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Abstract

This dissertation is about how video games incorporate cinematic style and use cinema’s
aesthetic toolkit. The ways that games affectively impact players are often determined by
cinematic techniques; games thus demonstrate the influence and nesting of one medium within
another. This dissertation occupies a theoretical space between that of “ludology” and
“narratology,” in that games’ medium-specificity (interactivity) is what communicates with other
media. This dissertation contends that games should be described as modeling cinematic, or
“cine-real,” mediations of reality via interactivity. That games are a creative use of (or play with)
codified forms of cine-reality is this dissertation's instantiating claim.

Games are unique forms of “predestination machines,” systems for processing external
input into predetermined outcomes. They bear authorial signatures in ways similar to cinema.
This dissertation offers the interpretation that what is unique about games is ontologically
specific to their nature as interactive, cinematic machines. Games play themselves, progressing
in predetermined fashions, ultimately demonstrating that what is authored in games parallels
their cinematic attributes.

The idea of “playing with cinema” qualitatively elevates neither player agency nor
authorial intention, even as it illuminates the latter as a corrective to decades of game scholarship
dismissive of cinematic influence. The evolution of games across the last 30-plus years
demonstrates that the influence of cinematic style has exploded rather than waned. How this has
happened—through what formal means and cinematic-gamic correspondences—is this

dissertaiton’s primary concern.
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It is inarguable that games today resemble cinema more than ever, but what often goes
uninvestigated is that games were conceived as quasi-cinematic works from the medium’s
earliest days. Early fundamentals of the medium complexly utilized cinematic style, as shown in
this dissertation’s analysis of Secret of Mana, which wrestles with pervasive evidence of
cinematic audio-visual techniques seamlessly integrated within interactive game segments.
Interactivity is a polar node of the feedback loop with cinematic style in games, and this
interplay is evident even in the 16-bit era, during which designers used music and text-based
dialogue to condition emotional responses and evoke cine-realistic worlds. This audio-visual
domain rarely functions without choreographed cinematic elements.

The development of cinematic style in games over time can be broadly characterized as
the evolution of relationships between “cinematic flow” and “cinematic rupture.” The oscillation
between and intermingling of flow and rupture is where we locate games’ simulations of cine-
reality. This dissertation examines the evolution of cinematic storytelling in games from the
mid-90s to the late-00s in particular, showing that the influence of cinematic style on games is no
more prevalent today than in the 90s, but has simply become more discernible. It is also argued
that the aforementioned period is historically crucial to the development of cinematic game style,
and solidified many conventions of current video game design. We have always been playing
with cinema, and as technology evolved the latitude of this play only increased in complexity, as
demonstrated herein through analyses of games including Tomb Raider, Resident Evil, and

Uncharted 2.



Introduction:
Games Playing Themselves

“Video games and other types of interactive
virtual reality are simulations of basic modes of
real-life experiences.”

—Torben Grodal!

“My girlfriend thinks it’s a movie.”
—TV ad for Uncharted 2

Near the end of the 2007 action-role-playing videogame Mass Effect (Bioware), the
playable character Commander Shepard and her crew reach the conclusion of a critical mission
on the planet Ilos, the site of an ancient, isolated Prothean scientific facility. The alien Prothean
people are long extinct, having succumbed to the genocidal force of the invading Reapers, a race
of immortal machines that serve as the Mass Effect series’ principal antagonists. On Ilos, Shepard
is desperately searching for the “conduit,” an artifact left behind by the Protheans that both holds
clues to battling the Reapers and is desired by Reaper agents for nefarious purposes. As Shepard,
you drive a land vehicle through a massive, sickly green, Prothean-built canyon. Black tubes
with glowing lights protrude from the vertical walls on either side of the vehicle, extending
stories high and far into the distance. As you control the vehicle forward, conversation begins
between Shepard and the crew members without player input, while the game’s memorable title-
theme music, which plays over the game’s initial start-up menu screen but is never heard in the
game until this point, begins quietly on the soundtrack, signaling to the player that this space is
of momentous narrative importance. Shepard and crew discuss what they are seeing, ultimately
assuming that the tubes are Prothean cryostasis pods, each holding a long-dead alien scientist.

After driving for about a minute, you reach a semi-translucent barrier and must stop. A crew

! Torben Grodal, “Stories for Eye, Ear, and Muscles: Video Games, Media, and Embodied Experiences,” in The
Video Game Theory Reader, ed. Mark J.P. Wolf and Bernard Perron (New York: Routledge, 2003), 129.



member hypothesizes that your enemies erected it to slow your progress towards the conduit, but
another says, “No, this is something else.”?

When exiting the car to continue on foot, the music dramatically increases in volume, a
simple result of the cessation of the vehicle’s engine noise but one with sensorial significance
nonetheless, as the electronics-heavy title theme, with its washes of atmospheric synthesizers,
both signifies narrative import considering its rare appearance, and is affectively mysterious in
itself, feeling simultaneously melancholy and celestially cosmic. With its heavy reverb, near-
absence of rthythmic content, and general warmth, the composition is audibly evocative of Brian
Eno’s Apollo music, and lends the imagery a dreamlike quality. As the music continues, you
notice a doorway on a nearby wall. Through it is an elevator, which takes Shepard and crew
down to a sub-level. While on the elevator, control of Shepard ceases but she and the crew
remain onscreen without interruption (the game is also loading data for the next space), and
during the descent, the theme’s primary synthesizer notes (comprising its limited melodic
content) becomes perceptibly louder, but here the music is altered via the addition of a low-
register, thythmic heartbeat-like thumping not present in the main-title version, demonstrating a
deliberate compositional modification for this particular scene. Here the simple melodic idea of
the title composition is subjected to additional development and variation.

By using this attention-grabbing music cue, the game wants its player to feel the
anticipation of this moment; what lies below? Is it a Prothean? The conduit? Also, what is the
conduit? Is the mystery of the Reapers—unclassifiable giant killing machines from beyond

charted space (and, possibly, beyond common understandings of time)—and their ultimate

2 The exact wording of this mysterious line of dialogue depends on which crew members you (as Shepard) have
brought along on the mission to Ilos. In this playthrough, the line was spoken by the character Garrus.



purpose about to be revealed? Despite concluding that the Protheans are (probably) all dead, the
heartbeat-like sound that augments the theme music provides the impression of /ife all around, or
at least an ineffable trace—the walls are covered in muted green vegetation signifying the
potential of life, or its struggle to hang on, affectively suggesting that something ahead is alive.
The theme music, the dialogue (“No, this is something else”), the creepy but beautiful space with
its evocatively specific green hue (the mystery of the mise-en-scéne, to use a film analysis term),
the hours of narrative build-up to this moment—all these non-interactive elements and more
conspire to summon a tingling anticipation in the viewer-player, one marked by a vague but
sensorially pleasurable sense of cosmic, unknowable alien-ness, as if the secrets of the universe
will soon be unlocked.

Does this sound kind of like a movie? It should. The aesthetically complex organization
of diverse elements of sound and image here encapsulates the great possibilities of audiovisual
synthesis in the video game medium. In demonstrating both those possibilities and the
maturation of the art form, it should not be ignored that in generating its effects, the sequence is
heavily imbricated with aspects of what is colloquially considered “cinematic;” it should be a
foregone conclusion that film style has much to do with the sequence’s operations. Narrative
form and (cinematic) audio-visual style interact seamlessly to engender an intended sensorial and
emotional response pre-authored by the game’s designers (i.e., the artists who made it), and here
we can also locate the video game medium’s evolution from Pac-Man racing around a maze to
profound, aesthetically complex sequences that recall similar ones in movies, in which music

deepens affect, the emotions of characters, and narrative via audio-visual spectacle.



The parallel precision in the use of important musical themes or motifs in a film score is
particularly important here, demonstrating how the sequence in Mass Effect operates
cinematically. For example, in 7itanic (James Cameron, 1997), the rising vocal line not heard
since the film’s opening montage (which consists of documentary footage of the Titanic’s
departure) comes forth on the soundtrack over two hours into the film as Jack and Rose stare at
each other with brokenhearted gazes as Rose is lowered in a women-and-children-only lifeboat,
emergency flares exploding behind Jack symbolizing their passion. Here composer James Horner
demonstrates his adept use of technique most associated with Richard Wagner—the development
of a “library” of musical motifs intricately developed in a wide variety of combinations. In this
scene of Jack and Rose experiencing the pain of separation, pieces of melodic movements in the
film’s opening montage are heard, but their orchestral development feels novel enough to create
a sense of uncertainty in how the nostalgic melody will continue. The three-note rising choral
line (from the film’s opening) begins over a slow-motion shot of three young girls tearfully
waving goodbye from the boat, continuing over a slow-motion shot of a White Star Line
employee gesturing for his men to lower the boat, the choral line only slightly altered compared
to that over the film’s initial title card “TITANIC.” But it develops differently, as when the
“fireworks” (the flares) burst across the frame behind Jack, a new motif is introduced with a horn
line reminiscent of patriotic or funereal regalia—this is the film’s first use of this motif, which is
significant as it is used prominently only one more time, in the film’s famously non-diegetic final
shot, a tracking shot that travels through the ruined ship that digitally morphs into the splendor of

its original design, as passengers and crew cheer on the two lovers.



Mass Effect’s title-theme callback is a technique seen as well in Blade Runner 2049
(Denis Villeneuve, 2017), as the most famous melody from its predecessor Blade Runner (Ridley
Scott, 1982) is withheld until the film’s final moments. As cyborg protagonist K lies down on a
stairway to rest in a tranquil snowfall, mortally wounded but having completed his mission, the
saturated, glockenspiel-like synthesized tones heard during villain Roy Batty’s death in the first
film begins on the soundtrack. From here, the music continues as a glacial crescendo, a slow
vibrato giving way to rich spectral modulation. In a medium close-up, a tear emerges from K’s
eye and merges with a snowflake, as the music culminates in a blast of synthesized analog horn
that swallows the crisp tones of the melody, and K—Ilike Roy before him—presumably dies.

We feel these scenes—thus experiencing their emotional and narrational import—as
much as we view and hear them. Their audio-visual techniques are painstakingly constructed to
that end, and the scene from Mass Effect runs parallel to this system of audio-visual complexity.

Clearly, videogames are speaking the language of cinema.

“Highly Cinematic Games” and This Dissertation’s Terminology

This dissertation is about how video games incorporate cinematic style and use the
cinema’s aesthetic toolkit. My primary concern is the way games draw from the audio-visual and
narrative influences of cinema: where these media collide and produce something new, and
where the medium-specificity of games often depends on knowledge of the language and history
of cinema. The ways that this comparatively new medium can impact the player or viewer in
emotional or affective ways are often determined by the cinematic techniques from which it

frequently draws; as a result video games demonstrate the influence and nesting of one medium



within another. They exist in a soupy place where the medium specificity of games’ interactivity
meets the specificity of all other narrative forms (including literature), but most especially that of
cinema and moving-image forms.

The specific game category that concerns this dissertation is the single-player narrative
video game, which, as I will demonstrate, consistently deploys basic tenets of cinematic art. By
‘cinematic art,” I mean the myriad forms of moving-image practice, from narrative film to
television to short-form video. The games falling within this category number in the thousands,
encompassing a wide variety of both ludic and narrative genres, from sci-fi to teen melodrama
narratives to action-shooters to text-heavy narrative-choice-based games.3 While this category
may seem overwhelmingly large, this focus still excludes a huge swath of game genres,
including online arena-battle games, puzzlers, racers, fighters, simulation games, generally the
entire corpus of games that rely on user-generated content, educational games, and even long-
form role-playing games (RPGs) such as the Final Fantasy series (Square, 1987-present). While
many of these ‘excluded’ genres have an abundance of cinematic and narrative elements in the
broadest sense, including framing stories, settings within identifiable and highly codified

narrative genres, and visual and aural details that set themselves within specific worlds—they do

3 Game-studies scholarship uses “ludology vs. narratology” to identify a tension between, in the case of the former,
the notion that video games should be studied with their uniqueness as a medium foregrounded, and, in the latter,
that scholarship should take the medium’s uniqueness for granted in order to ask broader questions, including
storytelling (and by extension, cinematic style). This dissertation takes a third route, namely, that video game
medium-specificity itself is what is in communication with other media, and that this communication frames broad
questions about quality, referentiality, and player-viewer agency. For a foundational example of this discourse, see
Gonzalo Frasca, “Ludology Meets Narratology: Similitude and Differences Between (Video)Games and Narrative,”
Ludology.org, 1999, <http://www.ludology.org/articles/ludology.htm>




not fall into the category of being highly cinematic, those that depend on cinematic elements to
the greatest degree within the entire medium of “video games.”*

As intimated above, video game genres are very diverse—perhaps even more so than those
of cinema. All cinema requires you to sit, watch, and listen (as attentively as you feel like); in the
case of video games, this form of spectatorship is only sometimes a requirement. In fact, games
often bestow the option to skip non-interactive cinematic sequences, regardless of their narrative
significance. Thus, playing the highly-cinematic Uncharted 2: Among Thieves (Naughty Dog,
2009) is less like playing Minecraft (Mojang, 2009: an open-world “sandbox” game) than
watching Michael Bay’s Transformers (2007) is like watching Michelangelo Antonioni’s
L’Eclisse (1962). Although Minecraft does contain “cinematic” elements by virtue of it being a
representational moving-image work and taking place in a constructed fictional world, it offers
the player little guidance other than to freely use the tools provided in the game, with the barest
of narrative contexts—and thus falls outside the scope of “highly cinematic” games. Uncharted
2, on the other hand, involves moving an avatar forward through an entirely pre-determined,
linear series of narrative events in order to experience and witness an unfolding pre-authored
narrative story.

Highly cinematic is an intuitive definition, but one I hope will become increasingly clear to
this text’s readers. In addition to encompassing a staggering number of individual games, this
category also includes a substantial number of the most acclaimed, memorable, and influential

video games of the medium’s history. The equation of “cinematic” with “high quality” has been

4 Not coincidentally, many games ‘excluded’ from this analysis still place players in cinematic narrative or symbolic
contexts that deliberately evoke certain films. This has been the case at least since the early arcade shooter Space
Invaders (Taito, 1978) offered players a crude approximation of the thrill of space battles from Star Wars (1977).



persistent in discourse on video games for decades, and continues unabated today. This loosely-
defined horizon of highly cinematic games includes countless titles that are used as examples of
games as an “art form,” both in a valuative and ontological sense. The debate as to whether
games can be classified as “art” continues to raise important concerns, but the basic question is
settled: games are representational and highly authored, thus they are art. We can move on.>
Nonetheless, when praising games as art, game critics tend to have in mind beloved and
medium-defining games like Braid (Number None, 2008), Bioshock (2K, 2007), Mass Effect 2
(BioWare, 2010), The Last of Us (Naughty Dog, 2013), or What Remains of Edith Finch
(Annapurna, 2017): vastly different games that nonetheless share traits of strongly-authored
narratives, surprising stories evoking literature, film, and television, and a sense of authorial
purpose and intention. While a side-scrolling platformer with minimal editing like Braid, meant
to evoke Nintendo’s Super Mario Bros. franchise, is far less visually indebted to cinema than the
other examples, the fact remains that discussions of games as art will inevitably involve games
that most resemble the carefully-authored audio-visual storytelling of cinema®. Discussions of
quality, too, tend to divide games into those that consist mostly of mowing down opponents, and
those that deploy cinematic elements for the purposes of affective impact or moralizing linearity.
As this dissertation demonstrates, cinematic style is so deeply and diversely nestled within
the experience of these kind of video games that it is impossible to consider a full accounting of

their form without an analysis of their cinematic inheritances and the way they utilize, modify,

5 For an overview of the “games-as-art” debate, see Ian Bogost, “Ch. 1: Art,” in How to Do Things with Videogames
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2012).

6 As an illustrative example from journalistic games criticism, note the prevalence of narrative-related, non-
interactive “moments,” as well as the predominance of games from the category of single-player, story-heavy games
in this article from the game-news outlet IGN: Various Authors, “Top 100 Unforgettable Video Game Moments,”
IGN, September 15, 2017. https://www.ign.com/lists/top-100-video-game-moments/1




and even expand upon the possibilities of film form, from cinematography to editing to sound
and of course narrative and genre style. Thus, from here on, unless otherwise contextualized, my
use of the term “video game” (or simply “game”) limits itself to those games for which cinematic
style is an appropriate avenue of analysis for what a game is attempting as a whole. My goals are
not strictly comparative, qualitatively or otherwise. I am uninterested in judgments as to whether
a game being more cinematic than others makes it ‘better,” nor have I organized analysis around
which elements of film style ‘work best” within certain games. I instead aim to assess video
games for what they are, and how creators draw inspiration from cinema for purposes on both

macro- and micro-levels of game and experience design.

The Cinematic Toolkit: Playing with Cine-Reality

As laid out above, video games and cinema have become inextricable. Charting the
evolution of games as cinematic experience reveals a direct link between the technology
available to game designers and their ability to draw from the cinematic toolkit. As more of this
toolkit has become available to game designers, rather than taking the medium in a more singular
direction, they have embraced it expansively. I do not mean to imply a critical valuative
judgment here, as if games failed through imitation, but rather, to make a claim about cinema.
For a hardened cinephile and film scholar like myself, game designers’ use of film form shows
that cinema, despite competition from a multitude of new 21st-century screen-based distractions,
remains modern culture’s dominant art form, its greatest achievements in storytelling technology

still an aspirational referent for virtually all kinds of moving-image work.



Games’ slavishness to the affects of cinematic audio-visual style and the narrative forms of
feature-length filmmaking (and, by extension, television) are thus not evidence of a lack of
imagination in the medium, but instead show that the language of cinema, as codified in the 20th
century, is now a permanent, if flexible, transmedial mode of storytelling. Commonalities of
editing, cinematography, sound and sound mixing, the usage of music, narrative, and mise-en-
scéne seen across film genres are essentially now fixed as the most efficient methods for ‘telling
stories’ via screens. Cinema, itself polyvalent and incorporating the specificities of countless
artistic media preceding it, is at this point ubiquitous. Its tools for the presentation of spectacle,
narrative, temporality, subjectivity, and performance will likely have a long lifespan within
humanity’s production of narrative art, regardless of how virtual its production becomes. This
toolkit—with and through which games are designed and played—comprises what this
dissertation will refer to as “cine-reality,” or “the cine-real:” the way that cinema visually and
aurally captures, modifies, invents, and carves up elements of the “world” in order to create its
own cine-worlds for telling stories and imparting sensations, where “physical reality” is a
constiutive element filtered through recording devices and all manner of manipulating audio-
visual technologies. Cinema utilizes established, now-conventional techniques in ways that are
instantly (even subconsciously) recognized by practically anyone who has ever seen a moving

image, and thus audio-visually coherent to viewers (and players).” In other words, the way that

7 In the context of “post-classical” Hollywood (and dominant international film style), David Bordwell defines
modern film style as “intensified continuity.” While I take issue with many of Bordwell’s claims about modern film
style, chiefly because sound style is literally ignored, his taxonomic approach to describing post-1960s film form is
broadly useful—also an excellent pedagogical tool for film history classrooms—and can be found in David
Bordwell, The Way Hollywood Tells It (Berkeley, CA: U. of California Press, 2006).
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cinema creates its own world, as cinema is never a passive recorder of “reality,” it is instead the
“creative use of reality” as theorized by filmmaker Maya Deren in 1960.8

The term “cine-real” is taken from the book Game Sound by scholar Karen Collins, which
principally concerns the role of audio in video games. She deftly describes how the aspiration
toward “realism” in games “...is not a naturalistic realism in the sense of being a simulation of
reality, but a cinematic realism that relies on established motion-picture convention. The “cine-
real” is a sense of immersion and believability, or verisimilitude, within a fantasy world.” The
cine-real is thus the perceptual result of the combinations of established, mainstream
cinematographic techniques that define dominant international film style, and are accepted by
audiences worldwide.!0 While this intuitive, elegant term best defines my sense of the cinematic
polyvalence seen in video games and will be used frequently in this text, it should be noted here
that the term recalls film theorist Stephen Prince’s notion of “perceptual realism.” He writes, “A
perceptually realistic image is one which structurally corresponds to the viewer’s audio-visual
experience of three-dimensional space...Perceptual realism, therefore, designates a relationship

between the image on film and the spectator, and it can encompass both unreal images and those

8 The “creative use of reality”—not to be confused with ‘realism’ as a genre or style of artistic discourse in any
medium, which is one of film and media studies’ deepest rabbit holes—is how filmmaker (Meshes of the Afternoon
(1943) et al.), essayist, choreographer, and dancer Maya Deren theorized “cinematography” in 1960. She was
notably hostile to the notion of “realism” in art, writing, “The invasion of the motion-picture medium by modern
playwrights and actors introduced the concept of realism, which is at the root of theatrical metaphor and which, in
the a priori reality of photography, is an absurd redundancy which has served merely to deprive the motion-picture
medium of its creative dimension.” This is found in Maya Deren, “Cinematography: The Creative Use of Reality,”
Daedulus 89, no. 1 (Winter 1960): 157.

9 Karen Collins, Game Sound: An Introduction to the History, Theory, and Practice of Video Game Music and Sound
Design (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2008), 134.

10 Before turning to Bordwell’s account of “intensified continuity” in footnote 7 above, the standard account of
film’s formal operations can be found in David Bordwell, Kristin Thompson, and Jeff Smith, Film Art: An
Introduction 12th Edition (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2020). Though less useful in the context of video games’
adaptation of the cine-real, the tenets of dominant “classical” cinema are outlined extensively in David Bordwell,
Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thompson, The Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style and Mode of Production to 1960
(New York: Columbia U. Press, 1985).

11



which are referentially realistic. Because of this, unreal images may be referentially fictional but
perceptually realistic.”!! (An example would be computer-generated effects in cinema that —
sometimes—appear “photorealistic.”’) After quoting Prince above, film scholar Scott McQuire
also notes that movies in the digital era often add “defects” (such as film grain, lens flares, or
motion blur) to make images “look real” to viewers—thus contemporary cinema is mimicking
“camera-reality,” an equivalence to established, pre-digital forms of cinematic imagery, which
McQuire points out is now achieved through software tools.!2

The notions of the “cine-real” and “perceptual realism” are instructive in conceptualizing
how cinema creates believable narrative worlds, as neither cinema, and certainly not video
games, capture “reality” per se. As Deren writes of photography, “If realism is the term for a
graphic image which precisely simulates some real object, then a photograph must be
differentiated from it as a form of reality itself.”13 A film or video game is thus a reality, and its
verisimilitude is achieved through, as Deren calls them, “manipulations of the art instrument,”
which in this context range from photochemical film technology to the (almost entirely) virtual
tools of video games, and everything in between (for example, digitally-captured cinema).
Perceptually, video games are an animated form,!4 which raises similar issues vis-a-vis “reality”
as digital cinema, particularly those films that simulate live-action photography entirely with

computer-generated imagery such as Avatar (James Cameron, 2009). While the notion of

11 Stephen Prince, “True Lies: Perceptual Realism, Digital Images, and Film Theory,” Film Quarterly 49, no. 3
(1996), 32.

12 Scott McQuire, “Impact Aesthetics: Back to the Future in Digital Cinema?,” Convergence 6 (2000): 41-61.
13 Deren, “Cinematography: The Creative Use of Reality,” 154.
14 One caveat here is that video games do occasionally capture “physical reality” as part of their design, as games in

the 21st century sometimes use motion-capture for human performers, as in countless films including the Lord of the
Rings trilogy (Peter Jackson, 2001-2003). Games also sometimes contain live-action cut scenes.
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“indexicality” in photography and moving-image representation—the idea that representational
images bear a complex relationship to physical reality—is outside the scope of this dissertation,
the concept of the “cine-real” in video games contains within it a nuanced valence regarding the
medium’s relationship to “real-life experience:” a natural result of the rich history of scholarship
in various disciplines of art and film theory on indexical relationships between representations—
in any medium—and reality.!5

So, what is it like to “play” with cinema—to interact with cine-reality? This motivating
question is inspired by years of experience and rapt attention to the way games model
interactivity within deliberately cinematic contexts. Video games are sometimes maddening and
idiotic, in ways both totally unique and, comfortingly, just like the movies; but they can also be
sublimely beautiful, thrilling, intellectually stimulating, and capable of surpassing some of
cinema’s limitations through wondrous, pulse-quickening sequences of transcendent majesty. |
am often consumed by this question: how do we square the undeniable banality of many aspects
of gameplay with those that make video games a unique and exciting art form armed with
powerfully affective tools? Though the use of these tools was preceded by earlier moving-image
forms, within video games they become something very different as both a nominally and
meaningfully interactive experience. In addressing formal concerns about video games in terms
of their “remediation” of other forms,!¢ why is it so important to consider cinema alongside an

analysis of video games?

15 For one of the most lively—and mercifully readable—discussions of this thorny issue in film theory, see D.N.
Rodowick, The Virtual Life of Film (Cambridge, MA: Harvard U. Press, 2007).

16 Remediation, or the rendering of elements from one medium into another, is the topic of Jay David Bolter and
Richard Grusin, Redmediation: Understanding New Media (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999).
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The answer to this question is that the raw materials of cinema—its commonalities and
ubiquitous tools noted above—are image, sound, space, and time, which are then arranged and
transposed to a fixed audio-visual representation that seems to reference a reality completely its
own, or as Deren would call it, “a plastic image which is a reality in its own right.”17 Video
games are composed of the same raw materials, but to this mixture add interactivity and thus
user-generated flexibility to audio-visual representation, which depending on the example, or
one’s perspective, has a productively additive effect or a frustrating and limiting one. Regardless,
because video games include those same basic elements of cinema—chiefly time, as moving
images can only move in time, and sound, which unlike imagery is completely inextricable from
time since it cannot be frozen or fixed!8—games model cine-reality (or, “possible” cine-realities)
and thus are creative uses, or remediations, of cine-reality, rather than “simulations of modes of
real-life experience” as claimed by Torben Grodal in this chapter’s first epigraph. Games include
cinema as part of their specificity, and if cinema is the artful arrangement of image, sound, and
time to stimulate the mind and focus the attention of an imagined spectator, then games, which
embody this same definition as part of their fundamental identity, are more accurately described
as modelling cinematic, or cine-real, mediations of reality via interactivity.

That video games are a creative use of (or play with) codified, conventional forms of cine-
reality is the instantiating claim of this dissertation, with the acknowledgement that some games

are explicitly anti-cinematic, such as “puzzlers” or some “simulation” games. When gamers and

17 Deren, “Cinematography: The Creative Use of Reality,” 153.

18 Deren argues that cinema is a “time form,” writing that, “Whether the images are related in terms of common or
contrasting qualities, in the causal logic of events which is narrative, or in the logic of ideas and emotions which is
the poetic mode, the structure of a film is sequential. The creative action in film, then, takes place in its time
dimension; and for this reason the motion picture, though composed of spatial images, is primarily a time form.” In
Ibid., 160.
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critics adopt the view that games are an evolution of cinema and contain the formal means to
surpass the potential effects of non-interactive cinema, their opinions may be meant to value
games as a more powerful art form, but to me, it is simply a brute fact that has little if anything

to do with how we should value art forms historically, subjectively, or in socio-political contexts.

Predestination Machines and User Input

I opened this dissertation with a description of an impactful play experience from Mass
Effect to ultimately assist my claim that video games, as [ am defining the term for this text, are a
unique kind of predestination machine, or a system for processing external input into a
predetermined outcome. Video games are strongly authored in a manner closely related to
cinema, with narrative outcomes and sensorial affects that are pre-determined—or at least
attempted or deliberate, for as with cinema (or any art form), a desired affect cannot be
guaranteed for every individual subjective viewer. But what is new and unique about video
games is ontologically specific to their nature as interactive machines. In contrast to the temporal
linearity of cinema, video games output stored, pre-determined audio-visual data that is released
in response to controller input, rewarding ‘correct’ input with predestined narrative events and
resolutions. These include spectacle-laden sequences of audio-visual synchronicity that within
the context of the animated game constantly rework cinematic tools, including everything from
the “attractions” of early cinema (seen in the presentational aesthetic of Puppeteer [Japan Studio,
2013]) to the set pieces of modern action cinema (seen in the Uncharted series [Naughty Dog,
2007-present]) to the more abstract audio-visual means of narrative and affect delivery in

experimental genre films like Under the Skin (Jonathan Glazer, 2013) or those of David Lynch
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(seen in Here They Lie [Santa Monica Studio, 2016]19). Games play themselves, progressing in a
predetermined fashion as long as the correct input is received via the controller, an input that has
been determined by a game’s designers as proper and acceptable for the continuation of the
gameworld experience and narrative. That these gameworlds are modeled less on “real-life
experience” than on the playful and creative tools of cine-reality is strongly suggested by the fact
that Lynch is one of the most-cited filmmakers in interviews with prominent game directors,
leading to the conclusion that the cine-reality toolkit is heavily utilized in game design and
contributes to the medium’s ontological heterogeneity.20

All gamers play differently, and with different skill sets, making two different playthroughs
of the same game nominally ‘different’: this medium-specific ontology has led to the assumption
on the part of gamers, critics, and many scholars, that individual playthroughs significantly differ
as narrative and audio-visual experiences. Through interrogating gamers’ differentiated strategies
and pace of play, scholars and students have been invigorated by complex theoretical concerns of
the stakes of individualized play.2! But the broad assumption that games provide unique
experiences for each player can make us forget the fact that video games operate as machinic
output devices. The input states provided by players, which resolve gamic scenarios and advance

narrative, are not unique from player to player. Specific enemies must be ‘beaten,’ and avatars

19 Other games that are notably “Lynchian” include Deadly Premonition (Access Games, 2010), Lone Survivor
(Jason Byrne, 2012), Virginia (Variable State, 2016), and HitchHiker - A Mystery Game (Mad About Pandas, 2021).

20 For an example of Lynch’s influence on game designers, see the following interview with Silent Hill creator
Keiichiro Toyama: Mike Wilson, “‘Silent Hill’ Creator Talks ‘Slitterhead’, ‘P.T.” And David Lynch in New
Interview,” Bloody Disgusting, December 14, 2021. <https://bloody-disgusting.com/video-games/3695793/silent-
hill-creator-talks-slitterhead-p-t-david-lynch-new-interview/>

21 For a foundational example of discourse on individualized play, see Will Wright and Celia Pearce, “Sims,
BattleBots, Cellular Automata, God, and Go,” Game Studies 2, no. 1 (July 2002): <https://www.gamestudies.org/

0102/pearce/>
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must be moved through virtual space in a predetermined way leading to an outcome (or a few
potential outcomes) that the machine is capable of outputting to the screen and speakers.
Branching narratives and alternate endings are no longer rare, but they are as tightly
circumscribed and authored as other predetermined elements. The extent of player choice in
single-player narrative games has generally been greatly overstated. While players are crucial as
the input machines in this digital symbiosis, controller input can only trigger predestined audio-
visual and narrative output. We can choose whether or not to play a video game, but we cannot
choose what controller input will advance the game, or even determine what counts as an
advance.

Video games are thus active computing machines that process different paths towards fated
scenarios. They are not cinema, certainly, no matter how cinematic the experience becomes, but
they're not purely “games” either. Video games are more like a series of puzzles that provide
narrative and sensorial information upon completion, as opposed to, for example, multi-player
tabletop board games, which tend to have a wider variety of outcomes. When we “win” a single-
player narrative video game, we have provided the proper input for the game machine to unspool
itself towards its preordained conclusion. The potential outcomes of board games with narrative
elements can feel practically infinite by comparison, while the outcome of video game
Uncharted 4: A Thief's End (Naughty Dog, 2015), is as preordained as any film narrative. Some
players’ experience with Uncharted 4, what could be called their ‘style of play,” can vary
dramatically, especially in duration (simply, some players are far more efficient than others in
inputting the proper data). But ultimately, all players must put the puzzle pieces in the right place

using controller input, and in response, the machine of the game system outputs advancement. I
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want to stress again that this is not a valuative criticism of what video games offer. As a medium,
there is nothing else like them. Frankensteined together from fragments of a multiplicity of
creative media, along with predestined, but user-inputted, data—most often represented as
combat and/or spatial navigation—video games are possibly the most bizarre and confounding
storytelling medium that the human species has yet created.

My chief point is not that player agency is meaningless in video games, but simply that it is
overstated and too often goes uninvestigated—it is nonetheless an important aspect of video
game experience. Rather, my point is that what is singular about video games is not the player
controlling the experience, but the feedback loop between the input-output poles of the medium
within a fundamentally cinematic context of audio-visual creativity and narrative development.22
In their moving-image, aural, and narrative contexts, video games are commonly more cinematic
than what is often called ‘gamic.” While the charge could easily be made that this analysis is
prioritizing certain aspects of gameplay at the expense of others, the intent is to demonstrate that
cinematic style and predestination is indivisible from the totality of the video game experience—
what is pre-determined or authored in video games directly parallels what about them is
cinematic. It is a tangled, even confused relationship—this link between the cinematically
determined machine and its users—but one that may be the most fruitful way to understand why

video games are so unique and impactful.

22 For a discussion of how certain games disrupt the medium’s input-output feedback loop, see Alexander R.
Galloway, “Ch. 5: Countergaming,” in Gaming: Essays on Algorithmic Culture (Minneapolis, MN: University of
Minnesota Press, 2006).
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User Agency in the Cinematic Machine

The aforementioned feedback loop is where the great specificity of the medium lies, and
video games can expand upon the limits of cinematic affect with that feedback because even if
player agency is an overtheorized phenomenon, when we play we are still playing with cinema
rather than “passively” experiencing it, even if outcomes are preordained. Games have always
been deeply indebted to film genres and their associated audio-visual styles, and modern games
are so breathlessly cinematic and so obviously reminiscent of certain film genres (mainly action,
sci-fi, and horror), that they must be read through the toolkit of cinematic style if we are to
effectively describe their appeal, uniqueness, and of course the affects they can achieve that
arguably go beyond the capability of cinema. As for playing with cinema, what else can we call
360-degree camera control in a meticulously crafted fictional space? The toolkit of cinema is the
jumping-off point for the magic of video games as a medium.

In his essay “Beyond Play: A New Approach to Games,” Thomas M. Malaby cites
anthropologist Phillips Stevens to make the point that “play” is not an activity in itself, but rather
a “mode” of engagement. Malaby writes, “[Stevens] makes a key point that game researchers
(and social scientists generally) are prone to forget: If by “play,” we are trying to signal a state or
mode of human experience—a way of engaging the world whatever one is doing—then we
cannot simultaneously use it reliably as a label for a kind or form of distinct human activity
(something that allows us to differentiate between activities that “are play” and those that “are
not”).”’23 The ways modern games have developed into increasingly cinematic narrative

experiences show how this approach to “play” is sensible when seeing the copious evidence of

23 Thomas M. Malaby, “Beyond Play: A New Approach to Games,” Games and Culture 2, no. 2 (April 2007): 100.
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games actively remediating—and sometimes expanding upon—the detailed world-building,
pacing, and audio-visual synchronicity of cinema. “Play” is thus the mode of experience that
defines video gaming, while the “kind or form” of activity that founds the video game experience
is that of cinema viewership. Thus we are playing with cinema; the input we must provide to
advance the experience toward its gamic and narrative conclusions are an authored part of the
cinematic experience of games. Interactivity, and thus the authors’ predictions about player
responses to stimuli within game space, become an addition to the cinematic toolkit, not
necessarily more or less important than mise-en-scene, cinematography, narrative, or sound.

The idea of playing with cinema qualitatively elevates neither player agency nor authorial
intention, even as it seeks to illuminate the latter’s great import in game design. Video game
scholars have often overstated player agency and “emergent” experience (whereby the individual
styles of play and micro-decisions within game space have a pronounced effect on the baseline
text of the game world, sometimes including its narrative dimension), typically as a recourse to
medium specificity. Media theorist Ian Bogost’s conception of “procedural rhetoric” as “a
technique for making arguments with computational systems and for unpacking computational
arguments others have created,”?4 has been influential in this regard. He describes video games
and other interactive digital texts as being fundamentally defined by processes, those inscribed
by game designers as well as those performed by users, but Bogost’s emphasis is on the
persuasive power of designers—their power to use computational systems to create persuasive
processes (like rhetorical arguments). In this view, game designers became authors of processes

that can lead to a multiplicity of rhetorically individualized outcomes and experiences, more so

24 Jan Bogost, Persuasive Games (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007), 3.
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than they are authors of an experience with the predetermined pacing, sequence-building,
rhythmic flow, and narrative beats of, say, a film or fictional television program.

The above argument necessitates thorny debate, with justifiably unresolved questions about
authorship. In the case of video games, the defensive desire to argue for their medium specificity
(in other words, to argue for their legitimacy within the gatekeeping structures of academia and
the art world), implicitly rejects games’ remediated aspects from cinema being central to their
identity. In the chapter “Art” in his book How To Do Things With Videogames, Bogost writes,

Still, we must not mistake authorship for intention. The intentional fallacy, which

rejects the idea that a work’s meaning or value is related to the creator’s intention, is

still at work in games. Player agency in games of all kinds leads to unique

interpretations of play experiences; in proceduralist works, such meaning

generation is spurred by the knowledge that a specific being set the work’s

processes into motion.2>
Intentional fallacies will continue to be a problematic aspect of art criticism, likely as long as art
exists. The desire on the part of some critics and scholars, and certainly the public, to view the
content of creative works as personal artistic expression of intentionality is deeply ingrained in
the valuative way that art is commonly approached, rooted in our lionization of the lives of
celebrity artists. However, Bogost’s use of the intentional fallacy to make a point about
procedural works (again, work that hinges upon procedural relationships between both designer
and text, and player and text) overcomplicates the subjective experience of many video games in
its attempt to characterize “proceduralist” work as a wholly singular new genre of art practice,

one that magically whisks away authorial intentionality because the user is given agency at

playing with authored processes that make games markedly different for individual players.

25 Bogost, “Ch. 1: Art,” 17.
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Not acknowledging the complex remediation of other moving-image forms that define
video games, by defining them narrowly as “proceduralist,” becomes tepid when looking at
prominent game examples. Consider Braid, one of the most discussed “art games” since the term
began to be used, and whose creator, Jonathan Blow, is now treated as an ‘auteur’ of the medium.
Braid’s defining play feature, the ability to rewind the two-dimensional, side-scrolling spatial
puzzles to ‘correct’ one’s moves as the puzzles become increasingly clear to the engaged player,
is where procedural rhetoric shines as an organizing theory. This process, written into the game
by Blow and his collaborators, and the player’s usage of it, has a direct relationship to the game’s
organizing themes: regret, desire to correct past mistakes, and as a commentary on video games
themselves the tedious tasks asked of gamers to both understand and enact correct procedures to
progress in games. These themes come to light during play because of the interactive process of
the rewind mechanic, making Braid a transparently instructive example of procedural rhetoric.
But the authorship of such processes is lost in Bogost’s push for medium specificity. While the
game has a variable duration that depends upon play style and skill, a player of Braid who
reaches the game’s end is as subject to Blow’s authorship as that of any film narrative.
Procedural rhetoric is a tool added to the cinematic basis of all interactive moving-image art.
Braid ends with a twist: the player-avatar protagonist is revealed to be a creep, essentially,
pursuing the unwilling Princess for nefarious reasons. Before this point, players assumed Braid’s
narrative world was adjacent to the naive innocence of the “kidnapped princess” fairytale of the
Super Mario Bros. franchise. Blow successfully rips away the curtain obscuring the misogyny
and sexual-consent issues that bubble beneath the surface of fairytale romances (and hence the

Mario franchise). The fact that Blow tells this story—or at least aids in its thematization—
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partially through a process of user input does not change the constitutional fact that there is only
one way Braid can end; the processes in question were deliberately authored to have prescribed
input required to progress the game along a set path. The experience has a defined beginning,
middle, and end, it unfolds in a moving-image context with narrative, editing, and sound, and the
player’s ‘decisions’ or ‘play style’ have no effect on the identities of the characters, the story
being told, or the way that story is told through audio-visual means.

When Blow was interviewed about the game, he sounds far more like a filmmaker than a
‘designer of procedural rhetoric.” He says,

Nothing in the game is there by accident and that includes all the story pieces...So I

feel like when someone takes one of them and decides to say, ‘This is what the

game is all about’, they’re sort of neglecting a lot of the other ones, which I would

not recommend...the reason I make video games, or one of the many reasons, is

that I want to do some art things—I’ll say art, right—and what I want to do is

communicate certain feelings, situations...Those things for me are very hard to

verbalise. The sort of things that I guide myself into thinking about, doesn’t

succumb itself into linear language, or at least I don’t know how to do it. Even

though there are text bits in the game, I think about the game as the whole thing,

that it’s some kind of envelope that I’'m trying to express, or points at it in different

places and in different directions.26
Deleting any references to games, this quote could easily be a smart filmmaker talking about
their authorial process.

Bogost is not wrong about process and procedurality being an important aspect of game
experience, but these aspects are nestled within an expanded cinematic toolkit utilized for the
same purposes as those making traditional cinematic art—using “story pieces” to “‘communicate

certain feelings [and] situations” (Blow, above). Reading video games as a continuation of

existing moving-image practice is thus more sensible than overcomplicating authored game

26 Unknown Author, “Braid Ending Explained by Jonathan Blow,” Digital Spy, October 27, 2010. <https://
www.digitalspy.com/videogames/a284605/braid-ending-explained-by-jonathan-blow/>
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experiences as “procedural” when we consider how much games resemble cinematic narrative
discourse despite the player being engaged in one half of an input-output feedback loop.
Crucially, this feedback loop can help us formulate ideas about how video games have
themselves altered the horizons of cinematic experience. Even within established genres, video
games are extremely variegated, from visual style, the function of sound, types of gameplay, and
the manner in which the narrative is presented and how it is ultimately uncovered through player
interaction. As many video games have become more and more cinematic, many games have
moved away from a passive-narrative mode (in which most narrative information is provided in
“cut scenes,” short non-interactive narrative sequences edited like a film) in favor of liveness in
narrative denouement, where “in-game events”—a term [ will be using frequently—become a
dominant method used to advance both games’ overarching narratives and the presentation of
micro-events in game worlds that create new obstacles and episodes. An “in-game event” is,
broadly speaking, a piece of narrational or contextual information (from dialogue to audio-visual
cues) that occurs during interactive portions of gameplay rather within a cut scene. In some
ways, this liveness has distanced video games experientially from their cinematic forebears, with
story elements often intertwined with some level of interactivity, but crucially, it has also brought
them closer together. Since games are an authored audio-visual screen experiences that include
interactivity, the idea of play within a remediated cinematic space becomes the most fruitful way

to approach their formal and narrative operations.
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“Still a Film”

Akira Kurosawa wrote in his autobiography, “For me, filmmaking combines everything.
That’s the reason I’ve made cinema my life’s work. In films, painting and literature and theatre
and music come together. But a film is still a film.”27 For games, process and more broadly
interactivity is added to this list of media nestled within video games, but a game is still a game.
No one confuses a video game for a film, animated or otherwise, except in marketing contexts or
in the occasional game with hourslong cut scenes (such as the games of Hideo Kojima).28 We
intrinsically understand the borders of the two media, but if the evolution of popular video games
across the last 30-plus years shows us anything, it is that the influence of cinematic style has
exploded rather than waned. How this has happened—through what formal means and through
what cinematic-gamic correspondences—and how games’ relationship with cinema has morphed
over time toward what they have become today is my primary concern in this dissertation. I
believe that the answer to why this has happened—and it is inarguable that video games today
resemble cinema more than th