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“The future is always coming, whether you’re ready for it or not” appears
near the end of my Editor’s Note on the future of Five out of Ten, but it
was actually the first line I wrote. Surviving the future requires a mix of
preparation and prediction, and an issue boldly entitled Future demands
more than just five essays with a tenuous connection to a theme.
This issue marks the debut of our new Managing Editor, Lindsey Joyce.
Lindsey has contributed to Critical Distance, First Person Scholar, Kill
Screen and Haywire Magazine – please join me in welcoming her to
our team. Her work on Five out of Ten has already been invaluable, from
copy editing to social media expertise (including her famous dancing
video when we reached $200 on Patreon, which you’ll need to find
yourself!) Lindsey’s feature writing debut will be in our next issue.
As you may have heard, we launched a Five out of Ten Patreon this
month. This is our first Patreon-backed issue: thank you to all of our
backers. If you bought a copy of the magazine through our store, please
consider backing the Patreon for future releases! You can read more on
the decision behind our exciting new direction in ‘Editor’s Note: Futures’.

The future is always coming, but for now, enjoy the present: another
stellar collection of features from our contributors, beautiful cover
art from Rachel Joyce, and our first partnership with the indie and
alt-game zine ME&R! We think ME&R is the perfect compliment to
Five out of Ten and hope you agree: if you like your work, you can
support their Patreon as well – I guess it really is the future.

Alan Williamson
Editor-in-Chief of Five out of Ten, digital factotum at Critical Distance and VideoBrains, contributor to MacFormat,
Eurogamer and the New Statesman. His favourite kind of
future is a Jet Set Radio Future.
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aking a magazine is difficult. Making a digital,
commercial magazine in the age of unlimited
free ‘content’ is even more so. When I founded
Five out of Ten, friends and colleagues – one
of whom is now our design editor – expressed
healthy skepticism that it could be a success. Over
two years later, I certainly wouldn’t call Five out
of Ten a failure. We love working on every issue,
and still get a rush of excitement as we release
them into the wild.

Great things are made of hard work and passion,
and the work we do is what makes our hearts sing.
We fight for every word on the page, every pixel
of the design. Can this writing change how you
see the world? Can it move you? Can we delight
and enlighten the reader through design as well
as words? What makes Five out of Ten different
from any other publication is an obsessive dedication to detail, and
the luxury of time to
see it through.

preview of Five out of Ten, but it’s not the same as
leafing through a print magazine in a newsagent.
You can’t share articles you love through Twitter
or Facebook. Some potential readers simply can’t
afford to buy a copy, and they should’t feel they
have to apologise for that.

Unbeholden to
deadlines, advertising and traffic metrics, or external
investors, we are free to create
the best magazine we can. I’ve never
been more proud of what we are creating and I feel honoured to work with such a
talented team of staff and freelance contributors.

fell victim to recent
EU digital VAT law
changes. Overnight,
we changed from falling under
the UK tax threshold to being liable
for income tax in twenty eight countries
with twenty eight different rates, having to
incorporate and submit quarterly tax returns.
With this massive bureaucratic burden, continuing the magazine felt more trouble than it was
worth. We had been planning subscriptions to Five
out of Ten for a long time, but the tax law changes
forced our hand. We needed a more radical solution: one that would generate the revenues we
need to pay our writers a fair wage, while avoiding all of the tax liabilities and paperwork. Enter
Patreon.

Yet for all our creative success, let’s be frank:
we haven’t been very commercially successful
because our magazine is behind a paywall, which
makes it difficult to gain new readers. Paywalls
create a barrier between reader and writing: even
when you want to get paid, that’s the last thing
you want to do. Readers can download a limited

Besides the difficulties of creating a beautiful thing
few people can see,
like many small
business we

Patreon has an unfair reputation as a tool for the
modern bohemian beggar, the equivalent of an
open guitar case in the street while you strum
mercilessly through a shoddy cover of Wonderwall.
But let’s be clear: this isn’t about rattling a tin and
asking for a handout. Besides, I hate Wonderwall.
This is a new business model for Five out of Ten:
a way for you to support our publication, but also
a way to free us from the capitalist shackles of
selling a commercial product every month. Your
money is a ‘subscription’ in a loose sense, but we
see it more as supporting our slightly modified
mission statement: videogames are worth writing
about, good writing is worth paying for, and if we
can make good paid writing available to everyone without barriers, all the better. It’s the same
magazine with the same standards – unique, fair,
diverse, meticulously edited – just a more transparent and sustainable business model.

Our Patreon page has all the details on our
campaign, including a transparent breakdown of
how much we will pay our writers. If we reach our
milestone goal of $2000 per issue, we’ll release
the whole magazine for free through our website.
‘Future’ is our first Patreon backed issue, and we
believe it’s the beginning of a bright new future for
Five out of Ten. To those of you who have already
backed our Patreon, I am more grateful than I can
express in this short space. Whether you pledged
a dollar or twenty, thank you.
The future is always coming, whether you’re ready
for it or not. This is our vision for the future of Five
out of Ten: to create a sustainable future for our
magazine that everyone can enjoy. Thank you
for helping us continue to make the outstanding
independent videogame writing that we treasure.

shape the future
this is just a sample of what’s in
our latest issue, Future.
Go to
http://www.fiveoutoftenmagazine.com
to purchase the full mag: ten fantastic
features, and Issue #0 of ME&R!
Your purchase includes PDF, ePub and Kindle downloads.
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Reclaiming Cinematic

Denying similarities between film and games
means repeating avoidable mistakes.
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inematic’ is a dirty word in modern videogames, a back-of-the-box marketing term
that often translates as ‘has explosions’. We critics refer to it with the same contempt we use for
‘visceral’. This poor labelling has given us a distrust
of all things cinema; not a day goes by when I don’t
hear the rallying cry “games should be games!
Stop trying to make Aliens again!”
It’s a reaction that saddens me – well, except
when it comes to Aliens (we need a moratorium
on that). Before I became a writer, I wanted to be a
cinematographer, the person responsible for the
photography and lighting of a film. After a couple
of years of study I moved on to other things, but
the skills it left me with made one thing startlingly
obvious: games are absolutely terrible at emulating film.
One of the first lessons I learned was how cinematography was created. The first filmmakers
did not yet have a language for their art, so they

looked backwards, studying the patterns of light
in paintings, and extrapolated them onto film. The
key difference, of course, is that film added an
extra unique element to their medium: movement.
Thankfully there were no internet comments at
the time, so there was no-one to call them frustrated painters and tell them “films are films, stop
trying to remake Rembrandt!” If games were to
do the same, they’d have to learn how to take the
language of film and add their own secret ingredient: interactivity.
Enter Brendon Chung. Brendan studied film before
becoming a game developer, and like me he was
frustrated by the shallow way these influences
were translated into games:
“I would play these games that were influenced by
movies and television but what it kind of resulted
in was games where you watch a cutscene or they
play a small movie in the middle of the game... I
felt that there was a way to kind of play with film
vocabulary in a way that still let you play the thing.”

Chung took these ideas and put them into practice:
first tentatively with Gravity Bone, a first person
spy adventure which at the last second suddenly
broke free of gaming conventions with an extended interactive montage cryptically hinting at the
history of its main character. It was this montage
that set the stage for Thirty Flights of Loving.

with a rifle butt. “It just includes every single detail.”
Chung explains. “You enter the car, you drive over
there, you exit the car. So I wanted to play with the
idea of removing all the parts that the game wasn’t
about.” For years the accepted wisdom, based on
static camera games like Resident Evil, was that
cuts were too jarring, but Chung felt he could solve
that problem.

Thirty Flights is a game within a film, a heist story
without a heist. We see both the set up and the Thirty Flights has several different kinds of cuts.
bloody aftermath, but not the event itself – Chung Sometimes you ‘match cut’ wherein you look at
tells me he knows what happened in between, but one object or scene and are transported to a simihe isn’t telling anyone. The story is told in a non- lar but different image or scene. Other times, such
linear fashion, cutting rapidly between different as when the player and their crew walk towards
time periods as the player walks through them in a party, the people and objects within the scene
first person. The game takes fifteen minutes from jump cut to new locations, while the player and
start to finish, and you can’t affect the outcome in room stay the same. Then there’s the airport scene,
any way, shape or form. It is one of my favourites. where the crowds of people suddenly accelerate
and bustle forward in double time, creating a scene
We don’t usually do ‘cuts’ in games. We don’t rapid- that feels like an interactive version of time-lapse
ly change from one scene to the next, at least not photography. The trick in each of these cuts is the
while the player is still in control. We either move unbroken line of movement: unlike in Resident Evil,
them into a cutscene, fade out then in on a new at no point do you suddenly skip from moving left to
scene, or just club the protagonist unconscious moving right, so the feeling of control is preserved.

Chung uses a very soft touch throughout Thirty Flights,
allowing the player full control over a first person
camera whenever possible. “Every time the player
loses control of the mouse or their character it’s a very
tough decision for me.” This type of freedom, the ability
to control the camera, is particular to videogames and
even prized over the ability to affect the plot. It’s the
Half Life 2 method, a linear experience with completely
free camera.
But at the same time, other developers were approaching the same idea from the complete opposite direction.
Bioware’s Mass Effect and Dragon Age series offered us
games driven by conversations entirely under player control,
but with camerawork defined by the developers. The bulk
of both games, of course, were classic third person combat
sections, with the camera continually following behind the
main character in a fashion similar to the ‘steadicam’ shots of
Kubrick’s work, although even he would balk at the umpteen
hours of continual tracking shots seen in games.
But the most memorable parts of Bioware’s games have
always been the conversations between characters, interactive dialogue trees that lead to more rounded, three dimensional characters with real relationships. Originally, this was
communicated entirely through text, but as Bioware moved
into 3D and pulled the camera closer with Knights of the
Old Republic, the static nature of the characters became
more apparent. On replay, it is almost shocking how little
the characters move or emote, simply standing a few feet
away from each other as static talking heads. Bioware
had a problem: they needed to make these scenes
as visually interesting as swordfights and explosions.
Fortunately, it was a problem film had solved long ago.

Beginning with the first Mass Effect, Bioware began
to experiment with more ambitious conversations.
Camera angles were no longer simple side on shots,
but carefully chosen. Characters were no longer
permitted to simply stand or sit still, but asked to
gesture, emote, move around and occasionally get
drunk in order to keep the scene entertaining. An
early hint can be seen in the first Mass Effect , where
upon taking control of the Normandy, Commander Shepard gives a speech to the crew. While the
Commander speaks, the camera does not linger
on them, but instead moves throughout the ship,
showing a short montage of the crew members
listening to Shepard’s voice. But this isn’t a cutscene;
the player is making dialogue choices throughout.
One of the people moving that camera was Jonathan Perry. Perry worked as a cinematic designer on
Mass Effect 1 & 2 and all three Dragon Age games,
and was kind enough to answer my questions. Like
Chung, he studied film before becoming heavily
involved in the emerging Machinma scene. “I taught
myself how to model, animate, texture, build levels,
etc.” he explained. “That experience was incredibly helpful when directing cinematics, as I had a
good understanding of how the other departments
created their assets and could better coordinate
our efforts.”

Perry works at an entirely different scale to Chung.
With a huge budget behind him, Perry approaches
every conversation as if it were a film project. Storyboards are made that experiment with different ways
of shooting a scene, animators and dozens of other
departments collaborate on creating the conversation. Then voice acting is recorded, followed
by a final pass to incorporate any nuances from
the actor’s performance into the finished product.
He even uses the language of film to describe his
work, explaining “... as you move into a friendship
or romance with a follower, we’ll create a more intimate shot by facing the characters more towards
each other, staging them closer, moving the camera
closer to the line of action, or using a longer lens to
compress the frame.”
By using a fixed camera, Bioware were able
to treat their environments as virtual sets. “We
do often animate characters to camera” Perry
explained.“Jumping them around offscreen or on
cuts, and change the lighting setup between shots or
at branching points in the conversation.” These little
tricks can sometimes be spotted by canny players.
In one of Bioware’s most ambitious conversations,
set during the interactive walk and talk between
Shepard and Captain Anderson at the beginning
of Mass Effect 3, the characters will continue to
walk in circles forever if the player refuses to speak.

Each game Bioware has made has pushed the
boundaries in this way. Perry also explains to me
the original concept for the dance with the Duchess in Dragon Age: Inquisition, where she and the
player would take turns leading depending on who
was ‘winning’ the conversation. Sadly Perry’s full
vision for the dance had to be cut back to allow for
the varying heights of those playing as dwarves or
giants, but the resulting sequence is still incredibly
well choreographed.
Chung too is pushing his techniques further. His
latest game, Quadrilateral Cowboy, uses similar cinematic techniques to Thirty Flights, but is
placed within the context of a larger, more traditional game.
He’s also spawned imitators. Virginia is a Twin
Peaks inspired surreal mystery game that works
from a similar ‘game within a film’ template. “I
played [Thirty Flights] for the first time at the start
of last year” explains designer Jonathan Burroughs,
“and I remember having finished it and reflecting
on those ten or so minutes and realising in such
a short space of time I’d experienced a depth and
breadth of storytelling and received an emotional

impact which surpassed any other game I’d played
in recent memory.”
Like Thirty Flights, Virginia breaks up long, boring
walking sections with quick cuts. In a demo I
played last year, the player is asked to walk down
to an X-Files style basement office, but as they
walk the screen cuts between several stairwells,
communicating to the player just how far from
the main office the characters are forced to work,
but without making them walk every step of the
journey.
Virginia’s developers are also less reluctant than
Chung to take control of the camera, something
that lets them experiment with clever match cuts.
As composer Lyndon Holland explains “In one
scene we tween [‘move’ – Ed.] the camera to frame
a character looking away from you – giving you
the cold shoulder – and subsequently cut to a
different location with the same matching pose.
This use of framing is important as it suggests a lot
in what is not being shown. We haven’t witnessed
the journey to this new location, but through the
editing it is inferred that it has not been a particularly friendly one.”

Virginia communicates a lot this way. With no budget for voice
acting, they’re forced to rediscover the storytelling techniques
of early silent cinema. Animator Terry Kenny explains another
scene: “Perhaps the scene when you first meet your partner is a
good example. Before we are introduced to her we are handed
an FBI file on her in a superior’s office. When we actually meet
her she ignores us and taps away at her desk, we match cut to a
scene later in a cafe and she is still ignoring us. The player can
infer that she has not yet warmed to you and to confirm that she
leaves the cafe and sticks you with the bill. I think those scenes
following on after seeing her file do a lot to contextualise that
first scene”.
This is perhaps the thing that intrigues me most
about Virginia, that it not only grasps the language
of film, but film history. Kenny points to a lot of ‘90s
television and film as an inspiration, citing David
Lynch, Silence of the Lambs and The Fugitive, but
silent cinema has just as much of an influence
in the unspoken relationships that populate the
game.
This is what I most long to see in interactive cinematography: a willingness to learn from what came
before and expand upon it. If we continue to treat
games as a unique medium with no connection to
cinema, we will be forced to continually reinvent
the wheel, forever stumbling over problems solved
by our cinematic forebears long ago. Alternately,
we can stand on the shoulders of giants, as the
early cinematographers once did and say “How
can I incorporate this into my art?”
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ast year, I interviewed Paolo Pedercini, the
maker of games like Unmanned and Oilgarchy. He described to me how videogames could
broadly represent reality and how they could be
used to model and examine complex real-world
systems like finance, business and even war.
“Games,” said Pedercini, “can portray complex
systems in a simple way. When you play a game
... you appreciate it less Homelessness
for its individualincompoSim City isn’t just the player’s dilemma:
nents and instead as a series
of
interrelated
parts not easily resolved.
it’s a systemic problem,
and mechanics. I think that’s an important skill
when it comes to understanding global crises,
the economy, the world around us.”
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One of my earliest memories of videogames is
watching my father play Myst, a surrealist adventure puzzle from 1993 by Cyan games. In it you
explore a dreamlike landscape and solve often
obtuse and arbitrary puzzles in order to progress
through the ages and solve the mystery of why
you are there in the first place. I remember him
sitting behind a large oak desk, a notepad and pen
in his hand, exploring a library on a small island in
an endless ocean. I remember feeling a mixture of
mystery and pride as I watched him work, using
his intellect to master this digital world.

Love, Dad
8

I would come in and watch him, and eventually
he’d ask me to leave. “I’m busy right now” was a
common refrain. I persisted, however, and eventually he let me sit on his lap as he played. He was
still on the starting island, and I helped him figure
out the library puzzle and reach the second age.
I felt such a rush of pride when I figured it out. I
A son’s attempt to solve the puzzles of
had helped my father, the scientist.
Myst, memories, and fatherly love.
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Love, Dad
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Matt Duhamel

M

y father was born in Massachusetts in 1949
to a family of French Canadian expats. One
of five children, he spent his teenage years in a
boarding school in Quebec on a merit scholarship for children of expat Canadians. As my father
tells it, he was a quiet, somewhat shy student
who did well in school through hard work, often
locking himself away to study when his brothers
went out to play. He started dating my mother in
High School. He went on to college and studied
biochemistry and statistics, eventually receiving
a Doctorate in the former. His hard work landed
him a teaching position at a prestigious institution
in New England, but he had to turn it down; my
mother, recently pregnant with one of my older
brothers, had developed severe OCD and was
unwilling to fly. Eventually he found another position at Arizona State University: Tucson and moved
there via a road trip that has become the stuff of
family legend.
Not long after I helped my dad solve the library
puzzle, I noticed him playing less and less. The
scraps of hand-written notes and puzzle guides
started to disappear from his desk. For a while I’d
ask him during dinner if he wanted to play and
he’d without fail reply with “not tonight Matt, I’m

busy.” Eventually I stopped asking. It was after
Myst that my father and I parted ways on videogames. I grew ever more curious, playing the
collection of adventure and strategy games my
father had bought on a whim. Eventually I began
requesting new games from the shops, my thirst
for digital worlds growing with each new title.
My father, however, grew increasingly disdainful
of the exercise. When I’d spend hours at a time
after school solving difficult mental puzzles my
father would suggest my time could be better
spent studying or going for walks.
“Daddy, daddy, Monkey Island is really cool! Do
you have time to play it with me?”
“Not now Matt, I’m working. Maybe later. Why don’t
you go finish your homework?”
When I would ask for my allowance to buy a new
videogame, he would insist he had purchased me
one too recently. I am ashamed to admit I threw
tantrums. In my tiny mind, I could not understand
how this man who had introduced me to the
endless possibilities of videogames could come
to deny me their pleasures.

Dad, you’ve gotta come try this one. It’s about sailing ships
and pirates, just like the books in your study!

OK, OK, let’s see

We’re in the sun-room of our house in California. It’s late afternoon, and I’ve
recently discovered Sid Meier’s Pirates! My Father has always been a fan of
the Aubrey-Maturin series by Patrick O’Brian, a series of twenty one novels
about a British Royal Navy officer during the Napoleonic Wars, and I joined
him in his appreciation when I began sneaking the books out of his study
to read. Sid Meier’s Pirates! is a game that revolves entirely around building
your own legend as a buccaneer in the Golden Age of Piracy. The intersection of our passions met perfectly in this game. I plop down beside him, too
big for his lap by now, and watch as he attempts to manipulate the tiny ship.
No Dad, see, you have to point away from the wind. The
clouds show you which way it’s blowing

Oh, like this?
No not there Dad, that’s a reef!
A crackle emerges from the TV and we watch our ship sink beneath the waves.
OK. I think I get it now. Well I
have to get back to work
Dad you have to avoid the white
lines in the water
He hands me the controller.

Shortly after I was born, my father left teaching
for good and joined a medical device company.
He started off as a researcher, but after running
afoul of the patent ownership stipulation in his
contract he moved over to being a manager.
I remember sitting on the couch listening to
him complain to my mother endlessly about
the drudgery of his work and the incessant
corporate politics. When he was passed over
for a promotion for a younger man, he quit and
joined another company, then another. He spent
his days being paid very well to organize the
research reports of other scientists for submission to the U.S. Food and Drug Administration.
This continued until he retired.

My father would stand in the doorway to my room, shaking his head, as he
repeated the same phrase he said the last time he checked in on me.

Why do you waste so much time playing video games?

It is a ritual we would repeat every hour, on the hour, from when he arrived
home to shortly before my bedtime. It continued on throughout my teen years.
I still remember the litany.

You know Dad, I think you’d really like this one. It’s called
Ultima Online and it’s set in a fantasy Medieval Europe.
You don’t even have to spend all your time fighting. You
can learn how to be a miner or even a tailor.

Well, you know I’m not very good at video games.

You keep saying that.

Have you spent any time on your writing recently.

Well, part of roleplaying is writing.

“I think you should spend more time writing. You’re
good at it.”
OK.

There is a cliche that says some people choose
to be writers because their parents want them
to be doctors; I chose to make games because
my parents wanted me to be a writer. A writer of
fiction, novels, short stories, maybe even screenplays. They pushed my elementary school library
to “publish” a series of picture books I wrote when
I was in 4th grade. They bought me books on
writing and took me to libraries. When I spent my
time playing videogames, they would gently but
regularly remind me that I could be a great writer
if I just put my mind to it. When that much expectation is heaped on your shoulders it is natural
to sway a bit, but I buckled altogether. I tried to
rationalise it: a writing degree is a quick way to
unemployment; videogames are a growing industry, but the truth is that I was afraid of not living up
to the picture they had in their head of their son,
the writer. Besides, would they even accept me
as a writer if my writing was on a computer screen
instead of on a page?
I was never great at maths so I chose animation as
a way into games. After I graduated from college,
I struggled to find work. Depression has a way of
distorting your view of things and mine had gone
from manageable to debilitating in the latter part
of my degree. It’s hard to find work when you’re
too depressed to finish your portfolio. My father
insisted on weekly phone calls after I graduated,
and I came to dread these conversations.

“Have you found any work yet?”
“No.”
“Are you sure that you are considering all possible
opportunities?”
“Yes, Dad.”
“Well I just want you to know that I support you
and care about you.”
“I know.”
“Have you done any more writing?”
Eventually I found work, but it was not in my field
of study. Whenever we talked about it my dad was
happy enough that I was making a living, but there
was always a certain unease sitting at the edge of
our conversations. It wasn’t until I was a few years
out of college that I was about to rationalize what
might be causing it.
My dad had studied to be a scientist. His goal was
to become a researcher in the field of Biochemistry.
Early children and a wife with mental health problems forced him to give up on that dream and seek
stable employment. I don’t think he could ever
quite accept this was simply the result of circumstances beyond his control. To him, the missed
opportunity was a personal failing, a loss caused
by some personal deficiency. He may have come
to the conclusion that he wasn’t smart enough
to be a scientist, and I think he was worried the
same would happen to me with animation. The
thing about depression is: it lies to you, and it runs
in families.
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Matt Duhamel
to Dad
Dad, we need to talk. Something has been weighing on my mind for awhile now. My love of
videogames started because I watched you play them when I was growing up. Since then,
games have grown into a medium with as much depth as books or film. It is the field I care
about, and I want you to care about it too. I know you’ve always been busy but, now you’re
retired and I know you have time to spare, I want to share my passion with you.
I’ve compiled a list of games that show the capacity of the medium to evoke and emote. Can
we play them together? Please?

Dad Duhamel
to Matt
Matt, I’m sorry that I’ve let you down. I know you care about video games and I haven’t
shared that with you. I cried reading this thinking about how I should have been a better
father to you. Yes, we can play these video games.
I love you.

In truth, I had not finished the list of games
because making a list comprehensive enough
to reveal the strengths of the medium is incredibly
hard. The biggest issue is something I realized
long after my father sat down and played a game
about pirates: videogames have a grammar. There
is a structural language to games that, like any
language, takes effort to learn and time to master.
As a child everything is difficult, so it does not
seem abnormal to spend a large amount of time
trying to understand something new. But when
you grow up, you have a decreased tolerance for
unnecessary difficulty.
There are very few games that are good at imparting these lessons to the player without context.
There is just so much cultural craft inside of
genres that we, as veteran players of videogames,
never even realize. Movement controls being
“WASD,” for example, is only a recent addition to
the gaming lexicon, and yet there is no logical
reason as to why those would be the controls.
As even more layers of complexity are added, as
they are in most modern games, an indecipherable quagmire of digital content is quickly formed.
I decided the best way to break down the process
would be to find games that focus on individual
constituent parts as simply as possible and guide
my father up through the language of games. None
of these games are perfect at explaining their
concepts to the uninitiated, but their simplicity
and singular focus makes the process of learning easier.

Gone Home
For first person control and environmental storytelling.

Minecraft
For the logic of videogame ecosystems and the
possibility space of play

The Walking Dead
For an example of quality storytelling in the medium.

The Stanley Parable
For a deconstruction of the relationship between
player and designer.

My thought was that it would take us about a year
to get through these games, during which I’d have
the time to finish a game with enough polish that I
could prove to my dad the hours I’d spent playing
as a child hadn’t been for naught.
My own game, which at the time had not been
created.

Playing Games

Inbox

x

April

Matt Duhamel
to Dad
Dad,
I will be sending you things soon that will hopefully get you playing games. You said you
wanted to see inside my world. Well, I hope you still mean that.
Besides, it will be a good workout for your brain.

Dad Duhamel
to Matt
Hi Matt,
We are very stressed right now with the home remodel issues. I will spare you the details,
but don’t expect too much from me. I am very sorry to be in this state. I am sure this is
upsetting for you, but I need your understanding right now.
With all my love,
Dad

Matt Duhamel
to Dad
That’s fine. I will just sit on it until you are ready, but please let me know when you’re free again.

Dad Duhamel
to Matt
I will let you know when. I hope your new job is going well. We should chat about that.

1

These days our bi-weekly conversations are about the declining health of
our relatives. Mortality is on my father’s mind. Sometimes he will call with a
computer question and apologize profusely for bothering me.

My mind is going Matt, it’s so frustrating

For someone who spent his adult life with the identity of a scientist there is
something understandably terrifying about the idea that he is losing the ability
to learn.

You know, dad, studies have shown that videogames are
good for learning. Playing something on a regular basis
could help keep your memory sharp

I hear ya, but those studies are of not very high quality.
Besides, I still can’t even type that well. Not like you

I could teach you. It’s not that hard

I know

Learning and Games

Inbox

x

June

Matt Duhamel
to Dad
Dad,
Here is a link to a site you can use to practice typing. I’ve also included detailed instructions on
how to install Gone Home. The remodel is done now, so I figured you’d have time. This includes
step-by-step instructions on how to install Steam, run it, and install the program. I’ve gifted you
a copy of the game to the account we set up. Feel free to call me if you have any questions.
Dad Duhamel
to Matt
Matt,
Thanks, but I am still wrestling with recovering my information for use on my old iPhone 3.
Extremely confusing.
This probably sounds like an excuse, but I am very afraid about losing any of my contact
information, etc… This is where I keep all of my passwords, in my own cryptic way.
Do you use a password vault of some kind?
Love,
Dad

Matt Duhamel
to Dad
Dad,
Yeah I do. [link] is what I use. You don’t need to worry about losing your contacts. They’re
probably backed up with Apple and on your computer.
Let me know when you have the game installed. I can’t wait to play.

Dad Duhamel
to Matt
You know I have trouble with this stuff. I found using the Steam website very confusing,
and it wouldn’t accept my password correctly. I’m sorry, but I need to deal with my phone
first. I will try again soon.
Love,
Dad.

Summer comes and goes. My dad still calls regularly to ask about the weather and my job prospects. I tell him I got something published on
Unwinnable, a gaming culture website, and for
a moment there is pride in his voice. When I go
on to say I’ve also been selected to develop a
game for Antholojam, a collection of short games
about the Golden Era of Sci-Fi, he says “well that
sounds like something you could work hard on.”
I keep asking him about Gone Home and he keeps
explaining why he’s too busy to try it. When I ask
him what he has been up to, he tells me about how
he spends a lot of time around the house unsure
what to do. It feels as though part of him is waiting
for the inevitable, unsure of whether there is any
point in trying. Most of the time, when I get off the
phone with him I feel really bad. When my therapist
asks me what I worry about, I tell her death and
failure. I don’t quite have the courage yet to tell
her I worry that I may end up like my father.

I decide that the only choice of action is to finish
my own game and show that to him. When I
finally have a real tangible piece of work that
I can sell to other humans, then I am sure he
will make time for it. I spent November through
December in a nearly two-month crunch with
my partner Mint developing Orison of Mercury.
It is a game about finding a new planet for
people to live on. Unlike a lot of action-space
adventures, most of the game is spent puzzling
around atmospheric composition tables, figuring out if the planet you’re orbiting is capable of
supporting life. It is a game about the science
of human survival. It is space and science, two
things my dad really likes, with very minimal
interaction. I work hard to make the controls
intuitive. I agonize over the wording of the
introduction and the UI so it is clear what each
component does and when it should be used.
By the end of it, I’m exhausted but legitimately
proud of what I’ve made. I’ve finally done something worth celebrating.

ORISON of MERCURY

X

2134.11.12 20:01:01
//Cryo Sleep was exited successfully//
//One message received//
FROM: Emergency Colonial Comm
TO: Pilot – Traveler.92
You have two mission directives.
Your primary mission is to locate as many worlds as possible for immediate
colonization and MARK them as HABITABLE. EVERY marked planet will be seeded
with a Colony Ship upon mission end. It is imperative we seed as many
planets as possible to ensure the greatest possible chance of survival.
Habitable planets should be judged on the following criteria in the
following order:
1. Breathable atmosphere...
2. Temperature near Earth normal...
3. Absence of intelligent or hostile lifeforms
[Press SPACE to continue]//

MY GAME

JANUARY
TO: Dad
FROM: Matt
SUBJECT: My game
Hey Dad,
Here is my game. It won,t be on sale for a few more weeks, but I wanted
you to play it and see what you think. All you have to do is download
it, unzip it to a folder, and run the .exe file.
If, at any point, you stop seeing your cursor, you should just alt-tab
and tab back in.
I hope you like it.
Love,
Matt
...............................................................................................
TO: Matt
FROM: Dad
SUBJECT: RE: My Game
Hi Matt,
Thanks, I will try to get to it today.
Love,
Dad

X

MY GAME

TO: Dad
FROM: Matt
SUBJECT: RE RE: My Game
Hi Dad,
It,s been about a week now. Just wanted to hear how it,s going. Did you
figure my game out? It,s a little bit like MYST in that you need to poke
at it to figure out how it works, but there is supposed to be joy in
that discovery. Don,t be afraid of the learning process. That is part
of the fun.
...............................................................................................
TO: Matt
FROM: Dad
Subject: RE: RE: RE: My Game
Hi Matt,
I know you remember us playing MYST, but the fact is, I could never
figure that game out, even with the strategy guides. I,ve never been
very good at figuring things out.
I tried to play your game and I got to the text at the beginning. The
atmosphere tables, but I wasn,t sure what to do next.
Love,
Dad

X

MY GAME

TO: Dad
FROM: Matt
SUBJECT: RE: RE: RE: RE: My Game
Hi Dad,
It says [Press SPACE to continue] at the bottom. Press the Spacebar and
you will be able to continue to the next scene.
...............................................................................................
TO:Matt
FROM: Dad
SUBJECT: RE: RE: RE: RE: My Game
Hi Matt,

OK I will try it again sometime this week. Thank you for being patient
with me. I love you and I,m proud of you.

Love,
Dad.

X

Abandoning the
Strong Female
Character
There’s a great deal lost when ‘strong’ doesn’t
challenge masculine conceptions.

When I was six years old, I sat
beside my older sister as she played
through Sierra’s 1992 title Laura Bow
2: The Dagger of Amon Ra, a pointand-click adventure game about a
naïve woman detective in the 1920s
unraveling a robbery-turned-murder
mystery. I was a pesky baby sister
morphing into an even peskier backseat gamer, pointing at the screen furiously in an attempt to ‘help’ solve clues.

Abandoning The
Strong Female Character
Soha Kareem

A

t eight years old, I played the game by myself for the first time, and was
able to navigate based on my memory of what my sister did. I recall visiting a women’s bathroom in an underground speakeasy where a sultry woman
lounged on a chaise longue smoking a cigarette. She asked me for a backrub,
so I clicked on the top of her shoulder. She moaned. I blushed. Having been
raised in a religious home, I also felt guilty, but then excited. Three years later,
my feelings for other girls intensifying, I was unsurprisingly removed from the
Islamic private school I had been attending.

Die Qual Der Wahl
Alan Williamson

Die Qual Der
Wahl
Unlearning the torture of choice and
committing to the possibility of failure.

T

he Fox and the Cat is an ancient fable,
commonly misattributed to Aesop. A fox
is boasting to a cat about how many strategies
it has for escaping dangerous situations, and
the cat replies modestly “I only have one”. All
of a sudden, hunters appear with their hounds:
the cat runs up a nearby tree and hides, but
the fox is unable to decide which trick to use

and is caught by the hounds. The moral of the
story is that it’s better to have one safe strategy
you can rely on than a hundred on which you
can’t. This notion has entered English psyche
in the idiom ‘spoiled for choice’, but I prefer the
more lyrical and painfully accurate German
equivalent die Qual der Wahl; literally, ‘the
torture of choice’.

Travel with me to the battlefields of Ylisse
in Fire Emblem: Awakening. Frederick the
Great Knight and Lon’Qu the Myrmidon
take point. They’re the strongest fighters in
the party, the first line of defence against
the barbarian hordes plotting to steal
the Fire Emblem. I order the mages and
archers to fall back to where they can attack
without being in danger. Sumia and Cordelia
are Pegasus Knights, more like Paper Tigers,
and I keep them out of the way.
Yet I’ve made a grievous tactical error. My
avatar – ironically known as the ‘Tactician’
– is vulnerable, and a barbarian warrior
makes short work of him with a throwing
axe. Game Over. My decisions don’t really
matter on this occasion – I’m playing Fire
Emblem on ‘Casual mode’, where units that
fall in battle aren’t dead forever – and yet
I find these decisions agonising to make. I
don’t want a single character to fall, not even
a Pegasus Knight. I don’t want to use valuable resources to upgrade a weapon that will
eventually wear down and be discarded. I
don’t want to do anything, really, and so
instead of playing the game, I fall into a state
of choice paralysis. I load up Fire Emblem,
survey the map before a battle, and then turn
it off again. It’s ridiculous: the whole point
of videogames is to create a fantasy where
decisions don’t have weight, and yet I assign
a weight to them anyway.

ME&R: Travelling

Travelling: Making a journey, typically
of some length. Going or being moved
from place to place.
PLAY LIST
A Journey - Andre Blyth
Glitchhikers - Silverstring Media
Peregrin - Aeryne Wright
Day Z - Bohemia Interactive
Three Fourths Home - (bracket)games
The Promised Land - Nicole Brauer
Sandstorm - Daniel Linssen

meandrzine.itch.io

future

Shifting War
Narratives
The true hardships of war are exposed when we
focus less on battle on more on empathy.

Shifting War Narratives
Soha Kareem

I

was surprised and even a little embarrassed to
learn how much I like Call of Duty: Advanced
Warfare. The game is shockingly great considering most videogame war blockbusters
seem destined to ape Rambo First Blood: Part
II. There’s an element of forced hypermasculinity oozing out of the pores of a patriotic hero
‘roided out on God mode, whose objective is to
rewrite the history of wars in which the United
States failed. There are certainly aspects of this in
Advanced Warfare as your character singlehandedly saves the USA, but at least the
antagonist isn’t a mixed-race man inexplicably speaking vague Arabic. Also, bonus points
for featuring a badass woman sniper, integral
to the plot, without her character getting
killed off, romanced, or disclosing a tragic
past. Well done, Sledgehammer Games!
Two other notable war games of 2014
approached the genre from a unique angle:
Ubisoft’s Valiant Hearts: The Great War and 11
Bit Studios’ This War of Mine. They are starkly
different from each other, but their emergence
has nudged the discourse surrounding war
games by creating experiences which parallel war rather than glorify it, and this leaves me
excited for the future of the genre. If blockbuster war games are more aligned with Rambo
First Blood: Part II, these two games are what
I would consider to be part of the Vietnam
Syndrome in war films, like Apocalypse Now.

Dates of Future Past
Dates of Future
Past
When dating is a game, you can swipe right to play,
but winning requires a different kind of skill.

Alan Williamson

T

inder is a videogame about dating.

Using your phone’s GPS to search for people
Tindering in your area, their faces appear on your
screen. Some people have fleshed-out profiles of
interests and crystallised photographic memories,
others just a pixellated group of three people
leaving you with no idea who is who. The object
of the game is to match with people by swiping right on the ones you like, and left on the
ones you don’t. If they swipe right too, Tinder
proclaims “It’s a match!”, and you can send each
other messages. After every match, there’s always
the option: “Keep Playing”.
I’ve felt a bit sleazy in passing judgment on
hundreds of women via my phone but, don’t worry,
they’re all judging you too. Tinder just takes what
millions of people do in clubs every week and
makes the process more clinical, maybe even a

little safer. The friend who introduced me to Tinder
offered some advice : “don’t take it too seriously,
don’t expect to find true love”; easy for him to say
when he was racking up the matches and I had
yet to get one. Either he was swiping right more
often, was objectively more attractive, or both. I
didn’t want to know the answer.
As someone with a Northern Irish accent and a
sincere critical appreciation of videogames and
heavy metal, dating sites don’t exactly show off
my strengths. I know friends who have found
love through sites like OKCupid, but I had always
dodged those places like a cat avoiding a bath. Yet
I wonder: what if dating apps like Tinder really are
the future of dating, in the same way that Amazon
has crushed brick and mortar retail and online
gaming has replaced couch co-op? And if Tinder
really is another videogame, what’s the best way
to play the dating game?

Surviving Sevastopol
Alien Isolation’s derelict space station isn’t just
the lair of a hunter. It’s an enemy in itself.

Surviving Sevastopol
Ed Smith

F

un and escapism are the bywords of videogame developers – the industry thrives on
toyish distractions. Games and magical depictions
of technology go hand-in-hand. Take Destiny, for
example, and what the context of its futuristic,
magical-technological world facilitates. Players
don’t just get guns – they get guns that shoot
lasers. They don’t just run – they travel by Star
Wars-style speedbike. The game mechanics
aren’t bound by notions of verisimilitude. Like the
game’s totally constructed fiction, and its wholly
concocted technology, the game mechanics can
go anywhere. Magical technology makes games
escapist in the literal sense: it liberates them both
narratively and in terms of the interactions they
can offer players.

But magical technology also panders to a myopic
concept of what videogames are: namely, the
aforementioned and predominating idea that they
should be fun, escapist and mechanically-driven.
The technology inside the world of Alien Isolation
is slow, faltering and fallible, an affront to magical
technology. It’s evidence that, when not used as
mere context for ‘out-there’ mechanics, in-game
technology can nurture a broad and, arguably,
more sophisticated range of emotional responses
from players.

Drink Deep the
Dirt
The Martian colonist game and 202nd IGF winner
sparks controversy – on both Mars and Earth.

Drink Deep the Dirt
Matt Duhamel

This image and cover: NASA

L

ast week the intersolar net was in an uproar
of celebration and debate over the the latest
milestone for MarsCol. The videogame Drink
Deep the Dirt, produced by a small team in Mars
Central Hab, was the first from our sister planet to
win the Seumas McNally grand prize at the 202nd
Independent Games Festival. The award, which
comes with a ₡240,000 prize, is the highest accolade one can receive in the field of videogames.

The Mars game community is still very young,
having been around for just about a decade. With
the advent of real-time comm links between Mars
and Earth via the ‘gates’, life on Mars has shifted
away from the cyclical routine built around the
regular arrivals from Earth. The result is a sense
of freedom and playfulness among younger
Martians as well as new economic opportunities
for creative work. The world of media consumption is nearly-instant on Earth, so until Martians
could participate in the real-time web site, their
work was always arriving too late to be relevant.
Even now, the effects of the seven-decade-long
creative isolation can be felt in the type of work
being created on Mars. The pace of gameplay,
which feels almost languid to regular consumers of Earth videogames, is completely normal to
Martians. Martian games also generally lack the
complex social media components standard to
most Earth titles, a result of decreased demand
due to the small population: less than 120,000
to date. The unique qualities of Martian games
are part of what has powered a growth in their
appreciation here on Earth, with the current IGF
winner being a prime example of the form.

Pens and Swords
Pens and
Swords
The future of games lies with people, rather than
algorithms, acting as dungeon masters.

Tom Hatfield

W

e’re living in an era of procedural generation.
The future of games is the algorithm: levels
are to be designed by algorithms, populated by
autonomous AIs. Designers are trying their best
to reduce the final frontier to simple maths, but
I don’t think it’s going to work, because we’ve
been here before: we just calculated the world
on pen and paper, rather than on a computer.

I’ve spent years playing with pen and
paper roleplaying games, and way back
in the Nineties the industry was all about
simulation. The sandbox was king and
everything was to be modelled in the tiniest detail. That mayor who asked you to clear
out the goblin nest had a full set of stats,
with seven levels of the ‘aristocrat’ class. It
was never clear why we needed to know
that the mayor was level seven, why we
needed to know how many hit points his cat
had. In many ways, the D20 era resembled
a handwritten Dwarf Fortress, only instead
of algorithms we had tables. Lots and lots
of tables.
Complex simulations get bogged down when
you have to manually calculate everything by rolling a strangely shaped die; “The town is being
terrorised by a *rolls 100 sided die* basilisk”. Dice
aren’t particularly good game designers. When
we role-players abdicated our fate to the gods
of probability we found that someone, be it a
player or a games master, had to nudge the story
slightly in one direction or another to get it working. Eventually designers realised they needed
to create games with that in mind.

Diacritica, Wikimedia, CC BY-SA 3.0
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Year Two

Year One: Reloaded

The Best of Us.
Enjoy our second year – Change, Power, Space,
Time, and Heart – in one lovely package. A portion
of sales from Year Two help support the videogame charity SpecialEffect.

Remastered. Reloaded.
The first amazing year of Five out of Ten. Fifty
outstanding essays that refine videogame writing: investigative journalism, personal experiences,
childlike wonder and adult encounters.

#11 – Soul

Escape to Na Pali:
A Journey to the Unreal

Your words are as empty as your soul!
Hear the stories of Rogue Legacy, enter the
rhythm game community, learn about the
games time left behind, trace the fall of Max
Payne, explore adolescence in Kingdom Hearts.

Journey to where you’ve never been.
What does it mean to be alien? What makes videogame journeys worth it? A writing adventure
to the world of the classic videogame Unreal, by
Kaitlin Tremblay and Alan Williamson.

VideoBrains
Talk about games,
with brains.
27th April 2015: EasterBrains
Loading, 97 Stoke Newington Road, Dalston, London N16 8BX
Tom Hatfield, JJ Cheung, Joe Martin, Emma Sinclair,
Esther Maccallum Stuart, Christos Reid
Get tickets: http://bit.ly/videobrains

20th June 2015: All-Day Saturday Party!

Loading, 97 Stoke Newington Road, Dalston, London N16 8BX

25th July 2015: VideoBrains on Tour, Nottingham
The King William IV, 6 Sneinton Road, Nottingham NG2 4PB
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Watch talks online and pitch your own at http://www.videobrains.co.uk
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