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Despite its alleged linearity, time has a habit of creeping up on you
when you least expect it. I was re-reading our first issue, New Horizons,
and I found its age impossible to ignore: elements of design and turns
of phrase that we just wouldn’t use now. If you look on your work from
a few months back and wish you could have done things differently,
that’s a good thing — it shows your work has matured — but you have
to resist the urge to go back and start editing again. In the case of our
first few issues, that urge was impossible to ignore: keep an eye on our
website and Twitter feeds for more information!
This issue, we’re looking to the future as well as the past: please join
me in welcoming our new Managing Editor, Kaitlin Tremblay, who is
also the co-author of our new book Escape to Na Pali: A Journey to the
Unreal. The book is also about time: looking at a classic game through
the lens of today’s experiences, taking a trip to a place that only exists
in your memories. Kaitlin’s first essay for us, ‘It Takes Time’, is a personal
reflection on Mountain and you’ll see much more of her in the issues
that follow. We’ve also got four great features that examine the nature
of time in games: how classics fade over the years, what happens
when online ties get severed, the virtue of patience in stealth and how
characters grow with us during a game.
Thanks to Trevor White, who illustrated Zoya Street’s ‘Failed Men in Failed
Satires’ for our eighth issue and has provided our beautiful front cover.
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Editor-in-Chief of Five out of Ten, occasional contributor to
the New Statesman, Eurogamer and Critical Distance. He
has played thirty hours of Unreal in the last three months
and would quite happily play thirty more.
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A love letter to patience.

have a mountain of deadlines, paperwork that needs
filing, a laundry hamper I’d rather not discuss, and an
inbox tugging at my sleeve like a neglected child. Focus
is not something easily achieved right now, but I have
to write this essay — the one you’re reading now. I want
to write this essay. So I’ve done what I always do when
my brain doesn’t want to get to work. I’ve turned off my
router, full-screened my word processor and, crucially,
put track 20 of the Portal 2 OST (Volume 1) on repeat.
The song is called I Made It All Up, and it is my silver
bullet for a frazzled mind.
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I WAS BORN
FOR THIS
Becky Chambers
I

don’t have the vocabulary to properly talk about
music. I’ve never studied it — unless you count
a few half-hearted years of playing saxophone in
my middle school band — and I’m not musically
inclined. I can’t correctly describe what’s being
pumped through my headphones right now, at
least not in terms of mechanics. There are bouncing notes, made by the plucking of some electronic
chord. They dart and ripple, like drops of water
hitting a pond. There’s no melody, just a scattering
of soft reverberation. This continues for a while,
and the repetition of it makes the dissonance in my
head smooth itself out. But I’m not content yet. I’m
waiting for the best moment of all: the high, clear
flight of a string instrument, soaring undisturbed
above the ripples. It hitches itself to something
deep within my chest and pulls me free.

There has been much written about how game
mechanics often inspire deeply focused productivity in the real world — that is, in the oft used
word and concept “gamification”. Gamers are intimately acquainted with this mindset, one focused
on rewards for progress and the achievement of
goals. Game designer Jane McGonigal discusses
this at length in her book Reality Is Broken, which
makes a case for increasing both productivity and
positivity by infusing our everyday tasks with
game-like systems. I suppose, in some sense, I’m
trying to achieve the same ends when I prescribe
myself a particular game soundtrack. But unlike
the approach McGonigal advocates, I’m not trying
to make my life more game-like. I’m trying to tap
into a place the game took me to, a place anchored
within my brain.

NO
REFUGE
BULLET HELL AND
THE ART OF EXCESS

CHAY CLOSE

E

ver since Space Invaders first shuffled its way across screens in 1978, the
shoot-em-up formula has been engrained in the
public consciousness. From Galaga to Gradius,
the genre’s crude blips and bloops — the sound,
image, and feel of spaceships fighting through
space — has become one of the key characterisations of the medium.

Shoot-em-ups are iconic in their simplicity.
Enemies emerge from one side of the screen;
a lone protagonist sits on the other. This setup
tells the player everything they need to know,
and gives them the tools to progress: a button to
shoot the enemy, and a two-dimensional plane
of movement on which intent is easily translated.
By nature, the shoot-em-up is clear, concise, and
uncomplicated.

Which is perhaps why, for all of its similarities,
the most disorienting thing about the ‘bullet hell’
shooter is that it is profoundly complicated. A direct
descendant of the shoot-em-up, any given bullet
hell game will bear a striking aesthetic resemblance to its predecessors, those blips and bloops
easily identifiable. Both shoot-em-ups and bullet
hell games involve shooting copious amounts of
unthinking enemies that descend toward your ship
from the top of the screen, and both revel in the
simplicity of the one-versus-many struggle. Yet
the bullet hell shooter differs simply because it
offers more: more bullets, more enemies, more
challenge.

It’s strange to think that something so
vast can fit onto such a tiny screen.

Wanderer in a
Sea of Stars
Joe Köller
I

’m playing Out There on my phone, a game
about being stranded in space. Fortunately,
you can jump between star systems, so the
vastness is yours to explore. The star in the last
system I jumped to turned out to be a black hole,
and now I’m low on fuel with no planets nearby
to gather more. There’s another star in range,
about an inch from this one on the map, but I
can’t get there without depleting my reserves.
This next jump will be my last.
At the beginning of the game, Out There
pinpoints the source of a mysterious signal, the
only beacon of hope for your lost little space
farer. It then whizzes you back to your starting location as dozens and dozens of stars
swoosh past. When coming to terms with my
own helplessness, moving through Out There’s
galaxies, I am experiencing the sublime: a joyful
apprehension created by facing something far
greater than myself, beautiful and terrifying all

at once, like the black hole in my path. Space
is a new frontier for confronting the feelings of
insignificance, but humanity’s contemplation of
its place in the grand scheme of things came
long before.
The sublime entered philosophical discourse
in the 18th century when a number of British
thinkers wrote about their trips across the Alps,
describing the peculiar mix of feelings: “[A]n
agreeable kind of horror”, in the words of Joseph
Addison. It is a complex concept, with roots in
ancient philosophy. Throughout the romantic
period, many artists were interested in further
exploring nature’s capacity to be both beautiful and dangerous at the same time. Immanuel
Kant gives his interpretation of the sublime in
his Critique of Judgement, where he differentiates between the dynamically and mathematical
sublime. The former, according to Kant, is inspired
by fearful sights observed from a safe distance:

WHAT
HAPPENED TO THE
MILITARY SHOOTER?

DEATH OF A MARKSMAN

JORDAN GARLAND

I

f the upcoming Battlefield: Hardline is the series’
equivalent of your dad having a midlife crisis
and deciding to become a volunteer community support officer, then Call of Duty: Advanced
Warfare is like the last ten seasons of The
Simpsons, wheeling out Kevin Spacey in a vain,
desperate attempt to fend off irrelevance. These
are the hallmarks of a genre wallowing in its own
dull, grey filth: a genre out of ideas. Quite simply:
why should anybody care?

You could cite Titanfall as a very different beast
from previous military shooters — except that it
sort of isn’t, really. It’s a logical step forward for
the genre at large, but it isn’t revolutionary. It’s
derivative as hell. It hones an accessible chaos,
taking the immediacy of Call of Duty, the frenetic
rinse and repeat in killing or being killed once
every six seconds, combined with the verticality
of Unreal Tournament, jetpacking around urban
playgrounds like a daddy longlegs with nothing
to lose. On paper, this is the perfect composite.
It’s still fun — really fun — but despite enjoying it
to an unhealthy degree for about two weeks, the
feeling waned, and I stopped playing.

There are dog people, cat people, and people like
me who love everything — especially otters. Otters
are great. But whether you’re a fan of hamsters or
harriers, the feelings of affection we have toward
animals are no less genuine than the ones we
feel for humans. In fact, since they don’t truly
reciprocate, the ‘friendships’ we have with our pets
are pure, absolute. They accept us for who we are.

Meg

Creature Comforts
Alan Williamson

V

ideogames have always struggled to meaningfully convey human interactions and emotions.
Even with the best-written characters, the most
engaging motion capture and voice acting, the
impassable aesthetic-technological gulf of the
uncanny valley gets in the way. We find it hard
to empathise with humans in games, because
they just aren’t quite real enough. Their eyes are
glazed over and their faces lumpen, muscle-less,
like looking at figures in a wax museum. Paradoxically, the closer to reality the simulation comes, the
more distanced from it we become. As a computer-generated character moves closer to ‘reality’,
our brain doesn’t need to fill in the gaps in the
representation, so it focuses on the details. This
is where a computer’s representation falls short.

In the battle to create artificial people with human
emotion, we’ve overlooked something obvious
— something close to our hearts. We already
have honorary persons, creatures that feel basic
emotions such as happiness or fear even if they
lack the ability to know what we’re thinking. When
we describe a dog as mischievous or a cat as lazy,
that’s not the animal — that’s your brain, filling in
the gaps. When it comes to games, fake animals
are actually far better suited to eliciting emotions
than fake human actors.
Quite simply, if games want to make us feel
emotions, then games, like that vat of ‘Red Tick
Beer’ in The Simpsons, need more dog.

Jasper

Putting a Name to a Face

H

umans are great at anthropomorphising. We
can project our own expectations of emotions
and feelings onto creatures that can never experience them. Consider a picture of a ‘guilty’ dog
that’s been caught chewing the furniture. Dogs
may not actually feel guilt, of course — but we
attribute it to them anyway. Dogs are great associative learners, and if they adopt a ‘guilty’ posture
in response to a scolding voice, we don’t feel so
mad at them any more. Their behaviour conforms
to our expectations: the next time we use our ‘bad
dog’ voice, they’ll do their guilty pose to get out
of trouble. It works- for dogs and humans alike!

This act of anthropomorphising is behind many
of the internet’s most popular images: ‘Lolcats’
are an obvious example. Ceiling Cat isn’t really
watching you masturbate — Ceiling Cat doesn’t
know what masturbation is — but we can laugh
along with it. This isn’t limited to animals: we see
faces in everything, from Jesus in a piece of toast
to the pocket of a pool table shouting “OM NOM
NOM NOM” as it swallows the eight ball.

One of the many crazes that swept my childhood
was the Tamagotchi, a “digital pet” from Bandai.
According to the ‘Tamagotchi L.i.f.e’ website, which
seems to be as much a part of the Nineties as
the creatures themselves, over 79 million Tamagotchi have been purchased. The quintessential
Tamagotchi lives in a pebble-shaped keychain:
it begins its artificial life as a blob with eyes. As
you care for the Tamagotchi by feeding it pellets
and playing rudimentary games, it evolves into a
variety of creatures which look similar to normal
animals. I had a cheap knockoff digital pet which
was a puppy: it used to wake up in the middle of
the night and defecate all over the LCD screen.
Based on my experiences of puppies, this is actually quite realistic.

Spot

It goes without saying that kids of my generation mourned the deaths of their Tamagotchi like
any other pet, whether the battery died or they
drowned in their own excrement. Another bastion
of Nineties virtual pets were the Norns from Creatures. In an essay for Unwinnable, Jenn Frank
discusses how Creatures augments the inherent
cuteness of the Norns with artificial intelligence:

“In one apocryphal story, a Norn had
become ill, had died, and another Norn —
the two had always been inseparable —
refused to abandon the body. Eventually
both creatures were dead. The devoted
Norn had starved to death by waiting. “You can’t program that!” one of the
software designers had told the (Wired)
magazine excitedly.”

Frank describes keeping her Norns on floppy disks
to prevent their deaths, eventually finding a box
of digital creatures in stasis at her mother’s house.
Eventually, the virtual cats and dogs of Petz and
Nintendogs replaced Norns and Tamagotchi.
These puppies and kittens can’t die — I don’t think
anyone really wants to go through that, in a game
or the real world — although they may run away if
neglected. As players are not made to feel responsible for their Petz, the game becomes more of
a desk toy than and out-and-out life simulation.

Norman

Virtual Hamsters
When it comes to artificial life, you can’t avoid
The Sims, one of a handful of games that appeals
to a massive audience that wouldn’t necessarily
consider themselves to be ‘gamers’. The Sims is
a kind of digital doll’s house combined with the
pre-medicated tension of Mouse Trap: you create
your Sims, giving them unique personality traits
and desires, then set them loose in the neighbourhood and watch the sparks fly. The latest
instalment, The Sims 4, promises “smarter Sims
and weirder stories”. Sims have largely escaped
a trip to the uncanny valley by eschewing realism;
the games deliberately target older hardware in
order to reach customers who have no need for a
liquid-cooled supercomputer. The reason why we
find our Sims so convincing is simple: they are pets.
Yet unlike the Norns or Tamagotchi, players of the
Sims often revel in the death of their creations —
and they lobby the developers for increasingly
inventive ways to kill them off. Sims rarely appeal
directly for their master’s attention, unless one of
their ‘need meters’ is empty and they’re desperately in need of the bathroom, food or companionship. The player observes their Sims from a ‘god’s
eye’ view, similar to other strategy games like
Civilization, which distances us from our Sims,
allowing for acts of dramatic cruelty. In the
grand scheme of pets, Sims aren’t like dogs or
cats — they’re more like hamsters, running

Winston

around a maze we have specifically constructed for
them. Despite the superficial similarities, Sims are
less human than our real-life companion animals.
To complicate matters, Sims can keep their own
pets, too. I spoke to my friend Jordan Erica Webber,
an enthusiastic Simkeeper:
“As the series has progressed the pets have moved
further from being objects and closer to being
characters. In The Sims 3, cats, dogs, and horses
(introduced in the Pets expansion) have names,
needs, wants, relationships, and emotional states.”
“You can play as the pet, directing it to perform
certain actions, though like all Sims if you have
autonomy turned up and don’t keep an eye on
them they might do things you don’t want them to
(e.g. pee on the carpet, chew the furniture).”

Churchill

Dogs & Dragons

Lagi

Sausages
The distinction between Sims and their pets has
blurred over time. In The Sims 3, pets are just
another type of Sim, albeit a little more furry and
diminutive. It’s a similar experience to Rare’s
underrated Viva Piñata, where the player must
cultivate a garden to attract all sorts of adorable,
sugary denizens to Piñata Island. You can name
the piñatas, change their colours by feeding them
flowers, and feel a tinge of loss when a Syrupent
devours your favourite Mousemallow, but there
remains emotional distance between you and your
creatures.
Real pets are more than just zoo animals — they’re
our friends, even if the friendship is a little lopsided. What’s lacking from games like The Sims and
Viva Piñata is the inability for such a friendship
to develop. But other games allow us to form
a real bond with artificial creatures. My earliest
memory of such a bond came from one of my

all-time favourite games, Panzer Dragoon Saga.
The player character, Edge, is rescued from death
by a dragon and the two form a natural partnership. But unlike regular non-player characters in
an RPG, who are usually entwined with the player
due to the demands of the story rather than your
emotional investments, you’re able to interact with
your dragon at campsites across the world.
At first, the dragon doesn’t acknowledge you much.
You approach it and can choose to pet it, or not.
Over time, the bond strengthens with your dragon
— regardless of the story — and you can name it
and even unlock new magical abilities. It lets out
an affectionate screech when you arrive at the
camp and follows you around with a bounce in its
step. You’re dependent on the dragon because
of circumstance, but you become friends through
these interactions.

Someone else’s dog, Fable II (2008)

When it comes to building relationships with artificial characters in games, few have promised as
much — and disappointed as much — as Lionhead
Studios and their Black and White series of ‘god
games’. I remember racing home from school at
the start of the summer holidays when Black and
White was released, agonising over the choice
of titanic creature to be my avatar in this land of
the gods. I chose a tiger, but no matter how many
times I stroked his chin with a rainbow-coloured
leash, we never really bonded. Part of the problem
was that Black and White’s much-hyped artificial
intelligence was, like the rest of the game, riddled
with bugs. Your creature would be in a state of
permanent confusion. It was really nobody’s fault,
but as they cried in fear or had uncontrollable diarrhoea in the middle of a village you couldn’t help
but feel like a bad parent. Like real children, the
creatures didn’t really come with a manual, and
after a few hours I just couldn’t take it any more.
I’ve been playing games for over twenty years, and
the fate of that poor tiger is the saddest moment
of all of them.
In a strange twist, the same AI that powered my
saddest gaming memory is also behind one of my
fondest ones. In Lionhead’s Fable II, you befriend
a dog as a child: the canine companion becomes
your guide through Albion, replacing the need

to rely on mini maps and artificial ‘spider sense’style abilities. The dog growls when danger is
near, defends you from enemies, and barks when
it can smell buried treasure. Or you can just play
fetch or give it a cuddle if you feel like taking a
break from being a hero. Whenever the villain kills
your dog near the game’s conclusion, it’s not just
some emotional cliché of kicking a puppy — you
lose your talisman. The world is quieter and its
secrets are no longer revealed to you. At the end
of Fable II, you are offered a choice: restore the
lives of all those killed by Lucien except your family,
bring back your family and dog, or receive a huge
sum of cash. Virtuous hero that I am, I chose the
dog. I think my family are still in the saved game
somewhere, but I’m not sure — I was having too
much fun with my faithful companion Sausages.
I care more about that collection of polygons and
algorithms than any virtual human I’ve ever met —
possibly even some real-life ones, too. When I sat
down to write this piece, I asked our readers for
pictures of their pets because I knew there were
many of them who would understand that bond.
I’ve cared for and lost pets before, real and virtual
— Homer the hamster, Buster the rabbit, Meg the
golden retriever — and I hope that games continue
to include companion animals: not to allow for loss,
but to allow for friendship.
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It Takes Time

Kaitlin Tremblay

“

These things take time.” This is what my doctor
told me as I sat crying in her office, clutching my
bottle of antidepressants and demanding to know
why I still felt like I didn’t deserve to live.

This is the same thing I say when people ask me
what’s so great about Mountain, the mountain
simulator published by Double Fine and written
by Irish filmmaker and artist David O’Reilly. “It
takes time,” I say, “to see what makes Mountain
so good.”

For a game that say much, a lot has been said
about Mountain. Is it a game? What do we count
as interaction? How do we talk about games
other than in terms of technical or analytical
terms? Questioning the nature of interactivity in
videogames such as Mountain, Brendan Keogh
asks, “At what point did looking and hearing stop
being actions—interactions with a thing—in and of
themselves?” But he also discusses how he found
Mountain to be not about his expected “nothingness”, but more simply about “nothing” at all.
There’s a line in the adventure game Kentucky
Route Zero that has stuck with me: “Keep your
eyes open, especially in the dark.” What do we
see when there’s nothing to be seen? Mountain
is no more profound or evocative than a horoscope — and as someone who regrets getting
their zodiac sign tattooed onto their body, that
statement carries a lot of weight for me. Mountain
is about nothing. But that doesn’t mean nothing
happens.

The Temple of Time

Alan Williamson

W

hat’s your favourite game? What’s the best
game ever? There are millions of possible
answers to this question (and none of them are
Blinx: The Time Sweeper) but critics and players
often vote for The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of
Time. Released for the Nintendo 64 at the end
of 1998, it holds a Guinness World Record as the
most critically acclaimed game of all time. It tops
every magazine reader’s poll. And I… well, I’ve
never played it.
Compared to other media like books and music,
games are more susceptible to the ravages of time.
Most are explicit works of fleeting entertainment
rather than lasting cultural titans — see the yearly
releases of FIFA and Call of Duty - but they’re also
products at the bleeding edge of technology, and
technology ages quickly. Ocarina of Time was the
first Zelda game rendered in three dimensions
compared to the two-dimensional, birds-eyeview of previous Zelda adventures. While modern
games are close to digital paintings in terms of art
quality, the games of 1998 required imagination
to bring life to the angular boxes that populated
their worlds. There’s a reason why games pay
aesthetic homage to the 8- or 16-bit era: no one
wants to go back to the blurry, foggy days of the
PlayStation, Saturn, and N64 — even those of us
who were there at the time! This is why Ocarina
of Time has aged dramatically, but A Link to the
Past remains relatively fresh.

Silence from a Dead Land
Joe Köller

I

n the heart of Lordran, connecting the Undead
Parish with Anor Londo, there’s a place called
Sen’s Fortress: a stronghold filled with perilous
walkways, swinging axes, and rolling boulders.
During the many attempts it took me to navigate
these traps successfully, one question crossed
my mind several times: who is Sen? The origin of
the location’s name is never established. Maybe
Sen’s Fortress is named after a person, but why
would they have designed such a labyrinth? Some
have explained the name as a mistranslation of the
Japanese sen, meaning ‘thousand’, while others
refer to Senhime, the daughter of a Japanese
Shogun from the 17th century. We’ll never know
for sure.
Dark Souls deliberately makes you a stranger in
its world. The game begins with your character
locked in the Undead Asylum. You have been
imprisoned there because of a curse that makes
it impossible for you to die, but will eventually
destroy your old self in a process of constant
reincarnation. When you are set free and return
to Lordran, looking for a way to lift the curse,
you discover that it has spread beyond control:
the rest of the world’s inhabitants are as dead
as you. Lordran is filled with those the curse has
broken and a few who are barely clinging on to
their sanity; there’s certainly nobody you can ask
for directions.

Down and Out
in Dwarf Fortress

Chay Close

F

rom Commander Shepard’s fight against
alien invasion in Mass Effect to Gandhi’s bid
for world conquest in Civilization, a large number
of videogames are concerned with securing a
place in history. More often than not, the player
is the crux of a grand narrative: a story that will
be written about for years to come. Non-player
characters are reduced to footnotes, their stories
but stepping stones, if not outright hindrances, on
the player’s quest for glory.

Viewed from a distance, Bay 12’s Dwarf Fortress
fits easily into this tradition. Dropped into a sprawling, procedurally-generated world, the player is
cast in the role of a leader and asked to develop
a dwarven civilization. With a gathering of citizens ready to take orders under their wing, they
are offered the opportunity to contribute to their
world’s history: to stitch together their own grand
narrative, in the hopes of leaving some sort of
lasting mark on the world around them.
A sandbox civilization sim, Dwarf Fortress doesn’t
have a stated goal, but instead threatens to last
until the end of time — or, more likely, until the
player’s fortress crumbles as a result of enemy
invasion or garden-variety negligence. From one
fortress to the next, the world is persistent: the
tales of any given civilization or dwarf could potentially be passed down on to the next. Naturally, the
first-time player will want to involve themselves in
their world’s history as much as possible, to see
their influence spread through the ages.

Dear Stealth Games...

Becky Chambers

Dear Stealth Games,
We’re not exclusive, you and I. You’ve never
been the only genre in my life. I’ve been going
steady with RPGs for a long time, and I do love
a summer fling with a shooter. But you...you’re
something else. You, I’ll always make time for.
I’ll never forget how we met. It was my freshman year in college, and one of my fellow
dorm residents handed me his copy of Thief
II. It was unlike anything I’d ever played. It
had the adrenaline punch of an action game,
the complexity of a good puzzle, the pace
of a late night fox trot — slow, slow, quick,
quick. Throughout that game, your allure
was palpable. From the moment I let that
first water arrow fly, I was smitten. I watched
as my target — a burning torch — fizzled into
smoke. I heard the sounds of guards nearby,
and suddenly, darkness became a comfort.
I understood what it was you wanted of me.
You didn’t want me to run in, guns blazing,
and blood spattering. No, you wanted me
to think things through. You wanted me to
savour every moment.
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