
The Final Word on Games as Art  
Participation, Perspective, and Why It’s All Just a Dream
 
If you click down the right corridor of the internet, you can find a plethora of enthusiastic articles 
arguing that video games should be elevated to the status of ‘art’.  One will likely not find any 
serious articles arguing in the opposite direction.  It is one of the blogosphere’s only ‘one-
sided’ issues since only one side cares enough to write about it and the other couldn’t care 
less.  Most of the chatter against video games being taken seriously as art come as no more 
than sentence-long blurbs from film critics and writers like Roger Ebert and Armond White 
who have bigger and better things to look into than the birth of a new art medium.  So the one-
sided shouting match continues between the legions of post-college liberal arts majors with 
disposable incomes and nothing else to do but play video games and then write about the 
closed mindedness of modern cultural criticism and bask in their fealty to a niche entertainment 
market and the nebulous other side who really couldn’t give a crap.
 
“You just don’t get it.”
 
So perhaps it’s not really a debate, but I do think it needs settling and here’s why:  in November 
2009, video game companies Infinity Ward and Activision released a wildly popular game called 
Call of Duty:  Modern Warfare 2.  It was the sixth and latest installment in what remains the 
most popular franchise in the “First Person Shooter” (FPS) game genre.  For those without 
the terminology, an FPS game is essentially a soldier simulator and is one of the earliest 
incarnations of the modern video game hailing all the way back to 1992 with Wolfenstein 3D.  
You move around a three-dimensional environment in a first-person perspective holding a 
large weapon and are assaulted by legions of unfriendly soldiers whom you must kill in order 
to survive and proceed.  It’s the type of game that typically catches the most flak from the news 
media and parents who accuse video games of engendering violent tendencies in children.  
Whatever problems moralizers took with FPS games, the release of Modern Warfare 2 spoke 
to just how little developers or gamers were concerned with public perception.  A certain stage 
in the game places the player as an undercover agent infiltrating a terrorist cell and, in order to 
gain their trust, must participate in a massacre of innocents in an airport.  Without going into too 
much detail, the sequence is not any less disturbing than it sounds.1  
 
Controversy flared, then died down again in the same rhythmic pattern that these sorts of just-
beneath-the-mainstream issues tend to.  Consumerism won the day eventually, but while the 

1A few qualifications here:  the player is not required to play the level.  No points or rewards are given to the player 
for killing civilians, the player does not have to kill civilians (though he must kill oncoming police if he wants to finish 
the level).  In several countries the level was modified to ‘fail’ the level if the player did kill a civilian.  Some countries 
removed it altogether.  But these qualifiers are red herrings that obscure the main point.    All the fear and horror of 
a terrorist attack is depicted and then some.  While it has been said that the level is ‘unrealistic’, it is a specific kind 
of unreality.  It feels a bit like a Michael Bay movie; its unreality is an enhanced reality.  There are more bullets, more 
blood, more explosions, more screams and more fatalities than in real-world terror attacks.  The sequence puts an 
automatic weapon in the hands of a player and drops them in the middle of a terrorist attack.  The issue is not how or 
whether it is played, the issue is that it was even created.



debate was alive, it gave rise to some novel talking points.  Initially, the same litanies were 
hashed through.  Critics pointed out that the game’s release was too close to the Fort Hood 
shootings in Texas.  They called it ‘in poor taste’ and ‘disturbing’.  Supporters retreaded the tired 
arguments of censorship vs. the ideal of free speech.  But the most interesting comments came 
from a guy named Adam Biessener, a writer for Game Informer magazine, who defended the 
sequence as artistically viable.  Here are some quotes from his article.

 
 "[the] mission draws the morality of war and espionage into sharp 
focus in a way that simply shooting the bad guys cannot."

 
He also cited the emotional impact the level has and said that he was: 
 

 "proud that our medium can address such weighty issues without 
resorting to adolescent black-and-white absolutes"

 
The mission does end on a nihilitic note, with little accomplishment coming from the horrendous 
events.  Other writers drew parallels to Saving Private Ryan’s Omaha Beach scene, and 
pointed out that it would make players sick to their stomachs in the same way that that scene 
did.  According to this viewpoint, the participatory aspect of the scene makes it that much more 
impactful as an added layer of experience.  
 
This situation changed the conversation.  No matter one’s views on morality (I shall certainly be 
setting limits on who my kid can and cannot shoot), the issue of artistic merit if left unresolved 
and halted discussion on a dry note, because once something is posited as ‘art’, there is an 
assumption that it is worthy of being held to a loftier standard that allows for such extreme 
content in the interest of producing a complex aesthetic experience.  It’s my contention that 
we don’t have a solid enough definition for what constitutes a valuable artistic experience in 
a video game.  This is a problem, because once a developer defends its product by bringing 
up the magic word ‘art’, then harps on how the mainstream establishment won’t consider the 
video game medium of being capable of art, the conversation changes from honest attempts at 
critique of media, to an ‘outspoken underdog versus stodgy establishment’ situation.  Putting 
the conversation in this mode ill-befitting of conscionable media criticism and professional game 
developers alike.  It is time to grow up and discover what a video game actually is, what it can 
offer aesthetically, and when and how it fails.
 

Infinity Ward and many other developers will continue to produce video games 
that deliver powerful, visceral experiences to players and will continue to defend its content with 
the thin argument that detractors simply ‘don’t get it’ when it comes to video games’ ability to 
function as ‘art’.  Without any kind of consensus on what is and is not an artistically worthy 
experience, this appeal becomes a frustrating smokescreen for critics and gamers alike.  
Essentially, it says ‘if you don’t like it, then you just don’t get it’.  The cries of gamers, game 
developers and game journalists (yes they exist) to hold video games to the same standard as 
film, television or novels is an empty appeal if there is no base rubric by which to judge what 



constitutes a valuable artistic experience in a video game.  What is the artistic standard to which 
a game must be held?  Film is held to a certain standard,  Film criticism has been honed by 
many years of film and even in today’s free-range blog culture of willy-nilly opinions, it’s not 
uncommon that a great wave of criticism will call out in a singular voice to strike down a rotten 
attempt at ‘art’.  Zack Snyder’s Sucker Punch (ironically, a film that strongly resembles a video 
game) was beaten into serious financial loss by critics’ overwhelming accusations of misogyny 
and mindlessness.  Is it possible to do that for a video game?  Currently, no.  In a way, video 
games’ artistic ambiguity is a good thing for game developers, who can continue to deliver 
whatever content they want and hide behind the claim that they work in an artistic medium that 
has yet to be taken seriously and shrug off accusations of gratuitous violence (sexuality is 
rapidly becoming the next frontier) by saying that the everybody ‘just doesn’t get it.’2

 
Intent
 
What I want to do in this article is to actually take developers’ claims of artistic marginalization 
seriously.  Instead of defining the standard of what art is (that is an impossible task in a world 
where the word ‘art’ is constantly being deconstructed by artists themselves) and deciding 
whether or not video games live up to it, I wish to define what exactly video games can offer 
aesthetically, and when a game is worthy and when it isn’t.  I do not intend to prove or disprove 
the status of a video game as a piece of art, but rather how a video game delivers a satisfying 
aesthetic experience and when and why it doesn’t.  Taking the video game medium seriously 
means defining what it is capable of and what constitutes a game that fully lives up to the 
potential of the medium.  Video games, if they truly are an artistic medium, should live up to 
their own standards instead of, in the case of Modern Warfare 2, drawing comparisons to other 
mediums to legitimate artistic merit.  It is not fair to cite Saving Private Ryan while defending a 
First Person Shooter because a film is not a video game.  The goals and experience is different, 
therefore the effects are different.  
 
I do not mean to say that a video game cannot achieve an emotional effect, but it must do so on 
its own terms and in its own way.  As long as video games hang on to their superficial similarity 
to cinema and television, the medium will never be taken seriously or noticed in any real way.  
It is only when a medium delivers a unique experience that it can be lauded as an artistic 
achievement.  Citizen Kane was not hailed as a cinematic masterpiece because of its similarity 
to great novels or stage plays but because of its dissimilarity.  Certainly there were elements 

2For the record there is certainly some worthy opinionating going on on these subjects,  but I find them unsatisfactory 
for a couple of reasons.  The folks over at IGN have an annual ‘Year in Sex’ and ‘Year in Violence’ column that 
attempts to intelligently chart the presentation of sexual and violent ethics in video games over every year.  While 
well-written, I believe it tends toward being a little too open-ended.  Being an online media network that makes a 
living off of a healthy video game industry, they are prevented from truthfully speculating on what games are and 
what they should be.  It is easier and safer for them to pontificate on what video games ‘can be’ and deconstruct and 
naysay any and all definition or limitations or censorship set on video gaming in favor of less definite and therefore 
more profitable ideas.  I will make some fairly bold claims in this article, not about censorship exactly, but toward what 
is an aesthetically ‘good’ video game and what isn’t.  Also, IGN is a website that more or less embraces “reasonable” 
pornography as an acceptable media industry and a part of their own business model.  Their “Babeology” section 
is little more than a constant stream of “Maxim” shoots that weekly betray their yearly attempts at philosophizing 
about ‘sexual ethics’ and sporadic columns about the objectification women in games.



that carried over between media but Orson Welles used the internal language of film to deliver 
an experience that is impossible to deliver in a novel or a play.  The camera movements, 
blocking and visual cues were impossible to achieve outside the medium of film, and that is why 
it elevated film to new heights.  It was fully itself:  a film.   In the same way, a video game should 
be fully itself and game designers not complain that other media are ‘taken seriously’ as vessels 
for mature content and theirs is not.  Instead they should strive to understand what elements 
make video games unique and how to best use them to effectively deliver aesthetically valuable 
content.  It may be found that video games are in fact a shamefully ignored medium with 
limitless potential for producing art, but that is not for me to say.  To come to that conclusion, a 
hard definition of ‘art’ would first need to be arrived at, and since that probably cannot be hoped 
for by the time I finish this article, my question is not “are video games ‘art’” but rather: what sort 
of “art” can a video game produce and when does it fail and when does it succeed?
 
Video Games vs. Other Media
 
So what defines the video game medium as opposed to other media?  I want to first deconstruct 
the modern video game into its 2 components and then discuss 3 major elements that arise 
out of its structure and then finally what that suggests about the standards of the medium as a 
whole and how it may be kept accountable to its own standards.  
 
The two main components are (in no particular order):
 
1.  Physics
2.  Story
 
Here are the three elements:
 
1.  Participation
2.  Perspective and Identity
3.  Design
 
The most obvious characteristic of a video game is that it is a game.  The less obvious 
characteristic--which, I believe, defines most of modern gaming--is that it tells a story.  The 
very first games simply revolved around simple gameplay mechanics.  A game like the original 
Pong, for instance, was one of the first attempts at a digital contest between two people.  Digital 
physics are created, objects bounce around in digital space.  But the element of story in a 
video game has also been around since the beginning.  Pong, the first commercially successful 
video game, was released in 1972.  Four years later, a computer game called ‘Adventure’ (or 
Colossal Cave) was released.  Adventure was a digital environment created only with text 
on a screen that could be interacted with by entering commands, like a digital “Choose Your 
Own Adventure” book, and it told a story.  In my opinion, Adventure was just as integral as 
Pong in forming video games as we know them today.  Pong and Adventure represent the 
two most basic components of video games:  physics and story and they are both equally 



important3.  Pong represents the mechanical element of gaming.  Adventure is the opposite.  It 
is an interactive script, with no physics and no digital environment.  It uses pure imagination to 
instill emotions like fear, satisfaction and curiosity and most importantly, tell a story.  Greater 
graphical capabilities allow for greater immersion, but these two factors:  physics and story 
remain constant.  We can think of Pong and Adventure as the two pillars of gaming and also its 
two equal and opposite poles, the ‘left and right brain’ of gaming.  
 

 
 
 
 

 
The ideal video game--that is, one that lives up to the full aesthetic potential of the medium--
is one which perfectly mixes these two opposing ingredients, and from the concoction comes a 
greater illusion of participation in a story.  Games that miss the mark of the ideal swing too far 
in one direction or the other.  I will argue that the perfect video game, aesthetically speaking, is 
one which combines the basic philosophies of Pong and Adventure to create an experience that 
is more than the sum of these two parts.  What it creates is the illusion that you are now inside a 
fully realized digital environment have actually been cast as the main character in an adventure 
within that environment.  These two elements, that the environment actually exists and that you 
are participating in a story are of course false.  You are not in a new world, it’s only a digital 
facade, and you are also not participating in a story.  The story has already been written, the 
physics predetermined, but the illusion is that you are somehow moving the story forward and 
manipulating the environment by your own free will.  The ideal video game is an elaborate hoax 
that makes you believe you are actually changing an environment and generating a story.
 
I think of the perfect video game as one that is, figuratively speaking, created by both a Math 
and an English major (or perhaps Engineering and Liberal Arts student) and make each side 
enjoy the pleasures of the opposite discipline.  Swing too far in one direction or the other and 
the facades becomes obvious.  If too much is left to the imagination, you can start to see 
through the graphics to the arbitrariness of the scripted events put in the player’s path.  If no 
imagination is included then once the initial thrill wears off, the game’s lack of purpose becomes 
evident and the addition of points and ‘level-ups’ only staves off the eventual realization that 
what you’re doing is no more purposeful than Pong.  It’s a very tricky balance to maintain and 

3 It is true that many games have built entirely on one pillar without feeling the need to give any credence to 
the other.  In this regard I think the Pong side is stacked a good deal higher than the other side.  It is easier to 
create a mathematical interaction of elements without any story but it is harder to create a story without including 
any graphical elements.  Thus, it could be said that, due to quantity alone, the mechanical component is more 
important to gaming than the narrative component (and a good deal more addicting), but in the creation of the 
ideal ‘aesthetically pleasing’ video game, I believe they are equal in importance.  
 



it’s my contention that very few games have actually achieved it4.  It is my contention in this 
article that the ideal video game is a very very difficult thing to achieve.  It is even more difficult 
than writing a good novel or filming a good movie, but human creativity knows no bounds.
 
Participation
 
The one common element between these two pillars is participation.  It is you who makes 
the paddle hit the ball and it is you who chooses to go LEFT into the DUNGEON instead of 
RIGHT into the COURTYARD.  You do not simply experience events, you choose which events 
to enact and move within them.  You make things happen and push things forward.  This 
component of participation is the primary thing that makes a video game unique from other 
media. You do not watch a story or a contest, you live, you compete in it, you are a character 
and a player within it.
 
This element of participation may, at first glance, seem to be a revolutionary component of 
entertainment.  What kid didn’t watch Star Wars in 1977 and wish they could live out that story 
as Luke Skywalker?  Now, in a video game, they can, right?  Doesn’t participation enhance the 
impact of a story?  Isn’t it more immersive, more visceral, more enjoyable to participate in a 
story and doesn’t that make it more artistically effective than a film?  I once saw a book written 
in the ‘70s speculating on the future of America.  There was a picture of a boy participating in 
a holographic play for his parents.  The caption read that in the future, you will be able to act 
in your favorite movies for yourself, apparently asserting that this was a more advanced and 
intuitive way to experience a story.  
 
In fact, the opposite is true.  Participation in a story actually places a good deal more obstacles 
in the path to delivering a satisfying story.  Any stage director will tell you that it is far more 
difficult to put on a good play with a bad actor as the lead.  Now imagine how difficult it would 
be to put on a play featuring an actor with no lines, no prior knowledge of the story and a 
tendency to go moving around the stage at random, bumping into things and assaulting the 
other actors just to see what would happen.  Offering a player the ability to participate in a story 
doesn’t guarantee that the participant will cooperate, and even if he wants to, he may not know 
how.  Good game designers know how to coax the player into doing what he is supposed to 
do without ruining the feeling of participation.  Participation is at the heart of the illusion that 
designers are obliged to maintain.  You could even say that participation is the illusion.  In 
playing a story-driven game like Gears of War, players move along a set path and must adhere 
to that path.  Other games, like Deus Ex give you multiple paths to completing your objectives, 
and some games, like Grand Theft Auto presume to remove the idea of ‘paths’ altogether.  But 
they are all relegated to the same principle, that participation, i.e. choosing which path to take, is 

4 I should note here that I’m not exactly commenting on what makes a game ‘fun’ but what makes a game an 
effective aesthetic experience.  I’m deliberately staying a way from the word ‘art’ since, as I’ve mentioned earlier, 
it’s a nigh impossible term to nail down these days, so I won’t try.  Blame the artists for that.  Anyway, it’s an almost 
universally acknowledged fact that a game like Pong is endlessly fun, but I would argue that it’s fun yet soulless.  I’d 
lump a game as mindless as Super Breakout and a game as difficult and complex as Alchemy in the ‘Pong’ category.  
The point is that there is no point.  Just more and more complex things to do.  Rounds to clear.  Levels to achieve.  
Points to collect.



predetermined.  You don’t have free will in a game, not really.  The only choice available to you 
is whether or not to cooperate with the developer.  If you cooperate, you will win.  If you don’t, 
you’ll just frolic around in the game-world and the game’s objectives will not be completed.  
Some games give you room to frolic and achieve the main objectives whenever you desire, in 
whatever order you want, others bring the objectives straight to you without allowing any wiggle 
room.  In either case, the same basic structure remains the same.  Games have paths, no 
matter whether they are wide open and vast or small and narrow.  
 
Remember that even the most graphically intense and complicated game is still bound by the 
basic philosophy of Pong.  Its environment is nothing more than digital physics interacting in a 
digital space.  It is your imagination that makes it more.  You can interact with those physics in a 
different way than someone else might, but the narrative possibilities are not infinite.  
 
Freedom isn’t Free
 
There are certain games that advertise ‘freedom’ as a primary component.  They claim that you 
are given the capability to “do what you want to do and be what you want to be”, but this just 
means that the developers have worked hard to provide more variables for action and reaction, 
i.e. more paths for the player to go down, rather than providing a game that actually allows 
any actual choice.  In delivering the ideal game (i.e. one that tells a compelling story in a digital 
environment), developers still find themselves constricted by the fundamentals of a story.  A 
story must have a beginning, middle and an end.  It is a path with defined points of conflict, 
character development and resolution.  Playing an ‘open world’ game like Grand Theft Auto may 
come with the initial thrill of seeming as if there is a wide open realm of dramatic possibility, but 
it is a clever illusion.  The ‘open world’ game turns the pathway into a sandbox, where different 
story points can be visited in any desired order, but they are just as predetermined and there is 
no real spontaneity.  It may be ‘non-linear’ but your actions still form a line no matter how zig-
zagged.  Even when not following the story and just wandering around in the game’s world, 
the rules still apply.  In Red Dead Redemption people will scream when you shoot in the air, 
whores will coo you as you walk by them, people will insult you if you bump into them, you can 
play cards, but the down time is ultimately pointless.  You cannot become caught up in your own 
story outside of what the developer has laid out for you, unless you dream one up for yourself 
and at that point you might as well be playing with action figures, or designing your own game.  
 
So a video game, though unlike a movie or a novel in most respects, does share the same 
narrative structure:  a predetermined set of circumstances.  The difference is that there might 
be several predetermined pathways, but this does not change the predetermination laced into 
the game’s structure.  Hierarchy cannot be banished from story.  Stories don’t just sprout up like 
plants from the ground, stories must be told from one person to another, and this is always a 
hierarchical interaction.  It is a gift, from one to another.  The player is not really participating in 
the creation of the story, but unlike a film or a novel, the game developer must lead the player to 
believe that he or she is.  
 
The reason I bring this up is that, I believe once developers realize that offering ‘freedom’ 



through carving out more and more pathways in a game, does not actually grant players 
freedom, they may instead work on honing the experience of taking those individual pathways.  
A game that allows players a binary choice (i.e. go ‘left’ or ‘right’) can be much more exhilarating 
than a game that allows twenty different routes.  Remember that maintaining the illusion of 
participation in a video game requires careful attention to every single step, and possible step, a 
player may take.  It all depends on how carefully the developers craft the experience.  For video 
games to reach their ideal, I say presentation should take primacy over a multiplicity of options 
and a finely-tuned, well-paced sequence of events can feel much more exciting than loosing the 
player in a sandbox.
 
The Mass Effect series were games that struck a happy medium.  There are a multitude of 
pathways to take in this game, so many that they seem infinite (thought they are not).  Instead 
of giving the player a wide-open sandbox, it allows them thousands of largely binary choices to 
create the illusion that one is charting one’s own course.  From a narrative perspective, Mass 
Effect maintained the illusion of participation well (though not from the standpoint of player 
identity.  More on that later).
 
So in short, a video game cannot give a player freedom while still crafting a narrative 
experience, but it can create the illusion of freedom, and it’s an illusion worth working to 
maintain.
 
The MMORPG Wasteland
 
The largest and most expensive effort to challenge this assumption that video games cannot 
offer freedom is the Massively Multiplayer Online Role Playing Game.  An MMORPG is an 
open world game in which human players can play alongside each other within the same 
universe.  Story elements are usually included and players are encouraged to act them out 
together and also to make their own stories.  It may seem to work in theory, but watch any 
real MMORPG gamer for more than a few minutes and it will become clear that drama is not 
at all what MMORPG gamers are after.  Accruing experience points and gaining possessions 
quickly takes over as the primary activity.  Even the story elements become means to that 
end.  As far as the promise of experiencing a story with others goes, imagine a ton of kids let 
go on a playground (it could even be a themed playground).  Will all of them pretend they are 
doing the same thing?  No, and those who try will be mercilessly bullied or at least get bored.  
The feeling of discovery and enjoyment of the environment lasts only a little while and quickly 
the kids take the jungle gyms, see saws and castles for granted and content themselves with 
more prosaic manipulations of the environmental physics like going up and down on see saws 
or set up economies via sports:  scoring points with balls. i.e. playing Pong.  So it is with the 
MMORPG.  Two bad actors do not make a good one and what games like World of Warcraft 
have ironically proven is that more participation does not equal more story, but actually far, far 
less.  The developers do not maintain the illusion of depth or story, but instead hand all the tools 
to the audience and tell them to create their own illusions.  It is as if a parent, instead of telling 
their child a bedtime story, simply described a prince, a princess, an evil witch and a magical 
kingdom and told their child to assemble the drama for themselves.  It’s simply an incomplete 



picture, concept art without a movie, illustrations with no words, Pong without Adventure.
 
MMORPG players, by and large, play in order to gain experience points and level up their 
character.  They might as well be playing skii ball for tickets to redeem.  There is no drama in 
it, only a digital system of resource consumption and expenditure.  The kingdom of Azeroth 
and the 2D light-on-dark space of Pong vary only in dimension and complexity.  Mechanically, 
they are the same.  MMORPGs create economies ( through the loot, and level-up system), not 
stories.  Stories do not happen at random.  They must be carefully constructed and given one to 
another, developer to player, not player to player.  
 
Let me put it more plainly:  stories are not egalitarian.  The one unchangeable element of a 
story is that it must be told.  Stories are not collaborative.  They must be given from a creator 
to a receiver.  A child must be told that the wicked witch kidnapped the princess, otherwise 
she would not know that that is what wicked witches do.  The inescapable reality is that stories 
come from limitations (i.e. the limitation of a hierarchy), not freedom and because of its vacuous 
commitment to freedom, the MMORPG as it exists today will never deliver a satisfying story5.  
 
The Obstacles of Participation
 
Video games invite participation, but they will never let you do whatever you want.  In video 
games, the player’s agency is an obstacle that must be pushed against to deliver a good story.  
To tell an effective story in a video game, a developer actually has to intentionally limit the 
player’s freedom, but do so creatively.  One shining example, Irrational Games’ Bioshock, forms 
its story around the limitations of participation instead of its supposed ‘freedom’ and manages to 
tell a riveting story and to make a wry comment on the subject of ‘free choice’ in games through 
a particular plot twist which I will not spoil here.  To truly understand their medium and deliver 
compelling stories in the video game medium, developers must understand that participation is 
above all things, a liability and free choice is a black hole that sucks drama into it and reduces 
video gaming to highly complicated games of Pong.  
 
A word about multiplayer:  I think that multiplayer is a significant hindrance, though not a 
complete deal-breaker for story presentation in video games.  Though it is possible to tell a 
story to two people at once, both parties must experience their own story independently.  
Though a story game can still be fun between two people, it’s hard (if not impossible) to achieve 
total immersion.  There is an imaginative leap the mind takes when playing a story game.  You 

5What is so irksome about MMORPGs like World of Warcraft is not that they are arbitrary games, but that they are 
arbitrary games that pretend to tell stories.  They promise that in their world, stories will magically appear.  One only 
needs to put a bunch of subjects in the same world and stories will spring up like foliage from the ground.  What has 
instead come about is a large, splintered, graphically intense social network.  Now, I should note here that there is 
some creator-driven story content in most popular MMOs, but these stories come in the form of expansions and the 
narrative elements are really just set dressing for the real meat that users hunger for:  the XP that results in a higher 
level of a neverending game of Pong.  It is usually some new feature, a new vehicle or combat system, new territory, 
basically just more stuff to pile on your world full of stuff.  Azeroth is soulless and dead.  The MMORPG is a fad that 
must die in order for gaming to achieve its aesthetic ideal.
 



believe that you are in the world of the game, though logically you know you really aren’t.  It’s 
sort of an agreement made between the player and developer.  The developer constructs a 
world and a story and the player pretends that she is a character in that world and story.  But 
introduce another agent into the same world and now you’ve got two separate worlds each 
player has a foot in.  The first is the game world and the second is the real world between the 
two players.  It’s as if there’s two separate agreements going on and the real world tends to win 
out.  It’s not as scary to be told a ghost story in a big group as alone because you’re made 
aware, through winks, nods and reactions, of what is going on.  It’s conceivable that two people 
could make a parallel agreement to pretend they are both living in the game world, much like 
Live Action Role Players (LARPers) do, but even even then you’ve created another facade that 
the two of you must keep up which has the potential to compete and distract attention from the 
total immersion of the first agreement.  Plus, it would take a great deal of convincing to suggest 
that LARPing be put in remotely in the same category as art and story.  There is a certain 
solipsism involved in experiencing a story of any kind.  Even when people come together to 
watch a film (long live the movie theater) they must sit quietly and take in the film for 
themselves.  You may talk about it afterward after the illusions have passed, but you must first 
experience it alone.
 
It may seem unfair to load video games with these burdens of limitation, but as I have said 
above, great stories come from limitations, not freedom.  The magic of storytelling is the ability 
to create illusions and the more obstacles there are to overcome, the more wondrous the 
illusions.  Looked at in this light, there arises an unlikely kinship between the developer and 
the player.  The more the developer is waylaid by the obstacles of participation in the video 
game medium, the more obstacles he will craft to bend the players’ actions to his will.  And then 
likewise, the more the player is harried, prevented and hemmed in by those obstacles in the 
game world, the better experience the player will have and ultimately, the experience will be all 
the more emotional.  If large bits of the ceiling start falling overhead, then he will feel compelled 
to seek shelter in the next room and feel that he has found safety.  In that next room he will 
find an ogre and will be compelled to fight and defeat it and will feel triumph.  A player who 
participates in a video game story, must feel compelled enough by that story to move willingly 
along its pathway.  In that sense, stories in video games need to be better, mysteries deeper, 
peril more dangerous in order to compel the player to not only watch a story, but feel that he is 
living it firsthand.
 
Perspective and Identity
 
Another limitation in the video game medium is that of the identity of the player.  It is a very fine 
line that separates video games from an immersive experience in visceral storytelling to the 
sensation of playing with a bunch of animated action figures.  That line is perspective.
 
By perspective, I do not mean point-of-view.  A game’s point of view may be in first person, 
literally looking through the eyes of the player, or third-person, meaning the player’s physical 
form can be seen.  Some games have a hybrid of both views, but perspective is an element 
present in both views.  



 
Nearly every game that has the pretension to tell a story, casts you as the main character.  
But of course, your involvement in a created world must have a created version of yourself in 
that world; an avatar.  This can be difficult thing to pull off convincingly, to require a person to 
suspend disbelief long enough to feel as if he is a digital representation onscreen.  This is where 
a subtle but hugely important principle comes into effect:  less is more.  To truly feel as if one 
is a character, the character must not be more defined, but less.  This is a principle that comic 
book writers are most familiar with.  Specificity is alienating6.  The less a character’s features 
are defined, the more the viewer will insert his own features into that character.  Therefore, 
a round head with two dots and a semicircle mouth is more identifiable than well chiseled 
and shaded features, because the mind fills in the negative space with its own experience.  
One identifies more with Charlie Brown than Dick Tracy.  A comparison:  Mass Effect series’ 
protagonist Commander Shepard and The Legend of Zelda’s protagonist, Link. 
 

       
 
I’ll be blunt.  Mass Effect was, in my mind, a failure to recognize perspective and therefore 
a failure to fully identify with the main character.  Though there are extensive customization 
options including gender/race/hair/eye color/facial structure, none of the enhancements ever 
really added up to an identifiable form.  The protagonist’s face, no matter how well defined was 
lost further in the uncanny valley the closer I got to representing myself.  No matter how much I 
chiseled away at his features, my Shepard was not me and his brawny voice only added more 

6I should note that race and gender are unavoidable areas of specificity and they are always tricky subjects when 
it comes to creating an “every(wo)man”.  Some artists have managed to blend skin colors into a gradient that could 
go both ways, (androgyny always requires heavy stylization) but I maintain that it is graphical definition rather than 
color or gender that alters identification most.  It is possible for me, a white male, to identify with a black or female 
avatar as long as their features remain properly blank, their motives properly universal.  There are varying degrees 
of ambiguity/specificity in good character design and one or two trace elements of definition do not ruin the whole 
pot, so long as the character is left largely empty.  Further, race and gender, I would argue, are not the same kind 
of ‘definition’ as other things, like fully chiseled facial features or a definite voice.  They are more universal than 
specific.  Skin color and gender do not narrow the character to alienating levels, rather it is by those features that we 
can even recognize the figure as human.  



to the lack of resemblance.  Link, on the other hand was someone I could identify with.  No, I am 
not blond, green clad or a cartoon, but his features were not so specific that I couldn’t fill in his 
personality with my own.  Link is iconic in his appearance and expression.  In all of his games 
he does not speak, only exclaims audibly, and communicates in expressions.  These redactions 
in personality help to achieve a higher quotient of identification, though they certainly tend to 
force the game to adopt a more representational art style (more on that later).  In the event that 
a developer wants to make a more realistic game, other techniques must be used to ‘white out’ 
a protagonist’s personality.  
 
The first and most effective method is setting the game in the first person perspective.  A 
camera facing outward can take in all of its surroundings but cannot see itself.  This full 
subjectivity has proven to be an effective and popular point of view for games and has become 
familiar to gamers.  Looking through a character’s eyes leaves one’s own identity to the 
imagination and can successfully produce the illusion of  being that character.  I don’t mean to 
say that all artful games must take place through a first-person perspective.  There has been 
a good deal of frustration in the gaming community about the pervasiveness of first-person 
games. I do want to suggest that there is a reason why this perspective is used so commonly 
and so widely.  It harmonizes perfectly with the player’s subjective and existential position.  
 
The second strategy is to keep the character mute.  The Zelda series has adopted this feature 
wholesale, for all characters featured in the game, replacing words with vocalizations and 
grunts.  The style has caught on in other games, such as The Sims, and continues to be an 
effective way to give imagination a home in a virtual world.
 
The third is comes when the story demands that its character have a specific identity, that 
the identity is in some way obscured from the player’s self.  This effect can be achieved in a 
variety of different ways, first and foremost by utilizing the first person perspective.  Amnesia 
is a common and very effective trick, because an amnesiac does not recognize his own name 
when he is told it.  To tell the story of someone waking up in a new world with a new name 
creates an avenue of discovery for the player to participate in.  Your own identity becomes like 
another area in the game to explore and you, along with the protagonist (which is you), find out 
about yourself.  Another way is to keep the character masked.  I’ve included a catalogue below 
of popular video game protagonists and which elements they employ to preserve a sense of 
personal identity.
 

1.  The Stranger - Myst - First person, Mute, Faceless, Nameless - Cyan took the ‘all of the 



above’ route with their main character.  In order to make you feel like you, they removed all 
defining features.  All interaction and movement is imagined as levers pull themselves and 
buttons depress without any fingers touching them.  Some imagination is required to fill in the 
gaps but Rand Miller was never someone to doubt the imaginative abilities of the human mind 
and Myst was a game that never held your hand.  In my mind this purist route, when handled 
delicately, is the best though most difficult way to handle a main character in a video game.  The 
switch to character creation in the URU was ill-advised and, I think, partially responsible for the 
ambitious MMO series’ eventual collapse.
 

 
2.  Gordon Freeman - Half Life - First Person, Mute - Valve is a game company that knows its 
medium and has only taken steps in the correct direction.  Freeman has a face, that you really 
only see on the box, but he does not speak and does not need to.  You make him who he is 
and, though voiceless and all but faceless, he has become an icon.
 

 
3.  Chell - Portal - First person, Mute, Semi-nameless - Basically she is the female counterpart 
to Freeman, with a bit more back story to discover.  In Portal 2, Valve has a good deal more fun 
playing with your own cluelessness about yourself and teases you about your own history and 



why you don’t know anything about it.  
 

 
4.  Master Chief - Halo - Semi-first person, Faceless, Semi-nameless - The Halo series is 
among the more cinematic of gaming experiences and one that continues to be cited when 
people start talking about how the line between films and games is blurring.  But Bungie made 
some distinct stylistic choices that keep this Halo firmly rooted in the video game medium.  The 
central one was the Master Chief.  He has a bit more personality than the above mentions (a 
voice, a back story) but his opaque facemask makes up for it.  Bungie stuck with the choice and 
it’s to their credit (here’s looking at you, Dead Space).  They even joke with it a little bit, carefully 
moving the camera and scenery so that the Chief’s face is obscured even when his helmet is 
off, sort of like Wilson from Home Improvement.  The feeling that is preserved is the notion that 
it could be you behind that mask.  Though he has a back story, it is not really set in stone.  I 
think there is a definite ‘authorized’ story out there since fanboys are obsessed with canonizing 
the histories of their favorite heroes, but within the games themselves, the hints that are given 
as to the Chief’s history are very suggestive and allow more than enough room to insert your 
own personality into this armored knight of the future.
 

 
5.  Link - The Legend of Zelda - Third-person, Semi-Nameless, Mute - Link’s voicelessness is 
one of the only redactions of personality that the series’ fans have rabidly guarded.  In fact, no 
character in the series has a voice beyond wordless grunting and Nintendo doesn’t seem to 
have any plans to change things, either.  Still, the land of Hyrule works better as an immersive 
environment than most any other and its sense of adventure and whimsy has the ability to 



immerse even the most literal gamers.  
 

 
6.  Daniel - First person, Faceless, Amnesiac - Amnesia:  The Dark Descent - Psychosis adds 
another layer of mystery to this character.  Discovering the nature of your own identity is one 
of the primary features of this game.  Your voice is featured while reading letters and through 
various memory flashes which only increases the alienation felt from yourself.  The fact that it 
is not your voice is intentional and therefore delivers a full, solid identity that you must reclaim.  
You feel like Daniel precisely because you do not feel like Daniel.
 

 
7.  Jedi Protagonist - Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic - Third person, Amnesiac, Mute 
- It’s difficult to keep anybody hazily defined in the Star Wars universe since it seems like 
no character can be left incidental these days.  For some reason, back stories need to be 
written for every single incidental character in the most prosaic way.  It’s almost like everybody 



forgot how fun it was to find out that Darth Vader was Luke’s father.  It was fun because it 
was revealed theatrically, the curtain was pulled back and everything you thought you knew 
was thrown into limbo.  KOTOR manages a similar effect admirably.  Bioware did what the 
prequels couldn’t do:  make the discovery a character’s back story a surprising and gratifying 
experience.  I felt more like my Jedi in KOTOR than I ever felt like my Shepard in Mass Effect.  
Though the two characters share similar model and gender modifier options, the amnesia 
and muting effects made this character infinitely more interesting and real.  With Mass Effect, 
Bioware’s desire to create a huge, contiguous and fully self-contained universe trumped artistic 
liberty.  In KOTOR, your player did not speak audibly, though conversation options were given 
to interact with the rest of the game’s cast (which was fully voice acted).  Though it created 
incongruity between your player and the rest of the universe, I believe it was the correct artistic 
choice.  Mass Effect is a great game series, but it feels impersonal despite its intricacy.  Legions 
may gnash their teeth at me, but I never felt like I was discovering things along with Shepard 
because I was never given an avenue of personal placement in the game.  I felt like I was 
playing with a bunch of really cool action figures rather than actually being invited into a new 
world.
 
There are certainly others, but this shortlist covers some good examples of character redaction.  
I think the liberties taken are necessary.  There may be other methods of character identification 
besides redaction, but I have yet to see them.  I admit to not having played Heavy Rain, though 
I have watched bits of the gameplay, and it seems to me that the player acts as something of 
a puppet master pulling the strings of a few different characters’ actions and decisions.  One 
may become invested in characters like this if they are well-written, but none of them are 
really ‘you’.  It looks like a CG David Fincher movie that gives you to ability to affect the flow 
of the characters’ decisions, but not feel as if you were making those decisions for yourself.  
Personally, I’d rather watch a David Fincher movie.
 
Design
 
This final category is one whose effects feel less obvious but the influence runs throughout 
the entire medium.  A game’s design is essentially the structure that holds it all together.  It is 
the laying out of the digital space in which the player moves and the interactions the player will 
make.  Essentially, it is the science behind the storytelling, the Pong behind the Adventure.  
Up to now I’ve been describing games that fall too far into the Pong side of video gaming 
as ‘meaningless’ and pointless.  A better word might be ‘passive’ since I do believe these 
elements are essential  in creating the ideal game.  Design is the substructure beneath what 
makes all the above elements work and has an unseen hand in delivering an effective story.  
Design takes many different forms but it can be defined first of all as the route taken in realizing 
and creating digital space.  Well designed digital space can turn a simple story into an intriguing 
mystery or add layers of tension to simply moving through a plane full of 3D models.  
 
There are a good deal of excellent games that are light on narrative and heavy on design.  At 
points while playing Super Mario Galaxy, I realized that I was toying with an impeccably crafted 
3-D puzzle.  These were moments that brought me to appreciate that talent and intelligence of 



the game designers.  I reveled in the challenge and enjoyed the experience of solving these 
three dimensional enigmas, all the while wondering what would be thrown at me next.  I bring 
up these games to hold them up as shining examples of excellent gameplay mechanics and 
space design, but I mainly want to talk more about how this sort of top-notch design becomes a 
part of the storytelling process rather than existing for its own aesthetic sake or for the sake of 
challenge.  
 
First, a word on graphics.  Graphics do not necessarily become more effective as they increase 
in quality.  Sharper textural clarity and fidelity of 3D rendering may enhance a sense of realism, 
but the mind always compensates.  Realistic graphics do not stay realistic forever.  The mind 
will start to detect inconsistencies and eventually form the rift that is the uncanny valley.  Better 
and better graphics may cause the rift to form more slowly, but after a while, the mind will 
discover the trick.  It is the goal of the designer to get the player in the world and out of it in 
such a way that the mind is distracted enough not to notice until the game is over.  Graphical 
quality is subordinate to style and here’s why:  it is the mind that identifies the arrangements 
of polygons on the screen, recognizes them and through some misty process of imagination 
makes them symbols.  Stylization channels the mind toward a specific kind of identification.  An 
environment may look like this:
 

 
or like this:
 



 
and still be equally immersive.  In both cases, it is not the quality (i.e. texture detail, polygon 
count),  of the graphics but a trick of the mind that turns them into ‘reality’ or a version of reality 
that the mind accepts.  The stylization of graphics channels the mind’s ability to recognize and 
symbolize shapes.  Basically, the designer arranges the polygons, the mind assumes a world 
from those arranged shapes.  The same, I would argue, goes for an environment like this: 
 

 
The low graphical quality creates a larger chasm between the digital elements and the full 
realization of an alternate digital reality, but the jump can be made.  It’s like a connect-the-dots 
picture with the dots are very far apart.  It may be a harder picture to reconstruct, but when 
handled well, lower graphical quality can actually give the imagination more room to play in.  It 
is certainly more difficult to successfully construct a convincing digital world at a lower graphical 
definition, but the same basic principles of meaning and form apply, and because you’re dealing 
in a much more basic realm of symbol and icon, lower graphical power can even be used to 
channel meaning and emotion in more potent doses.  Well-used graphics don’t seek to replace 



a mental image with a photographic one (doing so always slips into the Uncanny Valley) but 
help the mind with what it is already doing, identifying shapes, creating symbols out of them 
which naturally lend themselves to emotional response.  The world is created through finely 
tuned suggestion, rather than reconstructive photo reality.
 
Ever since The Legend of Zelda, a benchmark game that translated exploration games like 
Adventure into graphical reality, games have been forced to rely on tricks to advance a story.  
Since the story is advanced by the actions of an agent in an environment, certain constraints 
and requirements apply.  In a film, a plot is advanced  in a straight line throughout time (one 
thing happens after another), but in a video game, trajectory and chronology prevent exploration 
and callously dispel the illusions of freedom and agency.  Players, when placed on a set path, 
grudgingly move from points A to B, forced by the despotic hand of the developer.  The game 
has changed from an adventure to forced labor.  The developer is god to his game, but he must 
be a benevolent god.
 
Back to the Sandbox
 
So how do you tell a story without  imposing time or direction to channel a player’s actions?  A 
player may wander around in a digital world indefinitely without doing anything to trigger the 
story’s events. It follows that if a player cannot (or should not) be forced to do what the story 
demands, then he must be subtly prompted to do so, all the while being allowed to discover 
the story at his own pace.  The commonest tricks used to get around these limitations are also 
the most superficial.  Many games profess to be ‘non-linear’, but it’s a misnomer.  The sandbox 
genre for instance (as discussed above) only dices up a story and spreads it around a digital 
environment.  If it’s well designed it can be experienced in whatever order the player chooses, 
but it still leaves a great deal of purposeless ‘dead space’ between objectives.  Even the most 
beautifully constructed digital world can become a nuisance when it’s just pretty scenery on the 
way to completing the next rote task.   Also, Non Player Characters (NPCs) are effective for 
suggestions and prompting, but are inorganic.  Being little more than animated tape recorders, 
there is no potential for spontaneity, only higher levels of complexity.  They become strange 
near-lifelike props, just as pre-determined by code as the swaying of the trees or the flowing of 
water effects.  A more modern NPC may have 400 lines of dialogue rather than 100 but it’s no 
less mechanical, and with an unlimited time limit for moving through a story, it’s inevitable that 
an NPC will expend all of its pre-programmed behavior before the player is done getting his 
bearings.   
 
The Way Out
 
So if NPC interaction, time and an artificial imposition of direction and trajectory are off the table, 
then what tools does the developer have to tell a story and convince the player to participate in 
one?  The answer:  the environment.
 
This is where design comes in full force.  Without a promised chronology or series of events, 
without round characters to interact with, the environment itself must tell the story of the game.  



Two games, Myst and its more violent cousin Bioshock are paragons of this kind of design.  
Both are among the finest examples of digital storytelling that Ken Levine, creator of Bioshock, 
has dubbed ‘archaeology’.  In both, the player is dropped into a world in which the main events 
that have shaped that world have already happened.  Already, the imagination is given ample 
room to play.  The player gathers clues to piece together what happened before his arrival.  
These clues come in the form of static, observable phenomena.  Graffiti displaying ominous 
phrases and symbols on the walls can lead to a sense of fear or paranoia.  Books or journals 
can help the player piece together the underlying meta-narrative and avoid the need to show 
canned ‘cut-scenes’ to explain prior events.  In both games, the player’s understanding (or lack 
thereof) of what went on affects his outlook on the world, affects his decisions and can even 
ultimately shape the conclusion of the game based on those decisions.  Other games have 
adopted this “environmental storytelling” to varying degrees of effectiveness.  It is, essentially, 
to tell a story passively, without requiring the character to set that story into motion.  It’s a lot of 
fun.
 
Environmental storytelling is a clever way to edge around the illusion that a player actually 
instigates and develops a plot, which is a much more difficult scenario to maintain.  In some 
sense, the player is aware that it is not he who moves the story but that he is following along 
with a story as if he was on a ride at Disneyland.  Thus, when games attempt to make the player 
feel ‘responsible’ for the events of the story, it comes off as a patronizing pat on the head.  All 
the praises heaped upon Commander Shepard as he continues his quest through the galaxy 
ring hollow.  Even in the games that pretend to allow the player the ability to ‘shape’ the events 
of the story, the player knows that he is following a preset pathway, that he has not really 
changed the events of the story but simply chosen which path to take.
 
Environmental storytelling is not easy to pull off.  The design of digital space must be carefully 
crafted, with a keen eye lent to detail, focal points and their ability to prompt movement 
(the correct movement) through the space.  When a game focuses too much on its story, 
and forsakes the mechanics of its environment, say, if a game forces its player through the 
environment too ham-handedly, by rendering him inert in cutscenes or quicktime events, then 
the illusion of participation is dispelled again, this time from the opposite angle.  It is Adventure 
without Pong.  Instead, the mechanical aspect of the game must be designed so that the player 
can react to it.  When events in the story happen to the player rather than the player making 
things happen, the illusion of full participation is preserved.  The player knows that he has not in 
fact saved the world when he (as Gordon Freeman) presses a button to launch a rocket to close 
a dimensional rift.  It’s obvious that the player has just completed a pre-recorded sequence of 
events.  However, discovering a network of tunnels while fleeing from a giant alien ant-lion does 
feel genuine, because the player is reacting to the environment, responding to his own instinct 
to survive instead of following a preset command.
 
Conclusions
 
So is Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 baseless junk or fearless art?  That question may be 
answered by another one:  can a game be a movie (i.e. achieve the same effects as a movie)?  



I hope that the above elucidations regarding gaming will allow the reader the confidence 
to answer with a strong ‘no’.  Infinity Ward’s bid for artistic acceptance of their game (and 
embedded terrorist sequence) hinges on some notion of privilege of films over games.  What 
they fail to understand is that games exist on an entirely separate aesthetic plane from films 
and shouldn’t even be compared.  Because characterization and narrative are so inherently 
different in games, making a game that intentionally mimics the heightened reality of war films is 
asking for trouble.  A game is only cinematic on the surface, and when a developer ignores the 
constraints and subtleties of the medium so glaringly, the result is a crass imitation that can only 
ever come off as offensive, like adapting ‘Schindler’s List’ as a puppet show.  Like the Uncanny 
Valley, it’s because the sequence is staged to look ‘real’ that makes it so unconvincing, and 
ultimately offensive.
 
I don’t mean to disdain Infinity Ward’s attempts at emotional grandeur.  It’s through their 
failures and audacity that we are now (hopefully) more aware of what games can and can’t 
do.   With each attempt, the picture can only get clearer, and judging by how many  first person 
shooters are being released with film-level resonance in their sights, it looks like it should 
have completely sharpened and solidify by next Christmas.  Whether developers have taken 
note and are developing accordingly remains to be seen, though there are some encouraging 
trends.  Modern Warfare 2’s sequel, Modern Warfare 3 did not allow players to kill innocents 
and is based on a more speculative premise (thout DICE’s Battlefield 3 seems to have filled 
the gap with unprecedented hyper-realism).  Bioshock Infinite, a game that might actually 
end up having a great story, is probably the most hotly anticipated console shooter right now.  
Also indie developers with more thoughtful takes on gaming are on the rise.  Jonathan Blow’s 
new first-person puzzler, The Witness (currently in development) is gaining a strong following.  
The picture is becoming clearer.  Developers are wising up.  Profit motive for dumb games 
may persist, but gamers too are growing up and demanding meaningful experiences beyond 
graphically intense movie imitations.
 
Only when games become entirely author-driven flights of fancy, their experiences highly 
scripted, controlled and pre-envisioned with careful attention paid to perspective and identity, 
will games become respectable.  Choice must be treated as an illusion to be sustained rather 
than a laissez-faire  approach that treats it as a fundamental property of gaming.  Will they 
be ‘art’?  Who knows?  Anybody can hop on the internet and argue for or against that.  The 
valuable thing to consider is what games actually are and can offer.  Developers cannot deflect 
honest criticism with the excuse that games are an art form that has not been taken seriously.  
Instead, they should work to better define that art form.  Critics must be allowed to critique 
intelligently and I believe the above criteria is a good starting place to begin to develop a 
consistent rubric which will, if not decide whether or not games are ‘art’, then they will at least 
be able to decide if they are good games and how close they come to achieving that happy 
medium between Pong and Adventure.
 
Who’s Done it Right?
 
Are there examples of games that are aware enough of themselves to hit close to the mark 
of ‘ideal’?  Absolutely, friends.  There are some excellent games out there.  As stated above, I 
do not intend to stake a claim of video games as ‘art’ or ‘not art’.  To do so would mean a hard 
and fast definition of art, which would take a great deal more writing to lay hold of.  What I can 
do is identify the games that, I think, have successfully created a wholly unique experience, 
have told a rich and captivating story and done so as a video game rather than an imitation 
of a film or television show.  What I hope to have argued is that video games can tell a story 



and even make a player feel as if he is participating in that story, but only after leaping or slyly 
avoiding some very difficult hurdles.  The game must cast an ambiguous character who cannot 
have extensive character interaction with other characters in a story that is more or less an 
implied or passive narrative (i.e. one that does not exclusively unfold chronologically, like a 
movie).  Fortunately, there are some shining examples of quality gameplay that overcome these 
obstacles to great emotional effect.  I’m going to name a few that I have played, though there 
are many more.
 
These first three games belong to a common genre.  There must be a certain amount of self-
awareness in video gaming.  It is no accident that many of the most hallowed gaming narratives 
are the ones whose content mirrors what the player is actually doing:  interacting with machines.  
Myst, Portal and Bioshock stand out from the pack as games that understand themselves 
well enough to take the limitations of gaming seriously, and out of those constraints create an 
experience that is beyond the sum of its parts.  As you’ve probably noticed, all three are of the 
first person exploratory genre and are influenced by each other.  You, a lone amnesiac wake 
up in an unfamiliar world and discover the world around you through passive artifacts, graffiti 
scribbled on walls and journals littered about the world.  But, as any hardcore gamer will tell 
you, this is not the only way to experience an in-game story.  And so, I want to analyze what I 
consider to be the greatest example of an ideal video game, one which is so unabashed and 
fully aware of its own medium that it defies any rival.  Friends, I give you:  The Legend of Zelda:  
Majora’s Mask.
 
Time, Determinism, and Masks
 

 
This is a bit of a controversial choice, to be sure.  Majora’s 
Mask remains the black sheep of the beloved Zelda 
franchise.  Asking around about it will normally get the 
response “I liked Ocarina of Time better.”  While there were 
some superficial reasons for this, (Ocarina played like a 
rollicking epic while Majora was a dark fable), it’s my 
contention that Majora’s Mask’s superior brilliance goes 
unappreciated.  It successfully overcomes every obstacle 
and achieves a bold and darkly beautiful experience that is, 
as yet, unmatched.
 
Firstly, the character is Link who, like in every other Zelda 
game before and since, has no voice (nobody has a voice) 
and no actual name (it is variable based on what you enter).  

Like all Zelda romps, all dialogue is reduced to tonal grunts and wordless exclamations with te
xt subtitles popping up onscreen.  Let me spell this out plainly it’s to the game’s benefit that 
there is no talking.  It pushes how the inhabitants of Hyrule aren’t people, they’re characters.  A 
character need not have a three-dimensional ‘will’, just a base motivation and the space to act it 
out.  From the perspective of a story, or in the case of a Zelda game, a puzzle wrapped in story, 



a character is just a cog in the machine, a charged atomic particle pointed in a certain direction.  
The cast of characters in every Zelda game are entirely manipulable peons, and they must be 
manipulated in the correct way.
 
Majora’s Mask is the only game that seems to understand the above fact.  The story goes 
like this:  while trotting along in your homeland of Hyrule a mysterious masked imp steals 
your horse, steals your magic ocarina, then steals away into a portal.  Incidentally, I like that 
this is the only Zelda game that starts out with a purpose no more noble than the returning of 
your stuff.  It’s sort of like the plot to a movie starring 50 Cent.  “Imp stole my shit.  Imma get it 
back or die tryin.” (note: the game will allow you to name your character “Fifty Cent” if you so 
desire).  Anyway, after going through the portal, you end up in a dark alternate world.  The land 
is peopled with bizarro-versions of the cast of your previous adventure in Ocarina of Time.  To 
players of the first game, this world is immediately familiar, strange and dark.  The land is called 
Termina and the capitol city of Clock Town is readying itself for a festival (noticed the theme 
yet?).  Looking up into the sky reveals the game’s first shock:  the moon hangs close in the sky 
sporting a hellishly angry visage.  You soon discover that, in three days, the moon will crash 
into the earth and annihilate the entire world.  There is no real explanation for this.  It’s just the 
way things are.  The man in the moon is pissed and there’s nothing you can do about it beyond 
getting your loot back and getting the hell out.  
 
Or is there?  Unfortunately for you, the imp is in the possession of a very powerful magic mask, 
and unless you can cook up some equally kickass magic of your own, there’s no way in heck 
you’re gonna get it off him.  A creepy mask salesman holed up in the Clock Town’s seemingly 
important clock tower tells you that the only way to save the world is to get that mask back to 
him and call on an ancient power.  As every seasoned Zelda player knows, that takes time.  
And time is the one thing you don’t have.  Now, time, which you manipulated so gleefully in 
the previous game, is exactly what’s against you..but wait!  You discover a loophole!  After 
managing to swipe your magic Ocarina back from the masked imp, you are prompted to play 
the ancient Song of Time and, as the world dies around you, you’re whisked away and...
 
...back to the start.  The preparations for the carnival are being made, the townsfolk go 
about their business parroting the exact lines they said to you the first time around.  You’ve 
slipped back in time to the first of the three days before the apocalypse and it’s apparent that 
this adventure is going to be longer and a good deal stranger than any you’ve previously 
undertaken.
 
This leads to some pretty complicated gameplay mechanics.  Certain tasks can only be carried 
out at certain hours on a certain day.  You must do things like acquire an item on the third day 
that you must take back in time to the first day in order to set in motion a chain of events that 
will culminate on the second day.  You, being the organized Hero of Time that you are, acquire 
a notebook with day-timer and keep all your appointments in it.  The rest of the game plays out 
half an epic, and half a workday full of meetings, tasks, jobs, conversations and appointments.  
The more you travel through the time stream and go back to the beginning, the better you learn 
how to change the world.  Each character you encounter travels along a predetermined path, 



and you must learn those paths in order to manipulate them into fruitful scenarios that will offer 
up important clues and items to aid you in your quest.  The game gives a believable if fantastical 
explanation for the mechanism of the NPCs, their mindlessness is due to the fact that they are 
not agents.  They have predetermined paths through the flow of time.  Though it’s impossible to 
identify with them, one eventually can start to feel pity for them and even affection, which feeds 
into your desire to save them all, even though they do not know what you are doing.  Majora’s 
Mask is a lonely quest, but that’s what makes it so emotionally resonant.
 
The accomplishment of this game, is not technologically (though it did at the time require the 
installation of the N64 Expansion Pak for higher graphical performance).  It’s in the strength of 
its premise, namely its awareness of its own medium.  The whole thing plays out like the twisted 
alternate reality that a video game is.  Everything in the alternate (read: virtual) world of Termina 
is set on a predetermined path, and the only person who can see it is you, the player, the hero, 
the sole agent in a world of predetermination.  You have all the freedom the time loop affords 
you, your actions are only given meaning by manipulating the machine in the correct way.  Isn’t 
it so in the world and life?  Isn’t that the precise theme of existential literature such as Albert 
Camus’ The Stranger?  I remember feeling the sweetest sense of melancholy while playing 
Majora’s Mask, lost a world of finely crafted beauty, and not a soul to talk to; a quest one aches 
to complete, but once completed, the story must end and the world fade away.  No one knows 
who you are and what you are doing and even if they learn to your identity as a great hero, they 
will forget it again once the moon crashes and time is reset.  It’s as lonely as autumn.
 
Endings
 
As a kid, I was always disappointed when a Zelda game was over.  In my young mind, I’d just 
spent hours and hours saving a world which, along the way, I’d inadvertently grown to love.  
Once the game was over, though, it all came to an end.  You were not allowed to play in the 
world you’d saved nor enjoy any fruit for your labor.  It simply ended, the credits rolled and I was 
left depressed that my precious rescued world had finally ended.  Now, though, I’m convinced 
that allowing the player to mess around in the world after the story had ended would only have 
served to cheapen it, like continuing a TV show long after it had jumped the shark.  Games 
need good endings that prompt us not to collect more XP and items, but to actually switch off 
the power.
 
The problem I want to point out here is that endings are somehow seen as a liability to what 
constitutes a good game.  IGN, for instance, feels compelled to detract points to its critical score 
if the game is too short or doesn’t have enough content (i.e. collectibles, level-ups, items) to 
sustain long, long hours of play.  True, this is content relative to the game’s price, like balancing 
weight on a scale, but video games themselves should simply not be judged by how much time 
they are able to consume.
 
In retrospect, I’m glad Nintendo pulled me out of Hyrule when it did.  It made the journey all the 
sweeter.  Stories are beautiful because they end, and leave the bittersweet tang of waking up 
after a nice dream.  In the end, stories are very like dreams, and video games may just be the 
dreamiest of them all.
 
Speculation:  Games are Dreams
 
Perhaps the most compelling expression of the nature of video games is comes from a game 



itself:  The Legend of Zelda:  Link’s Awakening for Game Boy, in which the player (Link) 
is shipwrecked on a mysterious island and after battling monsters and meeting islanders, 
(SPOILER ALERT!) the game ends with the realization that the entire world he has saved only 
exists in the dream of a sleeping, magical whale.  All the affection you built up for its characters 
and locations, all the feats you performed were ultimately unreal.  It was all a dream.  I think 
this is the best metaphor for what video games are and offer.  Like stories, they are all a dream 
but they are a particularly sweet and affecting dream.  Have you ever had a dream that was 
so real that you felt as if it had actually happened?  Or perhaps you dreamed about someone 
and you felt differently about that person for the rest of the day.  The impediments of narrative 
storytelling inherent in video games may make for difficulty telling robust stories, but the 
experience of the story, the non-physical dreamworld you imagine while you read or watch, is 
particularly heady while gaming.
 
There are many games whose narrative metaphors speak to this theme and therefore, I believe, 
there are more game designers aware of the fundamental nature of narrative and the illusion 
of participation necessary in gaming.  In Amnesia, for instance, you are constantly outrunning 
a shadow which threatens to break down reality.  This is a perfect metaphor for what the 
developer is doing: building the reality of the game-world and outrunning the better sense of 
the player by using whatever tricks he can muster.  The developer must hold out as long as he 
can, and just when reality starts to catch up (i.e. the game becomes a pointless grind, and the 
illusions of participation break down) the credits roll.  Unfortunately, critics and players continue 
to think a game is somehow less worthy if there isn’t a mountain of content to be gained after 
the main story is over.  I think a game should end as soon as the dream does.  Once the mind 
wakes up into the ‘realities’ of the game, the purposeless mechanics, the Pong behind the 
Adventure, then the experience grows stale.  Best to nip it in the bud before that happens.
 
Closing Remarks
 
What is the ideal video game?  A ghostly tension between the physical and the meaningful, 
between mechanics and abstraction.  Being digital, it is ultimately nothing, a passing dream, 
made all the more wonderful by its ending.  You cannot hang it on your wall or keep it stored 
in a volume, or record it, but this is exactly what is so important about games.  What I believe 
games will offer the artistic community is, if not a new medium of art, then insight into the 
experience of art.  Art is solid and whole, but the experience of it is a ghostly thing.  Who, after 
reading Ivanhoe, didn’t want to just be there?  Who doesn’t go back to their favorite film to relive 
it?  Such experience is unsustainable as one must always return to reality.  You can’t pretend 
you’re living in your favorite story forever, but the fleeting moments that you can are so sweet.  
In fact, I’ve tried to argue that those moments are only sweet if they are, in fact, fleeting.  Stories 
must end, and over-bloated games full of side-quests and collectibles do satisfy some base 
desire to hoard and level-up (‘gotta catch ‘em all’), but I’m describing something different.  Given 
the choice and the time, we’ll always start the three-day-cycle again, even though we know the 
world must end.  We’ll always return to our dreams, our otherworlds to play, but we can only 
play so long before reality catches up.  
 



The solidness of art is counterbalanced by the unquantifiable naught of experiencing it.  The 
sensations art produces in us are here one moment and gone the next.  Video games live 
entirely in this fleeting space.  Art challenges video games but so do video games, if viewed as 
trips through the mind’s experience of art, challenge other art forms and confront them with their 
own vacuousness.  What is art if it is not experienced?  Of what value is a story if we do not feel 
that we have in some voyeuristic way ‘lived’ it?  Though art may be solid, the experience of it is 
still “a scene on the lid of a sleeper’s eye”.
 
 


