofien create their impressifm}s of realism or
immediacy precisely through their use of devices familiar from other

media — as, in their own reabm, signifiers of verisimilitade or immediacy
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— as is suggested by the use of the term ‘photorealism’, implying as it
does a second-order realism, an 1mpression created through reference to
another form of mediation. ™ )
Improvements in graphical reselution are not just a question of
aesthetics separated from gameplay, however. The two often work togct}Aler.
Graphics establish the setting in which gameplay occws, thus creating
many of the parameters within which gameplay has tc.) operalte. Leaps
in the quallty of graphics can, in their own right, contribute élrect_l}i to
the quality of gameplay: creating the mmpression of a real gc?lf or driving
simulation, for example, in comparison with sketchier earlier standards,
in which a semse of taking part in a version of the real-world equivalent
seems more notional and abstract. According to Jason _Rubin’, co-founder
of the Sony subsidiary Naughty Dog, improvements in graphics have
driven sales to date by making games both look and play better. This has
been the case, Rubin argues, during 30 vears of technical improvements,
a series of leaps forward having been experienced in each successive
move from eatly games to eight bit, 16-bit, 32-bit, early 3D and the state
of the art in the early 2000s." Pardcular gameplay effects can also be
dependent on quite specific thresholds of visual resohmo‘n. In' the stealth
game Thief (1998}, for example, as Kate Salen and Eric Z'lmm'erman
suggest, it is essendal that the standard of visual represenmfcmn is such
that the player can distinguish between areas that are well lit and th..c?se
in shadow, because the distinction is a key aspect of gameplay: the ability
of the player-character to use shadows to avoid detection.™ The steaiFh
feature of the game would not function in a graphical environmene in
which this distinction could not clearly be maintained. The same goes for
many other titles in which stealth is an important fact(?r. I some cases,
higher-resolution graphics provide a level of detail required znon? locally,
in examples such as the solution of visual puzzles. In Prinee of Per_-ﬂa: Sands
of Time, for example, the player-character s required to manipulate a
series of visually complex gears in order to align particular symbols Aand
gain access to a new area. Puzzies of this kind appeared in many previous
games, but in this case & greater degree of complexity is made possible by
2 hngh level of close environmental detail, ,
Greater levels of graphical reabsm can make it much less arbirrary-
seeming to locate mechanisms such as the ubiquitous switches, levers and
other objects that need to be manipulated as part of the core gameplay of
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many games, especially m the action/adventure formats. If such devices
cannot be represented in something akin to their real textural detail
they have to be made to stand out in other wiays, which makes them’
more arbitrary and less well-integrated in the game-world. With higher
qualities of graphical realism, they can be identified in terms closc:r to
what might be experienced in the real world. Need a stake to dispatch
marauding vampires in one of the Buffy games, for example? Find a
wvgoden bench or crate and break it up to create a suitable weapon
Without the use of reasonably convincing texture maps it might prove-
difficult to distnguish between objects supposed to be made from
differc.tnt materials. Have to jump across a yvawning abyss, requiring ciose
attention to where exactly the edge les? Greater graphical realism might
belp the player to be more precise in determining exactly how far it
1s safe to go. None of these actions are mmpossible in games in which
graphical detail is more limited; but they can be made more satisfying, as
part of a relatively more immersive experience, once certain threshoads
of recognizability are reached.

With greater processing power, game designers can construct more
Cor.np]ctx environments, containing wider ranges of interactive objects
This may open up the environsment to support different ways of achieviné
cefncra] gameplay tasks. In earlier action/adventure games, the ‘crumb-trail’
laid down to enable players to work their way through the gamescape is
often quite clearly visible as a result of anomalies in the level of graphica\l
reproduction. In the early Tomb Raider games, for example, a section of
wall that stands out because it is coloured sightly differently from the
rest 1s likely to be a visual clue that it {alone) will respond to z; particular
action. This might be belpful to the player, on one fevel, as part of the
exploratory infrastructure examined in the previous chapter. An entirely
uniforrn quality of representation might, in this sense, make gamcpla;z
har.der. The fact that this is still seen as a useful device is demonstrated
by its continued use in later games such as Buffy the Vampire Slayer: Chaos
Bleeds. In the Sunnydale Zoo level, the player-character is required to
smash a sheet of plate glass in the reptile house to reach a wall panel that
leads to the next areg. That this particular pane, among others, needs to be
broken is indicated by the presence of a frame outline on the rear wall of
the exhibit, the area inside the frame being coloured slightly differently
from the rest. Visual clues such as these are convement devices, saving

, spaces are als
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players from what might be the more tedious task of investigating aspects
of the gamt—wfcfarld at greater length. A trade-off exists here between the
demands of na\i’igational aids and the reltive seanmilessness with which
the game—wor_ké:l is presented, although it would be possible to create
forms of signpfésting that did not rely on either hierarchical degrees of
graphical reaii:s%n or obvious highlighting of certain items (or to give
players the option of settings in which highlighting could be turned
on or off). Greater uniformity of detail can make the task of locating
required objeéts both more realistic and more difficute. In Max Payne
2, for exampié, visual compilexity can make it quite hard te distinguish
useful objects, such as ammunition, from their background environments,
especially when gameplay demands leave little ume available. This can be
seen as a handicap to the immediate demands of gamepilay, but can also
encourage the situation of such objects in locations that seem less arbitrary
and more integrated into the game-world: power-ups in the form of pills,
for example, found in appropriate locations such as bathroom cabinets.
To offer hiéh levels of detail in some areas is to create a similar
expectation in others that might not be fulfilled; the result can be to
attract attention to shortcomings that might not otherwise become
an issue, as in the first Max Payne game. The increased level of visual
character detail that comes with upgrades to EverQuest tends to make
the rest of the world look relatively sparse, for example; to improve detail
throughout might be desirable, but wouid cause problems of processing
lag, although éome attempt to make the world and its inhabitants equal
in terms of graphical detail is promised in the sequel, EverQuest 2. An
example in which consistency of detail is maintained is the single-
player Unreal IL in which higher levels of rendering are not reserved for
characters or f(;)zr elements that stand out as of paracular unportance to

gameplay. An interior science fiction gamescape is created, full of video
screens with rﬁoving images, 31D wire-frame terrain maps and detailed
console panels with arrays of blinking lights, dials and buttons. Outdoor
s are alsc ‘heavily populated, in some regions, with organic rather
“than cubic-looking plant life. As with the more graphically consistent

Max Payne 2, the effect is to create a stronger impression of the game-
““world as a seamless virtual place rather thao a funcrional construct built

- around a few ?key gameplay options.

Increased levels of graphical realism can also open up other areas

[SEPE
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“‘___,Of _expression in games, ncluding 2 greater dimension of emotional
__gl_lgag_em_enc, a quality often seen as lacking i many’ games. Characters
can be made more expressive. The use of motion capt{lr& technigues and
appropriate sound effects can heighten qualities of anthropomorphism
and enhance the capacity of characters to be made to express emotion.
This has been one effect of incremental upgrades to BverQuest, increasing
the visval detail provided in the case of both piayc;r and non-player
characters. In first-person mode, player-characters canniot see themselves,
but they can observe the reactions of others, both visual and audible. In a
world reliant on text-based communication between players, touches such
as this — yelps synchronized to mouth movements o animated ‘social-
emotes’ such as doing 2 dance of joy to celebrate the aétcomp]ishment of
. atask or doubling up in laughter ~ compensate for a lack of emotionally
_rich speech, helping to animate and vitalize the in__h_a_bi“r.:ant.s“ of the game-
world in a richer and more Tesponsive manner. ' |
A combination of detailed graphics and expressive qz.lﬁlities also breathes
an added sense oflife into the central character of the fan tasy-based action-
adventure, Prince of Persia: Sands of Time. In this case, a tHird—person game,
the central character is visible to the player:a highly acrobatic and mobile
figure with a movement profile built from 1 large library of motion-
captured elements. In terms of graphical reprcsentation,Eaction and verbal
reactions, the prince creates an inpression of rounded, emotionaily rich
character rare in the world of games at the time of its gappe:lrance, with
attributes designed to be relatively closer to those of ﬁgurcs more normal-
seeming than the super-tough characters typical of most action-adventure
titles. Balanced precariously on one of the game’s many, frertigo—inducéng
ledges or tightropes, for example, he often struggles to maintain balance,
flailing his arms and emitting cries that express human fragility and a
recognizable reaction to environment — responses that,?én C(;:}tra;st with
the cool and sifent manner of a figure such as Lara Croft, are designed to
isolicit the concern of the player to ensure the charactér does noLt come

;o harm. Graphics capable of making characters more expressive can, in

the process, make a significant contribution to the narrative dimension
of games, helplng Lo communicate both story—rciatfeﬁ materzal and
emotional resonance. As Drew Sikora puts it: ‘graphicé m gamé:s today
are no longer used merely for “eye candy”, but as visual effects to l-leip
tell a story that the player can internalize and enjoy® :

Reatism, SPECTACLE, SENSATION

Greater degrees of realism, in aesthetic terms, can also raise the stakes
involved in a number of more contentious issues related to games. The
whole question of vielence in games, a subject of frequent moral panic,
is likely to be heightened by every increase in the verisimilitude of in-
game representation (an issue to which we return in Chapter 4). One of
the principal defences used by the games industry, in the face of threats of
more stringent regalation, has been the fact that game viclence is usually
comic-book style rather than realistic, and as a vesult more clcarly marked
off as essentially non-serious and unthreatering, If higher standards of
resolution have the potential generally to make gameplay activity more
rich and meanimgful, as seems likely to be the case, the same applies
to what many see as the potentially distbing aspects of some games.
A significant difference of experience might result from the blasting of
a fuzzy bunch of pixels — whether representing a fantasy monster or a
human figure — and the shooting i finer-grained detail of something
more closely resembling a {ully realized being. In gameplay terms, of
course, this might have the benefit of enabling players to target enemies
more precisely, where shots at heads or chests result in cleaner kills and
resultant savings 1n ammuniton.

How far increased levels of graphical realism will continue to
contribute to gameplay remains subject to debate, Jason Rubin argues
that graphics will keep improving, but that the return in terms of
gameplay is rapidly diminishing.!” Recent leaps in graphical quality have
been smaller than those of the past, he suggests, the pay-off at the level
of gameplay being incommensurate with the level of technical advance
and the costs incurred by developers. Beyond a certain threshold of high-
reselution 312, he suggests, mass-market gamers will cease to be ateracted
by increased graphical quality alone because there is no scope for a future
shift that has an impact cquivalent to the move from early abstraction to
more realized 210, or from 2D to eardy 3D or early 3D to 2 more fully
realized 3D: “there is no 4D7.'% If graphical realisim has been substantally
more than just icing on the cake 1n the past, this will cease to be the case,
forcing developers to ook clsewhere to attract consumers, At this point,
Maic Masuch and Niklas Rober argue, gameplayers might be attracted
by a range of more artistic, non-photoerealistic graphical seyles.”

Sound can also play a strong part in the creation of impressions of
realistic texture. If sound effects often serve to increase the effect of
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sensory presence created by games, as suggested in the previous chapter,
they can also be deploved in a manner that is more or less realistically
fayered or modulated. In earlier games, sounds often exist as separate
and discrete events, appearing one at a tme. The function of sound in
some such cases 3 to provide aural signification of activities, such as the
picking up and putting down of objects, that could not be presented
graphically because of very limited resources. Doom marked a significant
step forward, producing a range of different sounds simultaneously, closer
to the manner in which sound is experienced in the real world. Sounds
are often abruptly cut short in Doom when new events are triggered,
however, resulting in a jarringly disjointed soundscape. A more seamless
umpression is created in subsequent titles such as Max Payne 2, in which
sound-bridges are often used to smooth breaks between one part of the
game and another (from cut-scene to gameplay sequence, for example).
More generally, naturalistic sound effects often contribute to the extent
to which the game-world provides a realistic sensory impression of its
real-world equivalent: the sounds of objects in use, from keys turning
in locks to the sound of swords {:lashing in battie; the sounds of the
footsteps of player and non-player characters, or aural responses to
changes in environmental conditions such as the use of echo effects in
large underground chambers or the reverberation of engine noise when
a racing car enters a tunnel,

Recordings of ‘real’ sounds can provide compensation for relatively
lower levels of graphical fidelity, contributing to the overall impression
of verisimilitude. Max Payne 2 uses a large number of recorded sounds
to construct a complex and multi-layered soundscape. Ambient sound
provides a sense of increased dimensionality in interiors, examples
including the opening of doors, muffled voices behind closed doors
and variable footfalls. The sounds of 2 thunderstorm are orchestrated in
one Jevel to increase the sensory depth of the playing experience. The
sound of rainfall 1s triggered as the player-character steps closer to an
open window, the volume increasing as he moves outside. The effect is to
sketch the impression of a2 wider ousside environment within which the
game 15 struated, the background of thunder and rain also contributing to
the melancholic tenor of the piece. Enemies are often heard before they
are seen, a device that provides an aid to the player — providing danger
cues — but that also contributes to the realistic effect through the creation
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of aural depth, texture and perspective. The effect of depth of aural
dimension is reiﬁforccd by other devices, including the gap between the
voice of Max — close to the player — and that of his accomplice, Mona,
‘tinny’ and distzfné:at, directing his movements via a telephone headset. The
intimate presence of Max’s voice is also a vehicle for nuances of character
emotion. . ‘
Digital processing technigues, known as psycho-acoustic processing,
are used to heigh.ten the spatial and textural sound effects in Max Payne 2,
created by the use of the proprictary sound manipulation software EAX
and enhanced b}r the use of high-guality audio recording to provide
high-frequency. content that makes subtle effects more audible (heip.eci,
for the player, by the use of 5.1 speaker systems. or heafflphones). Tlm};
delays between: left and right sound channels are used to fool the player’s
perception into? believing that sounds are coming from sources wider apart
than the speakers. Changing the length of the delay makes a sound appear
to move, creating & heightened sense of spatial location when combined
with conventional sideways panning from one speaker to another. These
kinds of effects are used most strikingly in the sound that accompanies
the transition to ‘buliet-time’, the voices of distant non-player characters
and the sound of rainfail. Reverberation is also employed to increase the
effect of distan%c:e between sound-source and player-character. Used in
combination, t:hese effects create a more than osually realistic-seeming
and dramatic three-dimensional quality to the soundscape.™
‘Realism’ is a complex term, suggesting the extent to which
representations accord not just with the real world, or imagzr'led versions
of reality, but also their relationship with other reprcscntatlonal‘ forrgs.
Realism in games also needs to be considered at the level of fun.cmona%n:y,
however, of actions rather than qualities of sound and image, a dimension
that very ciearli{z impacts on the core mechanics of gameplay. A greafter
degree of realism can be created by aspects of gameplay that function
consistently, for example, just as it can result from consistency at the le_vel
of graphical de::ta,ﬂ. Objects that fail to act consistently tend to ren‘njad
the player of thé arbitrary character of gameplay, as an abstracted 3cl‘tlv1ty,
rather than contributing to the broad — however partial -~ impression of
imimersion in the world of the game, In Primal, for example, one player-
character can siéale walls, but only some walls, not others, for no reason
motivated }ogiééﬂy from within the game; similarly, in Red Faction (2001)
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some walls can blasted to rubble, but not all. An eX”tmpEc cited by Steven
Poole is the fact that a rocket launcher available in lomb Raider IIT {1998}
can blow up enemies but does no damage to a SJmp]e wooden door. A
specific gameplay requirement — the demand that the' pla; er fmds a rusty
key with which to open the door — undermines any!greater degree of
approximation to the more real-world logical Capabzhtlm of the item.
As an example of much greater consistency of functionality, Poole cites
Legends of Zelda: Ocarina of Time (1 998}, in which many objects can be
put to multiple uses appropriate to what would be expected to be their
nature in something relatively more analogous to the real world.?

In general, a richer and more responsive game environment increases
the potential for immersion in the game-world, As with graphical
photorealism, the issue is often framed negatively, hmlt‘;tzons tending to
be more prominent than strengths. Fundamental aspects of the game-
world that most closely resemble their real-world equivalents are less
likely o be drawn to the attention of the plaver. As Richard Bartle puts
it: “The more that players don’t have to think about mteracting with
their environment, the less they will think about it and therefore the
more immersive their time in the world will be)2 If [ av:t} puils people
downwards in the game-world, as in the real world, as Bartle suggests,
players will simply take it for granted. If gravity does not work consistently
— vnless specifically motivated by the use of a device such as a levitation
speli in a fantasy/magical context — it will be likely to stand out and
intrude on the gameplay experience. :

Al game-worlds are arbitrary and limited constructs. T hey have
nothing remotely like the complex functional; lity of the real world. But a
greater depth of functional detail can contribute ta thc relative degree of
imunersive illusion that is created, although it can al 50 be a novelty that
draws attention to itself. The environment of Max Paynr 15 responsive
in more detail than most of its contemporaries, for example. Many
background items have a degree of functionality beyond that required
for central gameplay tasks, as mentioned in C hapacr 1. Television sets
can be switched on and off and toilets can be flushed. Funcuonal details
such as these create the sense of a game-world comprising more than
Just a series of graphically rendered backdrops. The piayer’s sense of the
arbitrariness of activities required for the completion of levels — or just for

survival — is reduced a few notches by the fact that it is not only objects
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designed for a specific purpose that have any degree of functionality
within the diegetic universe. If the sequel increased the level of graphical
realism, a similar upgrading is found in the dimension of functional
depth: more objects with which the player-character can interact, a
further reduction in the extent to which non-mission-critical material
is merely inert background. This indicates 2 situation in which surplus
resources are available to the designers, perhaps-suggesting that the scope
for additional graphical detail has been exhausted on a particular console
or graphics card,

Degrees of functional realism are also important for objects more
crucial to core gameplay activiies. Military games often invest quite
considerably in the creation of functionally (relatively) realistic weaponry,
set out 1n sometimes near-fetishistic detail in the manual. A game such
as Medal of Honor: Allied Assault seeks to replicate some of the key
characteristics . of different weapons, as suggested in Chapter 1: their
relative vahues in particular situations of close or more distant combat, or
specific details such as the difficuity of reloading the M1 Garand semi-
automatic rifle when its clip is partially used — framed as both historical
fact and a factor to be considered during gameplay. Weapons create a
fairly realistic impression of recoil that makes targets harder to hit. When
using a rifle with a telescopic sight to pick off more distant enemies, the
barrel jumps sharply upwards after each shot, throwing off the aim and
putting a premium on one-shot success (missed shots tend to draw the
fire of the enemy, the impact of which creates jolts that make aiming
increasingly difficult); when using a sub-machine gun, the player has a
choice between the greater firepower of lengthy bursts, in which the
muzzle shakes and accuracy is lost, or more carefully controlled single
shots or shorter bursts of fire. Detaiis such as these appear to be modelied,
if only approximately, on the real-world equivalents; such an fmpression
is given, at least, for the benefit of those for whom this 15 an wmportant
issue, even in instances where it might be gready simplified. A clear
distinction is apparent between thus approach and shooting sequences
in games such as The Gefaway and many others in which devices are
available to target enemies automatically, making gameplay easier but
several degrees further removed from any kind of functional realism. A
particularly controversial example of functional realism in this domain s
the use of ‘realistic’ bady hit zanes in Soldier of Fortune (2000): 26 different
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‘hit Jocations” are structured into the bodies of non-player characters,
which respond differently — ‘appropriately’ — depending on the aim of
the player: characters shot in the lower body scream and writhe with
pain, for example, rather than dying instantly,

A broad sense of some reality-equivalence of functionality is also
implied in real-time strategy games such as the Command and Conguer
and Age of Empires series, Details of the relative capacities of different
nulitary units are provided, many of which seem to have some grounding
m real-world equivalents (obvious examples being the fact that archers in
Age of Empires are more effective from relative distance while swordsmen

can only perform in up-close engagement). Details such as these are

partly driven by the game-specific need for the balancing of the range
of different forces and resources provided to ecach of the various sides
that can be played with and against. The result sought by many real-time
strategy titles is a relationship between the different sides equivalent to
that found in the game ‘Scissors, Paper, Stone’, in which each side has its
own various potential strengths and weaknesses, none of which ensures
either overwhelming superiority or mferiority.” Variation in derailed,
specific capacities also creates an impression of relatively fine-grained
distinctions that contributes to a sense of greater reality of fanction. This
might be based to a significant extent on real-world equivalents, as in
Medal of Honor and Age of Empires, but it can also — like quatity of graphical
rendering — lend a sense of reality to the more Imaginary creations of
science fiction or fantasy games, or to reality/fantasy hybrids such as the
extrapolations from existing technologies found in many games.

Modes of transport can also be provided in this kind of functional
detail, from the military vehicles of Medal of Honor to the various cars
available in many racing games. Some of the latter clearly invest more
n notions of realism of behaviour within the game-world than others.
Environmental factors can also be modelled with varying degrees of
functional realism. If snow appears on the road surface, 1s contribution
to fmpressions of realism comes partly in its graphical rendering — not the
most difficult of challenges, in this case — but also in the extent to which
it adversely affects the handling of a vehicle in 2 manner at least anafogous
to its equivalent w1 the real world: that 15, the car skids and loses control if
driven, cornered or braked to0 hard (more or less forgivingly, depending
on factors such as difficuley settings or the design of particular games).
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The issue of realism-of-funcuon is especially prominent in gport.s—related
games, incl,udingémany driving-related titles, because, as AR.O]lmgs and
Adams suggest, they take place in environments about w}n—ch tAhﬁ player
is more than usu:a;ﬂy well-informed from experience, even if this may be
the mediated ex:pericnce of warching on television as muc.h as actually
taking part.®* Golf games, for example, offer 2 mm:xber of different types
and degrees of realism in terms of their functionality: .

Two basic mechanisms have generaily been used to simulate the.golf
swing. The origin;al variety involves a three-click operation, usmg‘elther
a mobuse or console buttons. An abstracted graphical representation of
the path of the swing is provided on-screen, as an outmoffgamemworld
part of the interface. The player clicks once to start the. swing, a sef:011.d
time when the gauge reaches the top of the backswing and again in
an area marked as the ‘hitting zone’. The swing constructed in this way
is then acted out, automatically and separately, by the player-character
figure of the golfer on-screen (Links 2003 [2002] offered a 'dcvclopment
in which the mouse-click swing was performed in real-time, the on-
screen figure beginning its backswing at the same tirﬁe as the pia?fer).
The aim is to ti_xinc mouse or button pressing to achieve the required
length of backswing and to hit the ball at the ideal sweg spot at the end
of the downswiréxé;. Getting the former wrong affects dls.ta.nce; the latter
affects quality of contact and/or direction (typically, ‘hitting’ t0o earl?r
produces a slice off-target to the right, too late a hook to t?le left)-,T‘hm
mechanism replicates one important aspect of a real golf swing fming
— but little else; and the way timing is achieved (or not) is via a d_evme
used generically in other sports games rather than 1-1avmg any particular
‘golf-ness’ (the pgl?ayer has to press a button at the mghc. moment to stop
the surging line: cf a power-meter within pre-set 'liml{s, either exactly,
for a periect sh;éai:, or approximately, for one that is acceptablc.f; exactly
the same is used for ambitious shots in the tennis game, Topspin [2003],
among many other examples). o

Later golf games adopted a mechanism that maps significantly more
closely onto the real-world experience: the use of a conso.le analoguem.
stick controller to produce 2 real-time version of the sw%ng. The .left
stick on the PlayStation 2 or Xbox is used to enact a miniature swing:
puiled back for the backswing and pushed forward for th.c dfjwnswmg.
The result is something that feels much more like swinging 2 golf
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club — not as much as the VR equivalent imagined;ﬁw McHoul in the
previous chapter, but an interface mechanisin distincﬂy analogous, in it
own thumb-scaled realm, to the real-world action.Tlélis also creates the
opportunity for further realism at the level of functionality. If the stick is
moved jerkily, a poor shot results, as is the case usual y with a jerky golf
swing. If the stick is moved forward and back other than in a straight
line, slices or hooks are likely; this, again, is rdativel‘«’;dose to the real-
world equivalent, if somewhat simphfied. Other aspects of functional
realism also feature in some golf games: the fact that the ball is likely
to be hit to the left if lying on an up-slope or to the right on a down-
stope; that the quality of the lie affects how well the ball can be hit; that
various kinds of spin can be imparted to conirol the behaviour of the
ball in flight or on landing. Realism-of-functionality can also extend
to the level of the emotional reactions of the player: the creation of
very golf-like frustration and anxdety in relation to shot-rmaking. On its

beginners setting, for example, Links 2004 often seems rather easy, giving
the novice player the capability of a tournament proféssional: booming

long drives off the tee into the fairway and sending iron shots close to

the pin. Bad shots tend to infect the level of play, however, much as they

do on the real golf course, While playing well, the sv»mc; of the analogue

stick seems simple and casy. Once a player becomes self-conscious about

the motion, however, usually after a mis-hit, more er;ré).rs are likely and

confidence can easily be lost (and annoyed frustrationfmsald}.

The emotional dimension is explicitly built into Et}}@ mechanics of
Outlaw Golf (2003), a utle that in other respects invests less than mnajor
franchises such as Links and Tiger Woods {from 1998) i qualities such as
sober graphical realism and the replication of recogﬂzab}e real-world
courses. Outlaw Golf s peopled by unhikely players — thugs and scantily
clad women-with-attitude — and favours Imagined COUES?ES such as a New
Jersey links crossed by resolutely un-scenic features suc;h as an elevated
highway and a pipeline. The general level of graphical detail is Tess than
that found in Links 2004, but an extra functional feature 1s found in the
shape of a ‘composure meter’. Bad shots make the composure meter fall
—which tends to make more bad shos likely to follow — while good shots
have the opposite effect (true to the ‘tough/attitude’ tehor of the game
as a whole, the most effective way of improving comiposure is beating

up your player-character’s caddie, although certain feats of gameplay are
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required to earn the ‘beating token’ that allows this to ‘be achieved).
Functional realism at a relatively high level of detail often marks the
difference between simple abstraction and more substanual simulation:
the difference, for example, between the classic Pong and a tenmis game
such as Topspin on the Xbox. Relatively simple abstraction has an apgeai
of its own, reducing more complex activities to a few clean and saﬁisfymg
lines, as in the case of Pong. As a simulation of table~tennis or tennis, it
reduces the game to a very limited number of parameters: basically, a dot
to be hit backwards and forwards across a line representing the net. The
only real variation available to the player is exactly where on the paddie
to catch the ‘ball’; either centrally, to hit it back directly, or towards the
extremities, in which case shots can be directed at an angle. Compare
this with the more literal transcription of tennis found in Topspin. The
game is, obviously, more ‘realistic” at the level of graphical representation,
;providing a three-dimensional figuration of recognizable tennis plz_xyers,
stadium and court, and a regime of ‘cut-away’ shots and other transitional
devices closely modeiled on television coverage of the real thing. It 15 also
much more ‘like’ tennis in functional terms, enabling player-characters

to produce versions of specific tennis shots, using topspin, backspin, lobs .

and drop-shots, and to develop strategies during rallies — pl@ement (}? the
ball, playing safer or more risky shots — that also mirror, quite effectively,
the real-world equivalent.

There are, of course, imits to functional realism, in these and other
cases. This 1s partly a matter of finite resource capacity and the restrictions
imposed by game contrellers and gameplaying environments, few .of
which are ever likely to constitute anything close to a full virtual reality
version of games such as golf or tennis. Some games, such as the music
or thythm oriented rail shooters Rez and Amplitude (2003), bear very
little 1n the way of funcuonal realism; they remain abstract in functional
and visual terms, making little reference to the function of real-world
objects. Limited funcrional realism is also a positive requirement of games
more generally, however — if they are to remain, precisely, games. Too
much realism of functon would make sports and other games simply
too difficult, and would diffuse the definition of core gameplay features.
A perfect simulation could only be played really well by the very small
number capable of performing to the same standard on a real golf course,

tennis court, race-track or other sporting arena. Generally, the whole
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point of games is to be easier and, for most players, more fun as a result
of the fact that they can achieve things they Wouisd ﬁﬁd 1my ossaﬂ;leq ;
the outside world, There is 2 clear difference between Whatpi«; usuialin
expected from a game and 4 more substantially realized training snnui t ‘
(g oolf device, for example, in which a real club i uscd- to hi a ca ii::;
t?al_l, from which a graphically displayed model is produced of theiﬁot
likely to have resuited from the actual dynamics of contact; or a highl
e§peﬁsjve cockpit simulator used in the training of real l;ilots) \X?ht
nght ofte.n be desired in games is sufficient functional‘ realism éo‘crca?e
an impression of ‘something like’ the rea] thing — necessary, in games with
that aspiration, for the creation of a feeling of achievmnen!t rather than 2
s¢1'1$e of a game being made too easy, abstract or over—simpljiﬁcd. wid;out
th‘15 being taken too far, to the point at which the dominant EX, erienc
might become one of frustration. Where this peint might liepforrlemi
player or another is far fiom €asy o judge, which is 0;’1& reason \:EL
degrees of functional realism — like other difficulty-related aspects 03;
gan.leplay —tend to vary, both from one game to another and wi}hm the
setungs avaifable in a single title. Links 2004, for example, can be played
on three different difficulty settings. The more difficult .t,he settinpg ‘ge

relatively more functionally realistic are the parameters of the thumb-

stick swing. 251 1 i
ing. On easier settings, the game is more forgiving of swings that

shift slightly off-centre. On the hardest setting, errors are punished

severely, and other elements such as wind direction have 2 greater i et
on shots - although it is still much easier to hit top aali, sh lmiacg
would be possible for most players in the real world e e

The market for driving games is sharply divided, Rollings and
Adazns.suggest, between those who are happy with an e;*ljoyable glf ver
approximate simulation of something like the real driving experience anzif
those yvho demand a much closer modelling of the real physics of vehicle-
hz{ndhng atspeed.” Most racing games provide some simulation 5? aspect
of real forces that shape performance, ‘career’ type modes of piay-u.siazj

allowi i '
ng for the improvement of various dimensions of performance

t T, i
hrough the purchase of upgraded vehicles ar components. The inclusion
of muliple factors determining relative de

. ' grees of performance helps to
increase the impression of functional real ;

ism, while also supplyin
ase ¢ \ g the
consutuents of greater depth of gameplay in its own right; ideally, the two

can i al reinforcene <
work in mutual reinforcement. The “fup’ element of games for many
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players, however,'_i:s dependent upon considerable departure from realism
of function: the pleasure of belting a virtual golf-ball 300 yards down the
fairway quite consistently or whizzing around a race-track, bouncing off
crash-barriers and other cars without any substantial damage. A higher
quotient of pleasure might result when more work has been required for
more difficult success to be achieved — as in the periodic breakthroughs
that act as motivational carrots in difficult stretches of a wide range of
games — but quicker pay-offs are also desired on many occasions. To
cater for both, a§ Rollings and Adams suggest, many sports games offer
a combination (_}f more exactimg ‘simulation” and more immediately
accessible ‘arcadg’; modes, the latter inchading a greater fudging of key
aspects of functional behaviour,™

Other aspects of functional realism are often downplayed very strongly.
In war-based gmhcs, for example, whether first/third-person shooters or
strategy games, particular weapons and units might be simulated with a
degree of authenticity — but the extent to which they are pat into action
is not. The number of actual instances of direct combat is enormously
exaggerated in most if not alf such games. The real experience of warfare
is, generally, gov_cirned by very long periods of tedium and discomnfor,
only occasionaﬂfyz punctured by moments of combat action, in which
the act of direcdéyﬁ killing an enemy in close combat is a rarity. To mirror
the American n‘fai:litary experience in Vietnam, for example, would be
to factor such features strongly into the gameplay — which might make
for an interesting and original title, but not one likely to appsar on the
game-shop shelves. What games offer is a variable blend of elements that
aspire or make c_:ljaims to different kinds and degrees of realism — and
that simplify, St}]jZC,, reduce or exaggerate as a result of, on the one hand,
capacity and othet limitations and, on the other, the positive requirements
of enjoyable play. This is a balance central to gaming both today and back
to the origins of the form, as David Myers suggests in the case of Spacewar
(1962}, the dcsig&n and subsequent modification of which was shaped by
two sometimes conflicting sets of rules: those of simulation and those of
play.”’ As the game was modified, in successive versions, physical realism
—in the nmdclliné of movement and forces such as gravity — was reduced,

precisely in arder to increase the specific quality of play.
Are there any games that offer complete functional realism? There
may be one excé:?tion: the format that calls upon the player to perform
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cm:gpatermrelated acuvities identical in form to tHose required in the
ﬁctxc.mal world of the game. Examples include (.«"p!r':ézk, considered in the
g:x ic()::c ;i:dittt; aatnilhzh(; jizfldt] iar}n‘e In fifentorl'ar;v_CQ(){}3}. In the latter,
5 thai sk has been sent to the player, among
fﬂ:my 'others individuals, as part of an attempt to solve 3 kidnapping case
mvoiv_mg a serial killer. The actions then required arée;prcciselv theif;'u;;e
as Fﬁe;r feaI~W'orld equivalent would be. once the Epzremise - h()\"\“’;‘VCf
uniikely 1t seems — is accepted. The plaver has to engage In activities
such as the use of internet search engines o e‘xplor}e; goLt.h planted ;111{;1
pre-exusting real-world information resources. The ivgﬂlain s framed as
a crazed genius, fond of setting puzzles and 111j11i~games designed t(;
exasperate the plaver/detective, 2 device that produces jpeﬁect :11c;£i\f;zti011
for the most arbitrary of tasks imposed on the p]avegri the whole point
in the diegetic universe, is thar they are arbitrary qum the gameplavin :
;irclil*ﬁﬂlld being a narrative prototype familiar ;‘;r()m: 'c!}therh seri‘li:k’ﬂic?
ﬁch(?ns. The impression of overlap between real and ﬁC[l-‘Dl];li workd
actvity 1s increased by the use of the player’s email décnunt as another
source of information. ‘Mixed reality” or Iocationmbasedé games go fu%ther
n blurring the Iine between game and real world spétbers and activities
exa@ples including Botfighters (2001), produced in S:‘iweden, n whic}:
mobife phone text-messaging is the Principal medium for locate-and-
destroy contests between players in real urban envirohments. Phyﬁca%
movement and the locating dimension of the game are; ;ﬁmctionaliy fully
rea]zsifm —although not the destroying, of course, reduced to the sending
of a ‘shoot’ message when the target is within rangé, or the bejng%

destroy hi i ; :
sved, w I_llFb entails a web-based recharging of batteries’ before the
player can rejoin the game,? 5

Spectacle and Sensation

Relalism at the level of graphical representation can reduce the extent to
j\Nthh the attention of the plaver is drawn to the 1ssue o:f image-gualicy
itself, especially when enacted in 2 CONSIStENt manner cmiscreez Irio‘f%elii
declares its status as realism, however, especially in theécontex-t of the
h'eavy emphasis sometimes put on such qualities in mark;eting and other
dlscours@ surrounding the playing experience. R ealism might, in one
sensej be intended to create 5 relatively transparent effec;t basc‘d, on not
drawing attention to deficits in the level of represcntatiof; achievable in
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the playable parts of games, or reducing somewhat the gap between visual
resolution in games and audio-visual media such as film and televisian.
But 1t also offers what can often be termed a ‘spectacle’ of realism:
degrees of graphical realism that are flaunted and designed to be admired
as striking or impressive images in their own right. As a form of spectacle
of this kind, as in other respects, realism can be a source of appeal in the
realms of either real-world reference or more outright fantasy. The Max
Payne games, for example, offer environments that tend to be somewhat
dingy and functional ~ office spaces, warchouses, apartments and the
like — rather than being inherently spectacular. Spectacle is offered at
the relative {in game terms) level of detail or consistency with which
such environments are reproduced, especially for players equipped with
the most up-to-date graphics cards or consoles. Other games offer
environments that lend themselves more obviously to the production of
spectacular vistas: the various exotic locations of ErerQuesi or the Tomb
Raider series, the swirling voids and strange other-worldly landscapes of
American McGee’s Alice, the planet-scapes of Halo or the multicoloured
pulsating-neon computer interiors of Rez.

Spectacle is found in games in a number of different forms, including
spectacular audio-visual effects realized by the actions of the player, One
possible starting point 15 to consider two differens modes of spectacle
also found in recent/contemporary Hollywood action or special-effects
oriented cinema — as a source of both comparison and contrast with the
way spectacle is located in games.® Some forms of game and cinematic
spectacle invite the player to (in effect) sit back in a state of admiration,
contemplating the scale, detail, convincing textare or other impressive’
attributes of the image. Others seek to create a more aggressive, explosive
and ‘in your face’ variety of spectacular impact (although the distinction
15 not always entir-tfiy clear-cut). In cinema, the more contemplative
variety tends to offer longer and more lingering spectacular vistas while
the latter is more reliant on rapid montage-style editing and/or camera
movement te create its visual impact.

The more contemplative variety invites the look of the viewer or
player while the ‘impact aesthetic’ offers something closer to an assault
on the sensations, a vicarious impression of participation in spectacular
action/destruction on-screen. These map onto games to some extent,
but with some crucial differences. Spectacle of the contemplative variety
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is offered by some videogames, although it is more likely o figure
prominently in some than others, particularly in slower-paced games (or
slower moments within particular titles), as suggested above in relation
to the appeals of graphical realism more generally. New or unfolding
spectacular vistas — including those supplied in the form of cut-scenes
— are frequently offered as reward and incentive for the completion of
particular tasks, sub-sections, levels or entire games. Spectacular vistas
can offer compensation for periods in which players become stuck or
are forced into repeated attempts at a task, although the opposite might
also be the case: pleasures created by even the most spectacular and
mnpressively realized environments are likely to wane as a level or section
is fatled and restarted for the umpteenth time. Sources of spectacle range
from large-scale aspects of the game environment - spectacular imagined
landscapes — to closer detail, including the qualities of design and motion
of player- and non-player characters.

Many games include large-scale *vista’ shots in their expositional cut-
scenes, partly to establish a sense of space in the player’s mind, but also
often as an enticement to explore the game-world. A panorama of global
scale is found at the start of Age of Mythologies, for example: the camera
pulls out from a localized scene to show a complete world on which
various landmarks are viewed along with figures of people going about
their various tasks. Spellforce: Order of the Dawn {2004) offers a pre-rendered
opening cut-scene that leans heavily on the type of fantasy-oriented
cinematic spectacle provided by the Lowd of the Rings films. Swooping
camera movements arc between violent subterranean volcanic activity, 2
vast bardefield through which it explodes and the conflict between two
arch-foes that takes place in a tower high above the main battleground.
The visuals, rendered in high quality animation, create an impression of
dynamism and exhilaration, alchough the in-game imagery is not of a
comparable standard.

Quieter varieties of spectacle are also found, as in the glowing and

airbrushed, dreamlike quality of Prince of Persic: Sands of Time, suited (o
its Arabian Nights fantasy setting. At certain moments in the game, the
usual pattern of jumping and fightng activities is halted to allow the
player-character to admire strange new spaces, clearly marked as magical
dimensions existing outside the normal diegetic environmental fabric.
In a section titded Thd 1 really see her?, a dark, enclosed passage is
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11. Spectacular vista: the bridge-crossed void in Prince of Persia: Sands of
Time (2003). '

entered, to the a;ccompaniment of non-diegetic, low-key tinkling-bell
sounds of the kind often used to figure the presence of magic in fantasy
games. The ecrecn goes entirely black, disorienting the player. Out of the
darkness, a spcctéi’f:ular vista appears, framed by an elaborate golden arch
in which the plé‘jﬁr—characcer stands. The virtual camera is located at a
distance, behind;and above the character, to maximize the depth, scope
and impact of this new and ‘othered’ space. Stretching out below is a
bottomless smokfy%alue void, criss-crossed by rope-and-wooden-slatred
bridges strewn with torches emanating an unearthly blue glow. “What
the...?, asks the character, as he takes in the spectacle, cueing the player
to join him in regarding the space with contemplative awe. In this case,
the fanms;}kworld;—withinmfamasy—world also serves a functional purpose,
as the player-character crosses a bridge to find a health-increasing
magical founta'm;. Magically transported back to the confined hallway of
the palace, we hfdar that he now feels ‘wonderful’, a term that caprures
both the ‘wonder’ of the world he has visited and the increased ability
ganed as a result.
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Many games draw on the rhetorics of visual spectacle associated
with established genre territories, especially science ﬁjctéon, horror and
high-fantasy. Early games with limited graphical resources, such as Space
Invaders, used the black void of outer-space as merely ét’ne backdrop for
gameplay, the emphasis being on intensive gameplay %ﬂther than space
as a source of spectacle. Later games provided space and planetary vistas
closer to the equivalents found in film and television science fiction.
Despite being rather blocky in its graphical quahtle‘; the slow-paced
puzzle game Dig {1994) presents images such as Farth as seen from space,
asteroids and glowing celestial bodies, as well as depicting the landscape
of a desolate planet. Similar environments are realized in greater detail in
Iater science-fiction oriented titles, fom the fine detéil of the spaces of
Unreal IT to the spectacle of a pair of alien moons rising against a purple
sky in Hulo. In horror games, the dominant source of spectacle lies in
the visceral and the monstrous, in assorted weird and wonderful forms.
Spectacle serves here not just to solicit the gaze of the player buc also to
unsettle. 5

Environmental spectacle that evokes myth, magiic: and mystery is
particularly important to games set in highwfantasyé locations, which
often create extensive worlds composed of variot1s§5ifferent§y styled
tandscapes designed to engage the look of the player jOLlrneying towards
the achievement of particular quests. Migh-fantasy ‘offers much that
lends itself to spectacular visuals, its imagined Hmdzcwailsr past providing
mmagery such as hughly decorated guildhalls, temples, cast}es and fortresses,
and landscape features ranging from the volcanic to deserts and sea
scapes. The gaze of the player is often the first thing o be engaged by a
dark forest that habours ancient ruins and fabulous bea:'sts or Impressive
cityscapes such asVah Shir, home of the cat people in Esz'rQumf - before
the striking impression gives way to renewed emphasis on performance
of the game-tasks in hand. Many players of EverQuest and other such
games spend a great deal of time travelling to see the different spaces of
the game-world, acting like tourists of the virnzal landscape (maybe even
snapping photos with the game’ screen-shot facility). :Such activity 1s
promoted In some cases by the fact that certain s‘paces are only available
for short periods of time.

Spectacle can also be found more locally, som_etim(’:s used to mark
out significant and sought-after objects. In Warren Robinetts ecarly
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action-adventure title, Adventure (1978), the object of the quest 5 an
‘Enchanted Chalice’, presented with a shimmering effect to express its
importance and magical qualities, an impression created by an fmage
that cycles rapidly through the spectrum of available colours. In Buffy the
Fampire Slayer: Chaes Bleeds, the timal boss can only be defeated by the
use of a special weapon, Hope’s Dagger, an abject that is hard-won by
collecting the pieces of the character Hope's body throughout the rest
of the game. The dagger is presented as a glittering jewelled object that
stands out from more utlitarian weapons such as wooden stakes and
gardening tools used during the game. Light effects are a frequent source
of the more Jocalized variety of visual spectacle, ranging from the neon-
glowing body-suits of Tion 2.0 (2003) to the cloudy masses of glowing

" colour used synaesthetically to represent different types of collectable

smell in A Dag’ Life (2003). Games that feature the use of magic often
use particle-based Lighting effects, combined with amimation, to indicate
the use of spelis. A range of ditferent visual effects are produced, for
example, by spells cast by key-pad combinations when playing the witch,
Wiliow, in Chaos Bleeds. The numerous spells available in EverQuest have
their own individual spectacular qualities, examples including grasping
hands summoned from the earth to claw at a targeted enemy and a spell
that produces a large glowing yellow shield around the targeted player.
Other spells transform player images into varions forms: bears, wolves, or
the ‘boon’ spell that strikingly turns a player-character into a scarecrow
with a pumpkin head and light shining from the eyes. The main player-
character, _]én, 15 subjected to spectacular magical transformations into
vartous demon forms m Primal at the players command, a cut-scene
ensues i which she lifts into the air, bends backwards and is surrounded
by a glowing starburst (a rather orgasmic image), before changing into
monstrous new form and gaining increased powers. Mayers of EverQuest
can also buy diversions such as fireworks that have hiede purpose related
to gameplay and can be used to produce spectacle for its own sake — often
adverused for the enjoyment of other players.

Lizard-like alien creatures, muscle-bound barbarians, well-stacked
warrtor women, cute Hetle dragons and hulking monsters: characters
and non-plaving characters are akso potential sources of spectacle 1n
games. Some allow considerable scope for players to map their own

‘skin’ designs into the game. Player-characters range fiom the excessive
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12. Spectacular transformation: cut-scene in which the principal player-
character of Primal (2003) is about te shift into new and more powerful
demonic form,

in appearance (the likes of Lara Croft and Duke Nukem, the gender-
political dimensions of which are considered in the next chapter) to
more ‘ordinary’ figures such as the protagonists of Max Payne, The
Getaway and Silent Hill. Spectacutar foes range from the skinless zombies,
cloven-footed demons and blood-thirsty vampires of horror games to
the assorted alien forms found in science fiction. High-fantasy offers its
own array of fabulous beasts, from the obligatory unicorns and dragons
o more inventive creations or combinations.

Where they are found, the potential pleasures of spectacle designed
to attract the Yook’ of the player are often interrupred, however, by
the immediate requirements of gameplay. Too much idle enjoyment of
spectacular environments or other features can be bad for the health of
the avatar, who is liable to be shot, eaten or to face some other unpleasant
fate in many games if attention is directed solely or excessively to the
guality of the surroundings — whether thuse of landscapes or antagonists.
The very notion of ‘sitting back” and merely contemplating aesthetic
qualities is anathemia to most forms of gameplay, the demands of which
require, in many games, a more or less constant level of response from
the player. The urgency of the need to focus on pressing gameplay

&
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requirements can be a powerful distraction from any close consideration
of qualities such as graphical realism or spectacle — a blessing, probably,
for games lower in such resources, but also a reminder of the fact that,
in the last resort, the demands of core gameplay are paramount. That
said, it is notable that even the most frenetic firse-person shooters figure
among games highly rated for the quality of their visuals: Gamespot’s ten
‘best-looking” games poll of 2001, for example, included Unreal (1998),
Half-Life, Unreal ;meamem (1999) and Quake III Arena (2000) as well
as perhaps more obvious contenders such as Myst and ‘American McGee’s
Alice.® Audio-visual qualities of realism and/or spectacle are likely to
be appreciated,:siomt':what sublinunally in many cases, contributing to
the averall impression created by games but in a manner that 1s far from
always at the fof{éfront of attention.

If the demands of gameplay are often a bar to more leisurely or
contemplative e?njoyment of spectacie, they clearly offer much potential
for the extension of the kind of impact-aesthetic provided by some films.
Technigues such as hyper-rapid editing, unstable ‘subjective’ camerawork
and the propelling of objects ar high speed our towards the screen
are often used in Hollywood action sequences to create a heighrened
impression of Vi{eéwer proximity to, or participation in, the action. Some
of these are diﬁectly mimicked in games, including the impression
created of 2 Shak;ing or unsteady ‘camera’ at moments of impact on the
p}ayermcharacter;éas suggested in the previous chapter. Games can go
much further, ﬂ;ﬁbugh, in the translation from spectacular action to the
creation of intensive sensations. Impace that remains entirely vicarious in
the cinema can become more literalty and physically transimitted to the
gameplayer, if i highly stylized forms. The shaking of the camera when
the player 1s under dangerous assault can have effects that are not just
aesthetic but functional, affecting the ability of the player to engage n
the task at hand f{whcn a plaver-character in EverQuest 18 subjected to a

strong blow, for example, the camera spins, creating disorientation on
the part of the player}. Impact can also be translated through the various
kinds of haptic iﬁterface devices considered in the previous chapter,
Combat se(;ufcfnccs in many games create a sense of assaultive impact
and sensation that car: send the pulse racing. Limited scale and relatively
low fidelity of graphics reduces the audio-visual impact of such sequences

to a level far below that achieved in the cinema, although the ‘in-your-
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face’ variety of impact is increased in a literal sense through the close
proximity in which the player is often locared to the scieen (especially in
the case of PC games). Entire new dimensions of impact and sensation
result, however, from the central fact that the playér has to respond,
Explosive spectacle in action films impacts on the viewer, For action-
movie fans, part of the pleasure is one of being ‘done fo, as it is put by
Martin Barker and Kate Brooks.” Action-oriented games offer a similar
pleasure of sensational impact, of things happening forcefully ro the player,
via the avatar, but one founded on the requirernent for a substantial
reciprocal response from the player: a ‘doing to’ as well a:s being‘doﬁe to’,
an opportunity to engage with the source of sensational impact: to fight
back, to attempt to negotiate difficult and potentially hazardous terrain,
and so on. This can entail a frenzied response on the part of the player,
as, for instance, in Max Payne, in which a difficult shoot-out might be re-
attempted rapidly many times in succession in an extremely campressed
buzst of mtense interactivity. If flames and fireball effects come out at the
avatar and at the screen in one punishing sequence, m which Max has
to be negotiated through a restaurant wracked by 2 series of explosions,
the player has also to plunge him (repeatedly) into the inferno — in an
active attempt to negotiate the threat — rather than just?b?eing assaulted by
cinematic dimensions such as jarring and Camerafshak?ihg impact.
Pleasures resulting from spectacle and from a ph%yi;ical mtensity of
engagement are often combined in individual game séquences‘ In one
mission in The Getaway, for example, the playermcﬁaraééer 15 called upon
to break a villain from a police van near a virtual equivalent of the Oid
Bailey courthouse. As the player—character arrives clofse to the scene,
a non-player character member of the criminal gang involved in the
operation comments ‘wait ‘til you see this’, cueing the plaver to anticipate
something spectacular. A police car escorting the van IS then rtorched as
part of the escape plan, a fairly small-scale outbreak of spectacle — after
which the player-character is required to chase the vm as it makes off
at speed, and eventually crash into it repeatedly to force it to a hale. The
player~character has to steer around the blazing police car and then go full
pelt after the van as it careers off into traffic. The experience is one of great
Intensity, encouraging considerable peripheral exertion from the player:
pressing much harder than functionally necessary onr the accelerator
button on the console controller, leaning forward and/or from side to
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side while dodging other vehicles, shouting {fruidessly, of course) at other
vehicles to get out of the way — all of which can be wken as indicators
of a heightened degree of imaginary presence in the game-world, as
well as being signifiers of immersion in the game as game.® Gameplay
of this kind 15 exciting, and can also be highly frustrating, especially on
repeated attempts and in relatively lengthy missions that — m this case
— cannot usually be retried only in part. Failure means starting again,
which raises the stakes once part of a mission has been accomplished, thus
increasing the intensity of investment likely to result in the remainder.
A similar kind of 1ntensity 1s offered by many other games, especially in
sequences in which the player is put under increased pressure by factors
such as particularly heavy assaule, tight deadlines or direct competition
with others (human or computer-generated). Examples include the
frantic button-mashing characteristic of many beat-‘em-up games or the
intensity created in racing games when straining ‘desperately’ to overtake
or avold being overtaken by another vehicle. This kind of pressure can be
mereased In multi-player games by the sense that the player’s actions are
being monitored by others, particularly when the fate of other player-
characters might also be at stake.

The experience offered by this kind of intensity of gameplay has
something in common with one of the four basic gualites cudined in
Roger Caillois’ typology: games that produce what he terms ifinx, from
the Greek term for ‘whirlpool’, the source also of the Greek expression
for ‘vertigo’. Games which produce a vertiginous experience ‘consist of
an attempt to momentarily destroy the stability of perception and inflict
a kind of voluptuous panic upon an otherwise lucid nund™ In its most
literal sense, this involves games that entail a pbysical whirling or spinning
of the human body. Impressions of something like vertigo — nausea, at
least — can be created by some videogames, especially when played in
the first person and when rapidly navigating tortuous spaces, a gaming
tradition established by the veruginous high-speed play of the pioneering
firse-person-shooter ddes Holfenstein 3D and Doom. An impression of
giddiness can also be created in third-person games such as Prince of
Persia: Sands of Time by combinations such as the use of high-angled
camera positions, camera movement and player-character activities such
‘as balancing on precipitous ledges and swinging across yawning voids.
A more displaced sense of dfinx is also created by sequences such as the
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one from The Getaway described above, and many other high-intensity
gameplay activities, an fmpression verging on frenetic paroxysm including
clements described by Caillois such as ‘2 question of surrendering to
a kind of spasm, seizure, or shock’* High-intensity sequences can
certainly generate, in some circumstances, feelings of frenzy and panic
that can override more rational and effective activity (wild shooting in
ail directions rather than more measured response, for example), just as
intensive assault in the real world tends to result in a momentary by-
passing of the more racional parts of the brain. Games that contain this
kind of material tend also to provide quieter interfudes to modulate what
might otherwise be an overwhelming and fess pleasurable experience;
the police-van-break mission from The Getaway is followed by a stealth-
based sequence that creates intensity of its own, but in a very different,
un-frenetic register.

One of the reasons for the prevalence of violence in many games
i3, almost certainly, the extent to which violent action (and the effort
to preserve the life of the player-character) lends itself readily to the
production of this kind of intensity, in the same way that it produces a

clear sense of action/feedback cause-and-effect in gameplay. Conflict,

for Chris Crawford, is one of the defining characteristics of games, and

as Crawford suggests, violence is the most extreme form of conflict;

‘gorily physical, utterly direct, and maximally intense)® For many,
including Crawford, the degree to which games rely on these qualities
1s questionable, ou aesthetic as well as moral grounds, demonstrating
a lack of subtlety and variation in game design; an emphasis on what
Crawford considers to be essentially child-like direct, intense and physical
engagement, a niche into which he suggests much of mainstream gaming
has become stuck.™ Many games also offer intensity of experience of a
less crude variety, however, including the muld-tasking required by reai-
tme strategy gawmes. fn the most intensively heightened games, the focus
tends to be relatively narrow, as in the heat of the action in a first-person
shooter, in which concentration is focused on the immediate tasks of
navigation, shooting, survival and the inventory-management required
to support these core aspects of gameplay. Strazegy games usually offer
a breader and more diffuse range of tasks to which simultaneous or
alternating attention is required,

Different types of game offer different kinds and degrees of intensity,
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not ali of which are appealing to all actual or potendal players or in all
playing circumstances. How the basis of the appeal of the most intensified
gameplay sensation might be understood is not an easy question to
answer with any certainty. It might be associated primarily with particufar
demographics, as Crawford suggests, especially relatively young males,
given the consé’mance between direct, intense and (mostly virtual) physical
engagement and prevailing constructions of masculinity. The intense,
sensational experience might also have wider appeal, however, as one
ready source of the ‘flow’ state examined in Chapter 1; or, more generaily,
as an experience defined by intensity and clear-cut action that contrasts
pleasurably with the more mundane, routine and complexly ramified
nature of daily life for most people.” It is sometimes argued that con-
temporary media have a particular leaning towards the production of such
experiences, an emphasis on ‘surface’ intensity ascribed to a ‘postmodern’
eraand often s;fontmsted with ‘deeper’ experiences such as those associated
with literature! or less mainstream cinema. If the intensity of experience
offered by some media, including games, has increased over time this can
also be explai:ned more locally, however, without the evogation of large-
scale social-cultural change. Certain tendencies towards ‘upping the ante’
are built into media such as these if a broadly equivalent impact s to be
maintained over time, given the extent to which viewers or players are
likely to becorne habituated to particular effects, once established as part
of a familiar yepertoire. Impactful sensation also has a longer tradition
in popular cuiéure, however, in events such as festivals and carnivals and,
closer to the world of games, location-based entertainments such as those
provided by r;i;des in amusement and theme parks.

Music and other sound effects can also be used to crank up the intensity
of gameplaying experiences, The soundscape of Silent Hill 2 is designed
to discomfort, to Jar and to set the player on edge, as befits 4 horror game.
Scraechy, sharp, metallic sounds are combined with a piano-frame being
hit at the bass end, heavy echo creating a diffused skein of dissonant sound
that appears to come from some hellish depths. The disordered crackle
of radio-static adds to the cacophony, alerting players to the proximity
of monsters \,;?efﬂed in the mist that cloaks much of the gamescape and
often inducing a panic-stricken reaction in which the player-character is
spun around in search of the source of threat. A similar level of intensity
is promoted m different form by the fabric of sound created in Unreal
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H.An onslaught of notse fills the air when the player—character is caught
up in a dog-fight between aliens and soldiers in the dark. Soldiers shout
directives and scream for help when attacked; weapon—ﬂre is heard from
what appears to be a 360 degree perspective around the player-character
(and 1t 15 raining heavily). Cued by pleas for help from other soldiers,
the player-character runs around in the darkened spacé, attempting to
locate and contain the threat. The intensity of the sequence comes to a
head when a spacecraft hovers overhead, assaulting the ears as its volume
drowns out everything else. The weight and density of the soundscape
creates a real sense of disorientation and panic, clouding the ability of the
player to think more rationally about what action to take; Much the same
effect is achieved in the Normandy beach landing sequence of Medal of
Honor: Allied Assault, closely replicating the aural assault created in the
scenes from the film Saving Private Ryan (1998) on which it is based.

Quicter sensations of unease and uncertainty can alsé be created, as in
many horror games, including vicarious feelings of clausérophobia in dark,
enclosed spaces. Strong impressions of suspense and anticipation are also
generated more widely in games, espeaially in the maments preceding
the more frantic or furious engagements in gameplay: when zbout to
lean around a corner not sure what to expect (the first time), or when
knowing what to expect but not exactly when or how well the player will
fare (on subsequent attempts at the same stretch of gameplay).” Tension
can also be created when playing against the clock, another situation in
which intensity can have a deleterious panic-inducing impact on the
quality of play. The achievement of goals offers a relaxinig of intensity, a
sense of relief often coupled with an impression of mastery — until, that
15, the next task/level/game 15 atternpted.

‘Games can also create sensations based on paﬂicﬁlar impressions
of movement through the garnescape. One of the pleasures of Descent
(1995), an early first-person PC game in which the f)}aycruc]'laracter
occupies a smail mobile spacecraft, is the sensation of flying effortlessly
through space, unhindered by gravity and arcing smoothly and swifily
through the subterranean tunnels of an alien planet. A more enhanced
sensation of this kind is provided by Rez, the on-rails motion of which
creates an impression of ligheness and of inexorable movement towards
an ever-receding vanishing point, a feeling that carries Wi:th it something
of the sublime: a sense of the player-character being overwhelmed but

ReaLism, SPECTACLE, SENSATION

also liberated within an infinite space. A smooth-gliding sensation 15 also
created in wravel by mini-hovercraft in Beyond Good and Evil (2003}, which
can be experienced in both first- and third-person modes, and which is
enjoyable for its own sensual appeal in addition to its functionality as a
mode of transport and for in-game racing competitions and exploration,
Levitation spells such as‘Dead Man Floating in EverQuest creaze a similar
sensation (as well as keeping the player/character out of the reach of
earth-bound enemies), distinct from the usual slightly jerky running
motion used 1 the game,

An important dimension of the spectacular and sensational qualities
offered by games is the extent to which these can actively be created by
the actions of the player/player-character — a dimension specific to games,
in comparison with spectacular/sensational media such as Hollywood
cinema. In many cases, this 1s a spectacle rooted in destruction, zlthough
players might also gain pleasure {rom contemplation of structures they
have created in construction-based games such as the Sim Cify series (from
1991), the spectacular and/or realistic qualities of which usually increase
with cach new iteration. The pleasure of blowing up buildings or shooting
enemies spectacalarly into pieces 1s clearly factored into many dtles, some
of which have become notorious as a result. The fact that gameplavers
are actively involved in such processes — rather than just warching them
on a screen — 1s usually seen as having significant implications for the
social-cultural dimension of such material in games, an issue to which
we return in the following chapter. Spectacular destruction of bodies
tends to be found most commonly n game-worlds in which the bodies
invoived are either fantastic or exaggerated, rather than in those with
the greatest aspirations towards representational and/or functional realism.
Exceptions to this tendency, such as Seldier of Fortune and Manhunt, are
usually sources of particular controversy. "This is largely a matter of moral
sensitivities. War games based on real, historical conflicts tend to produce
relatively unspectacuiar enemy deaths, as is the case 1n Giles such as Medal
of Homor and Cull of Duty (2003} The more fantastic the opposition, the
freer developers generally feel to allow indulgence in player-created
gore-fests, Examples include the protracted fights with various hybrid
part-human/animal/plant monsters in The Thing, where several weapons
— bullets, flamethrowers, grenades and the like — are often required to
dispose of resistant threats, or the relentless shooting needed to dispatch
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the seemingly endless zombie hordes of House of the Dead I {2002).
Where gory effects related to human rather than fantastical bodies have
been treated as the stuff of spectacular exultation, controversy has usually
resulted, the most notorious example probably being victory sequences
m Mortal Kembar in which the player-character performs moves such as
ripping out the opponent’s heart or pulling out their skull and spine.

Games produced by id software and Rockstar have particulady
excelled in the spectacle of death. The reduction of foes to cartoonish
messes 13 clearly marked as ‘unrealistic’ in the likes of Deom and Quake,
and to a large extent in Rockstar’s less fantasy-oriented Grand Theft Auto
II'and Viee City. A gratuitous spectacle of violence is available to the
player as an optional extra in Grand Theft Auto 111, in which non-player
characters can be killed and then excessively beaten after death, with
resulting splurges of blood on the floor. Manhunt opts for a more realistic
and disturbingly intense aesthetic, including up-close methods of killing
such as suffocating a victim with a plastic bag over the head or using
a shard of glass as a knife, the effects of which are more than usually
realistic at the level of both graphics resolution and in the absence of
the buffer created by a more obviously fantastic framework. The deaths
of player-characters can also offer servings of spectacle, which might be
considered as compensation for moments of fallure. Max Payne often
performs a pleasing pirouette at the moment of death while the player of
Half-Life is given the strange perspective cited in the previous chapter of
a first-person view of the dismembered remains of the player-character’s
own body.

Spectacular destruction can also be wreaked on inorganic matter.
Parts of the in-game environment can often be déstroyed, as part of the
requirernents of gameplay objectives and/or for the specific pleasure
of the spectacle that resuits. In Max Payne, for example, objects such as
televisions explode in a pleasing manner — entirely gratuitous — when
shot. In driving games such as Colin McRae Rally 4 (2004) that register
damage on the image of the vehicle (when played in third-person
perspectives), enjoyment closer to the paidea than the Judus end of the
scale can result from experiments in the extent to which a car can be
wrecked before becoming inoperable. War and other combat-oriented
games often require or permut the player to use explosives to destroy
enemy vehicles or structures, although this is another case in which the
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enjoyment of the spectacular results is often Jeavened by more pressing
gameplay requirements such as escaping the blast radius or avoiding some
other form of ongoing attack.

The creation of spectacular action is specifically rewarded by some
gamcs, forming the basis for gameplay in many stunt-based games,
including theé(%:ool Boarders series (from 1996} and Tony Hawlk’s Pro Skater
series {from 1999) The creation of more destructive spectacle is rewarded
in examples such as Burnout 2: Point of Impact (2003), which has a ‘crash
mode’ in which points are earned for creating spectacular vehicular pile-
ups. The speétacular results of gameplay can also be available for more
leisurely contemplation, in the form of replay sequences or ‘cinematic’
cuts away fro]f:ﬂ the immediate action, as provided iz Need for Speed: Hot
Pursuit 2 (2002),-in which “zone’ and ‘jump’ cams provide instant slow-
motion shots of exploits such as slamming into road blocks or making
vehicles fly thr{}ugh the air.

The p]casufe of player-generated spectacle may be two-told: the
pleasure of the spectacle in itself, as in other cases, but also the very
game-specific pleasure of these forms of spectacle as a vivid example of
feedback, 011@5{%5 the key qualities of gameplay considered in Chapter 1.To
witness, in strii{i11g form, the destruction of buildings or enemies brought
about by the player is to receive strong evidence of cause-and-cffect,
specifically of the ¢ffeet of player/player-character agency, a quality that
can conﬁributé’: to the wider impression of immersion in the game-world
(as suggested n Chapter 2). A dimension such as the spectacular, then,
which might from one perspective appear to be somewhat secondary in
games, can contribute to very central aspects of the broader gameplay
experience. The same can be said of the various forms and degrees of
realism offered by games. They all contribute to the overall experience,
their level of sjifgniﬁcance varying from one game — and from one player,

or one playing circumstance — to another.
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