


 Game analysis allows us to understand games better, providing insight into 
the player–game relationship, the construction of the game, and its socio-
cultural relevance. As the fi eld of game studies grows, videogame writing 
is evolving from the mere evaluation of gameplay, graphics, sound, and 
replayablity to more refl ective writing that manages to convey the complex-
ity of a game and the way it is played in a cultural context. 

  Introduction to Game Analysis  serves as an accessible guide to analyzing 
games using strategies borrowed from textual analysis. Clara Fernández-
Vara’s concise primer provides instruction on the basic building blocks of 
game analysis—examination of context, content and reception, and formal 
qualities—as well as the vocabulary necessary for talking about videogames’ 
distinguishing characteristics. Examples are drawn from a range of games, 
both digital and non-digital—from  Bioshock  and  World of Warcraft  to 
Monopoly—and the book provides a variety of exercises and sample analy-
ses, as well as a comprehensive glossary and ludography. 

  Clara Fernández-Vara  is Associate Arts Professor at the Game Center, New 
York University. She teaches courses on videogame theory and game narra-
tive, and works as a freelance game designer and writer. As a researcher, her 
main interest is in exploring the integration of stories and gameplay, as well 
as developing theoretical frameworks to understand games better. 
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

 Waiting in line on the fi rst day of PAX East , I overheard two video-
game fans talking about  Dragon Age.  Th ey were sharing their opinions about 
the game, which they had enjoyed. Th ey talked about how the writing was 
great, as one could expect of Bioware, but the graphics still needed another 
pass; the smooth gameplay made up for some of the graphical glitches. Th e 
game was the right length; this mission was fun. Th en they moved on to 
talk about a series of fantasy novels, whose title I did not pick up. According 
to these fans, the novels had very engaging characters, whose story across 
the novels was consistent but also surprising; they particularly loved how 
believable the dialogue was, which managed to blend contemporary lan-
guage with a fantasy setting. Th e writing style was not pretentious, and it 
built a world they wanted to be part of. Th ey recapitulated their favorite 
chapters, and why they liked them. 

 What shocked me about this overheard conversation was the diff erence 
between how they discussed videogames and novels. While their opinion of 
 Dragon Age: Origins  () rated a laundry list of high-level concepts of game 
reviews, they discussed fantasy novels from their experience as readers, using 
a much more specifi c vocabulary, and providing arguments based on spe-
cifi c aspects of the novel. Th eir opinion of videogames was based on a series 
of sliding scales (gameplay, graphics, story), whereas their discussion on the 
novels centered on a more nuanced discussion on why they liked them. 

 � 
 The�Whys�and�
Wherefores�of�
Game Analysis 



 Th e Whys and Wherefores of Game Analysis

 Th e diff erence in discourse made me realize one of the main problems of 
videogame analysis and criticism. Videogame fans talk about games by bor-
rowing terms from game reviews, which at the same time cover the talk-
ing points provided by marketing: Fantastic graphics! Immersive gameplay! 
Hollywood-like stories! It is not a problem of literacy—these two fans were 
able to provide thoughtful criticism, and they knew the game well. However, 
their vocabulary to talk about games was not on a par with how they dis-
cussed novels. In my own experience as a teacher, I have seen the same shift 
in students who can produce a thoughtful and solid fi lm analysis, but then 
shift to a casual, shallow register when they write about a game. 

 Th e guidelines presented in this book are based on my own experience as 
a media and game studies teacher, as a researcher and as a developer. Con-
versations like the one I overheard at PAX are part of my inspiration for 
this book—I want students who are passionate about games to snap out of 
their shallow discourse and use their knowledge to discuss games with the 
depth and nuance they deserve, since they often demonstrate the knowl-
edge and capacity they need. My goals also include reaching out to those 
who may not consider themselves “gamers” or “board game geeks,” but who 
would like to learn more about games by playing them. A third group this 
book is intended for are scholars with a background in the humanities and 
social sciences, who want to extend their appreciation of media to games, 
both digital and non-digital. Although they may feel comfortable applying 
the theories and methods of literature, fi lm, or communication studies to 
games, the goal here is to highlight what are the aspects of games that not 
only defi ne them, but also distinguish them from other media. 

 For those readers who may already come from an established humanistic 
or social sciences fi eld, the main hurdle to enter game studies is perhaps a 
pervading skepticism about whether games, digital or not, can become a 
medium worthy of study, as literature, theater, or fi lm already are. Games 
discourse is not usually associated with academic conferences, but rather 
with television hosts recycled from MTV hyping forthcoming releases, or 
newscasters talking about the uproar about the violence in the latest best-
selling game. Th e academic study of games, however, is much older than 
people may think—Johan Huizinga’s  Homo Ludens,  one of the foundational 
texts of game studies, discusses play as an essential aspect of cultural prac-
tice, and was published in ;     psychologist Jean Piaget discussed the role 
of play in child development in his book  La Formation du Symbole chez 
L’enfant; Imitation, Jeu et Rêve, Image et Représentation  in .     Although 
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the fi eld of game studies is young, it is also becoming an established aca-
demic fi eld rather fast. At the end of the s, scholars like Espen Aarseth 
or Jesper Juul started calling attention to games as their focus of study;     the 
fi rst issue of the academic journal  Game Studies  was published in July .     
Th e Digital Games Research Association (DiGRA) conference started back 
in . 

 As we will see in the following chapters, a sophisticated discourse on games 
does exist. Unfortunately, only a very small group of scholars, and an even 
smaller number of practitioners and critics, are familiar with it these days. 
At present, mainstream videogame journalism and industry dominate the 
creation of analytical models in relation to popular culture—it is more likely 
that videogame fans will read a videogame review or a development blog 
than any of the papers given at the DiGRA conference. Th is is why these 
pages introduce readers to exemplary texts from a variety of sources, focus-
ing on academic analyses of games. 

 Th e infl uence of marketing on the discourse, particularly in the area of digi-
tal games, is not negligible. Game reviews are one of the fi rst (and often 
only) types of game writing that mainstream audiences are exposed to. Th is 
type of writing is subject to a series of economic pressures that condition 
its content, particularly in North America. An online visit to some of the 
major websites specializing in videogames will probably reveal a site plas-
tered with huge advertisements of the latest videogame releases. Publishers 
also provide journalists and videogame reviewers early access to the games 
provided they do not publish anything before a specifi c deadline. If the site 
posts any news that breaks the embargo, its staff  will not get advance copies 
of games and publishers will withdraw their advertisements from the site, 
preventing the site both from having early content and taking away revenue 
from advertising. Subjectivity is inevitable (and even necessary) in reviews; 
the issue is that, in some specialized sources, the revenue model can infl u-
ence the content to the point that some reviews are overtly biased towards 
the positive. 

 Th ere is a space for videogame reviews as consumer reports; the problem 
is that those reviews are often skewed by economic interests.     Plus there is 
a need for other types of journalistic writing—fortunately, some journalists 
are already opening the way. Th e state of videogame reviews is not going to 
be solved overnight, and it is not a problem that will be tackled directly here. 
My concern is that there is no reason for writers outside those specialized 
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sites to replicate that kind of discourse, particularly in academia. Scholars 
should be able to talk about what we like and what we do not with a certain 
level of nuance, understanding our role as players and how our experience 
may diff er from other people’s, being able to explain what it means to have 
a user interface that does not follow conventional confi gurations, or discuss 
the diff erences between the male and female player characters in terms of 
mechanics. Th ere is so much more that game analysis can talk about beyond 
the quality of the graphics or the diffi  culty curve. 

 A more sophisticated way to talk about games is useful to both scholars and 
gamers. Th e goal of this book is to make the tools of academic analysis more 
accessible to everyone. Many schools are starting to incorporate the study 
of games in their curricula, particularly in departments of social sciences 
and the humanities, and it may be diffi  cult to know where to start or how 
the new subject fi ts with the rest of the materials covered. Game analysis is 
also relevant to practice-driven schools, or computer science departments, 
because they need to be familiar with pre-existing works and what they have 
done in order to understand them as well as create innovative games. 

 My goal is also to encourage everyone with an interest in games to learn 
more about them and produce thoughtful refl ections. If you consider your-
self a gamer who breathes and lives in game worlds, my aim is to take advan-
tage of your expertise and apply it to examining games systematically, within 
a specifi c academic domain and approach. Having an extensive knowledge 
of games is obviously helpful to analyze games; in my classes, I try to take 
advantage of the personal investment my students already have as a motiva-
tion. My teaching focuses on the aspects of games that can provide material 
for analysis, their interrelationships, and how those aspects can be tackled 
from diff erent perspectives. Analysis is also a tool for budding game design-
ers, who can learn about diverse design aesthetics and develop a vocabulary 
to understand games better, as well as to communicate their designs to the 
people they work with. 

 Th e guidelines in this book should also be helpful to those who do not con-
sider themselves game experts. Th e strategies here are not strict guidelines; 
they provide some considerations to be made when tackling games, a map 
of the diff erent building blocks of the analysis, and a series of comparative 
examples. Th e idea is to help writers fi nd their own way into games and 
how to talk about them, making use of what they already know, even if it 
is not games but other media. We must also remember we do not have to 
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limit ourselves to videogames, and that there are many types of games—
playground games, card games, board games, arcade games, casual games, 
shooter games, to name but a few—which can all be dissected and discussed. 

 By providing tools to analyze games in a cultivated way and promoting the 
generalization of academic discourse, my hope is that the readers of this 
book realize that there are many ways to talk about games. Improving the 
discourse will allow players to engage with games in novel ways, and become 
more critical of what they play. In fi lmic terms, it is similar to the diff erence 
between a  moviegoer,  who is someone who goes to the movies regularly to 
be entertained, and a  cinephile,  who is a more demanding audience member, 
has an extensive knowledge of fi lm history, and can articulate the relevance 
of a movie and relate it to other works. In a similar way, we need more 
diversity of ways to engage with games, ranging from the casual player to the 
 ludophile  who knows about the history and form of the medium in depth. 

 Th e foundation to a more sophisticated discourse on games is to understand 
them as  texts.  Th e methods I propose here are strategies for textual analysis 
applied to games, both digital and non-digital, derived from a humanistic 
background. Th is raises a set of questions, which I will address in the follow-
ing sections: How are games texts? What is textual analysis? What can we 
learn through the analysis of games? 

 � HOW	ARE	GAMES	TEXTS? 

 Th e term  text  is usually associated with the written word, which is also part 
of the dictionary defi nition. Because the practice of textual analysis has a 
strong tradition in the humanities, particularly in literature, the phrase has 
persisted in relation to reading and writing. As someone with a strong back-
ground in literature, I studied poems and novels, for example. When study-
ing theater, however, it became evident that the text alone was not enough, 
because the meaning of the text would also depend on the way the actor 
would deliver a certain line, and the context of the performance. In this case, 
the term  text  also applies to the performance of the play or an excerpt from 
it. “To be or not to be” means something diff erent depending on the actor 
playing it and the overall concept of the production, even if the words do 
not change. I realized that what  text  means extends to other artifacts that 
can also be objects of study: from literal text, such as a novel, philosophi-
cal essays, or historical documents, to non-written or even non-verbal text, 
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such as movies or paintings, to sports events or broadcasts. Th is is not my 
discovery—French theorist Roland Barthes, in his book  Mythologies,  pro-
vides a classical example of how the concept of text can be applied to activi-
ties and artifacts that may also be a form of human expression.     Th e articles 
included in the book examine the cultural status of items such as red wine 
and detergents, to activities such as professional wrestling or striptease. 

 Textual commentary can also take many shapes and forms, from a very sys-
tematic analysis that helps develop specifi c theoretical concepts. For exam-
ple, Gérard Genette’s  Narrative Discouse: An Essay in Method  is a book-long 
analysis take on Proust’s multi-volume novel  À la Recherche du Temps Perdu  
( Remembrance of Th ings Past ), which at the same time is developing a con-
ceptual framework to understand general structures of narrative discourse.     
A very diff erent form of textual analysis can take advantage of the proper-
ties of digital media, creating a free-form multimedia essay, such as Peter 
Donaldson’s article on Shakespeare’s  Th e Tempest,  which invites the reader 
to explore the essay to convey the multi-layered, complex nature of the play 
and one of its fi lm adaptations,  Prospero’s Books  ().     

 Th is broad understanding of the term allows us to approach games as texts, 
whether they use cardboard, computers, or spoken words. We can study 
games as a cultural production that can be interpreted because they have 
meaning. Th eir cultural signifi cance can derive from the context of play: who 
plays games, why and how, how does the practice of playing relate to other 
socio-cultural activities and practices. Meaningful play also results from the 
player interacting with the systems and representations of the game. Th us, 
when we analyze games, we study meaning within the game (meaningful 
play) and around it (cultural signifi cance). Th e text is not limited to the work 
itself, but also to where the text is interpreted and by whom. 

 If we consider games texts, we can also understand them better by analyz-
ing what Gérard Genette calls  paratexts —texts that surround the main text 
being analyzed, which transform and condition how the audience interprets 
that main text.     Texts such as the author’s name or the title, reviews, or 
discussions about the work can predispose the audience to read the text a 
certain way. For example, some readers may be more willing to engage with 
a novel if the writer is a renowned author; if the work comes from a new 
novelist, readers may be more critical. Again, these texts do not necessarily 
have to be written, since we are using the term in a broad sense. In video-
game terms, paratexts would include the box of the game, the instruction 
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manual, the game’s commercial website, reviews, and interviews with the 
developers, as well as other media, from other games to commercials or 
fi lms that may have been inspired by the game or spawned by it. Extending 
Genette’s concept to videogames allows us to understand how they become 
complex media artifacts in the light of these paratexts, since they provide 
further layers of interpretation. Th e building blocks described in the con-
text area of  Chapter   deal with the variety of paratexts that we can use to 
analyze the game. 

 One of the challenging issues when writing about games, particularly when 
bringing methods and approaches from literature, fi lm, or communication 
studies, is whether games can actually be understood as a new way of com-
munication. Mark P. Wolf entitled one of the earliest books in the game stud-
ies fi eld  Th e Medium of the Video Game;      the word  medium  seems to imply 
that there is a message in them. Games as an expressive medium, however, 
are hardly a one-way method of communication where the designer “tells” a 
message to the player. Th e player is a necessary part of the text; it is diffi  cult 
to fi nd games where there is no player input,     as the game is not really a 
complete text without a player that interprets its rules and interacts with it. 
When we study games, we investigate how players engage with the text at 
diff erent levels: how players understand the rules, and follow or break them, 
how players create goals for themselves, how they communicate with each 
other, to name but a few. Th e materials can be very rich—Mia Consalvo’s 
book  Cheating  deals with the diff erent ways in which players defi ne cheating 
in games, how they cheat, and how it changes the game.     

 Players can also communicate and relate to each other through the game—
after all, most games without computers are social activities. Th erefore, 
some of the processes that can be studied if we consider games a medium 
are how players connect to each other through the game. Some games do 
incorporate responses to the designer, such as a table-top role-playing game 
where the players talk directly to the game master, or playground games 
where players are constantly inventing, negotiating, and arguing about the 
rules. In others, the cycle of feedback may take longer, with players post-
ing on online forums what they like or dislike about a game. Even though 
games are not usually a two-way medium where the player can respond to 
the designer of the game, the necessary participation of the player and their 
interpretation constitutes a cycle that can be understood as a medium. It may 
be the case that there is no designer to talk back to, because it is a folk game 
(like Poker or Go Fish), which may prove that the communication is not 
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between the player and the designer, but rather between the player and the 
game. If players do not like Old Maid, they will not complain to the designer, 
even if there was one. If they do not like the rules, they will simply change 
them and adapt them to how they want to play.     

 So games are a strange medium, where the communication takes place as a 
constant cycle of players making sense of the game, fi guring out what they 
want to do, and seeing what happens. It is a medium that, by necessity, estab-
lishes a dialogue between the game and the players, and amongst players. 

 Some aspects of games can be analyzed from the standpoint of other media, 
such as examining cinematics from a fi lm studies point of view, or from 
visual design. Th e purpose of this book, however, is to call attention to how 
games are diff erent from other media. Rather than limiting ourselves to 
thinking about games as a medium to convey messages, we can think of them 
as artifacts that encode certain values and ideas, which players decode and 
engage with as they play. Mary Flanagan argues that game developers should 
be more aware of the values that their games incorporate, and use them as 
an expressive device.     An example of the type of issue Flanagan talks about 
is the arcade game  Death Race  (), whose creators thought it would be 
funny to have a game where the goal is to run pedestrians over, then mark-
ing a tombstone on the spot where the person was killed. Even with blocky 
graphics in black and white, the game caused one of the earliest controversies 
about videogame violence in the US.      Death Race  was interpreted as a mes-
sage inciting players to violence by people who did not play it; however, their 
creators and many players thought it was a fun game and did not think about 
the implications of their design decisions. Similar controversies repeat peri-
odically, only the games get better graphics and sound and more complex 
design. What we can learn from this story is that games can be read diff er-
ently depending on the audience, and that the system of the game embod-
ies certain values which can also be the subject of interpretation. Once we 
accept that games are a type of texts, we can analyze them as such. 

�  WHAT	IS	TEXTUAL	ANALYSIS? 

 Th ere are multiple methods to help us understand our reality, which change 
depending on the fi eld we come from and what we want to learn. Th e prac-
tice of textual analysis cuts across diff erent disciplines, both in the humani-
ties and the social sciences: literature, philosophy, history, anthropology, 
communication and media studies. 
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 Textual analysis is the in-depth study of a text in the sense discussed above, 
using the text as a sample or case study to understand a specifi c issue or 
topic. By using inductive reasoning and analyzing specifi c texts, we can 
develop general theories that can be applied to other works. Th e strategies 
of textual analysis go beyond interpreting the piece or event itself: part of it 
is trying to make sense of the text, while it may also address the varied ways 
in which diff erent people can interpret it, as was the case in the  Death Race  
controversy. 

 We have a general disposition to make sense of texts, often without formal 
training, in practices that can be observed in everyday life—conversations 
between friends after going to the cinema, reviews in consumer websites, 
book clubs, and discussions of last night’s sporting match. We constantly 
try to unravel the texts that we engage with on a daily basis; it is natural 
curiosity. Th e game fans whose conversation I overhead at PAX East were 
precisely doing informal text analysis, as a way to share and enjoy their 
media experiences and making sense of them together. It was precisely that 
impulse which probably took them to the convention in the fi rst place, in 
order to fi nd like-minded people with whom to talk about their favorite 
games and to partake of the culture surrounding games. Th us analysis is 
not only a form of deeper engagement, but also of creating communities 
that play them critically and create a discourse based on those texts. Th ose 
communities may be academics, journalists, or fans; they may also be the 
practitioners who produce those texts and need a discourse to communi-
cate with each other. 

�  GAME	ANALYSIS	FOR	ALL 

 So if we practice textual analysis naturally and we do it so often, what 
is the point of getting formal training? What are the benefi ts of learn-
ing academic methods for text analysis? Isn’t that a bit of cultural snob-
bism? In everyday life, people may associate the academic approach to 
media analysis with high-brow fi lm critics haunting art-house cinemas, 
for example, who seem to speak another language and with whom general 
audiences fi nd it diffi  cult to relate to. Academic critics may pan a fi lm that 
may later become a cultural reference, encouraging the divide between 
everyday audiences and the academic realm. It has happened before—
Alfred Hitchcock’s  Psycho  () was received with mixed reviews when it 
was released,     and yet today it remains a point of reference for fi lmmakers 
and critics alike. 
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 Is this book encouraging an elitist approach to analyzing and discussing 
games? Well, yes and no. First of all, nothing will prevent the informal analy-
sis of games, which is second nature to so many people. What is at stake here 
is fostering structured, systematic, and methodical ways to discuss games, 
similar to the ones that already exist for literature, fi lm, theater, non-fi ction, 
documentaries, and philosophy, for example. We need to construct an aca-
demic discourse that allows us to relate games to other media as well as 
other academic fi elds, to help expand and improve our knowledge. Th ere is 
a need to include games in the map of academic study, because the study of 
games is eminently interdisciplinary, as we will see. In the end, more sophis-
tication is a means to broaden the types of discourse in relation to games, 
expanding the spectrum of ways of understanding them depending on one’s 
background, the context of play, and so on. It is not that the pre-existing 
discourse should disappear; rather, what we need is a wider variety of ways 
to talk about games. 

 Encouraging more sophisticated ways of discussing games is a way to 
include game knowledge as a way of cultural capital. Pierre Bourdieu defi nes 
 cultural capital  as the kinds of knowledge that allow one to acquire power 
and status, such as formal education and specifi c skills.     At the moment, 
the contribution of games and game studies to cultural capital is limited, 
mostly because the general knowledge of games is usually derived from the 
marketing of games and the generation of hype about certain titles, which 
trickles down to journalistic articles and blog posts. Th is type of knowledge 
is usually not as useful to acquire “power and status”; rather, it is often con-
sidered a waste of time. By improving the discourse on games, we can make 
it so that being well-versed in games can be admirable and knowing about 
games an intellectual currency. 

 Being able to discuss games in a cultured manner is not the exclusive 
realm of “gamers” or hard-core players—the key is not playing a lot, but 
playing well. What “playing well” means depends on the context. Accord-
ing to Drew Davidson, “playing well” in this context means enjoying the 
experience, understanding the game, and, more importantly, being able to 
explain what one likes or not and why, without using terms that marketing 
dictates.     One plays well by being able to understand the social setup of a 
game, by interpreting games as a performative activity, by breaking down 
how participation in a fi ctional world is structured, by being able to appre-
ciate the beauty of a system, by spotting the references to other games or 
other media, and tracing the variations or innovations with respect to other 
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games. Understanding the complexity of games as activities, as well as their 
expressive means and features as aesthetic objects, implies expanding the 
ways in which we can enjoy games, digital or not. 

 Th e goal of textual analysis in general, and this approach to game analysis in 
particular, focuses less on making value judgments on the game and more 
on appreciating how we make sense of them. Creating a game canon, which 
includes games that are “good” or “the best” and which serve as a referent 
to all in the fi eld, is not necessarily a way to improve games knowledge as 
cultural capital. A game canon lays a common ground, a series of compass 
points for those who enter the discourse, allowing us to chart the corpus of 
the texts that we study. A canon, however, can also limit the fi eld of study, 
again by using elitism as a criterion. Moreover, often the prime candidates 
that would be popularly included in a game canon are bestsellers; if we 
think of digital games, the list could include works such as  Super Mario 
Bros.  (),  Halo  (), or  Singstar  (), once more displaying the 
power and infl uence of marketing. Determining which are the best games 
to label them as the games worth playing or analyzing is reducing our fi eld 
of study. What we want is to expand the fi eld—the method here provided 
is all-inclusive, where games are all worth studying, thus opening up the 
possibility of discovering smaller, forgotten games, encouraging the practice 
of game archeology in order to highlight works that may have been over-
looked, and fi nding new meanings in games that at fi rst may have seemed 
trite. If our goal is to learn, there is so much that we can gather from playing 
fl awed games, as well as the top of the crop. 

 Games as texts can be tackled from two angles: as works connected to other 
works, or as works that can be read in diff erent ways. In the fi rst instance, 
we can look for what diff erent games have in common, fi nding recurring 
patterns in their design, topics, aesthetics, and so on. Alan McKee calls this 
a structuralist approach,     which points at the work of theorists like Barthes, 
mentioned above, or Claude Lévi-Strauss, an anthropologist who discussed 
the commonalities between diff erent cultures and societies. On the other 
hand, we can focus on the processes of sense-making while playing a game, 
the context in which it is played, and how it may be understood by diff er-
ent audiences. McKee calls these post-structuralist strategies, relating this 
approach to the work of scholars like Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, or 
Julia Kristeva. Going back to the  Death Race  example, a structuralist anal-
ysis would focus on how it continued the tradition of two-player arcade 
games, such as  Computer Space  () or  Pong  (), or how driving in 
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the game maps the two steering-wheel controllers to a top-down view of 
a fi eld, or what the game may have to do with the movie that supposedly 
inspired it. Reading the game from a post-structuralist view, we could talk 
about why people who had not even played the game were so upset, and 
their understanding of what an interactive medium is, and compare it to the 
approach of the designers, documented in various interviews. Discussing 
how the game may seem very tame (or not) by today’s standards and why 
may be another productive avenue of discussion. 

 Th is book provides an overview of a series of building blocks that can help 
writers following either approach, structuralist or post-structuralist. We 
can follow one or the other depending on what we want to learn from the 
game. My goal with this book is to provide a rich framework that allows us 
to understand the complexity of our subject matter and the multiplicity of 
ways in which audiences can engage with the texts.     

 Game analysis is also a necessary tool to develop the concepts and vocabu-
lary of game studies, which is still a relatively young fi eld of study. Using 
an inductive method (that is, extracting general principles from specifi c 
examples), we can fi nd overarching concepts that allow us to understand 
a wider range of games. Th ese concepts allow us to relate games and their 
development, as part of the structuralist approach just described. Doug 
Church complains about the limited vocabulary to talk about games, par-
ticularly within the practice of game design, and calls for the development 
of what he calls  formal abstract design tools,  derived from the analysis of 
specifi c games.     By examining closely the design of exemplary games, he 
comes up with concepts that allow not only explaining how the game works, 
but also identifying elements of the game that can be used to understand 
other games and make design connections between them. One such exam-
ple is “Perceivable Consequence: A clear reaction from the game world to 
the action of the player,” which is identifi ed both as a good element that 
helps the player know that her actions are meaningful in the game world, 
and as a design strategy to help the player understand the consequences 
of her actions in the game. Th ere has been a growing number of academic 
works to develop those formal abstract design tools, in the form of refer-
ence libraries or dictionaries, such as the Game Design Patterns project or 
the Game Ontology.     Th e conceptual framework to understand how games 
tick and how we relate to games is still a work in progress; Church’s proposal 
to derive tools from the close reading of actual games and comparisons 
between them helps in developing those concepts in context. Th e strategy 
is not new—in the fourth century  b.c.e.,  Aristotle generated the terms for 
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his  Poetics  from the close reading of theater plays and epic poetry, creating 
a series of concepts that helped describe and compare the texts.     Following 
Aristotle’s steps, we can generate terms that allow us to describe them with 
nuance and depth. 

�   THE	BUILDING	BLOCKS	AND	AREAS	
OF	STUDY	OF	GAME	ANALYSIS 

 Starting an analysis can be daunting, because there are so many things one 
can talk about. In order to ease our way into analysis, its building blocks can 
be divided into three interrelated areas: the  context,  the  game overview,  and 
the  formal aspects.  Each area comprises a series of building blocks, which 
writers can select to analyze a game. Th ink of these building blocks as plas-
tic bricks that one assembles to construct the analysis—depending on what 
the analysis is for, the writer will use some pieces instead of others. Th ese 
building blocks can be interrelated, so that in the same way that a door piece 
may need a hinge piece to build a doorway, there are analysis building blocks 
that usually go together. For example, when Camper discusses the graphic 
style of  La Mulana  (), he appeals to two diff erent building blocks: 
 technology and the representation.     With respect to the technology, the 
game runs in current computers but it is developed to evoke the looks of 
games developed for an older computer standard, the MSX, whose pro-
cessing capabilities were much more limited. Alongside the discussion on 
technology, Camper discusses the aesthetics of the visual representation 
of the game, and how the careful choices to evoke a specifi c technology 
become an artistic statement. 

 Th ere are many building blocks that we can use to construct the analysis of 
a game. Th is book presents three general areas in order to make them more 
accessible. Each diff erent area may provide a diff erent focus to our analysis: 
the social sciences may focus on the context of the game or its reception, 
specifi cally in relation to players and communities, whereas game designers 
may want to discuss the formal aspects. 

 Interrelated building blocks can be the connection between the diff erent 
areas, meaning that while we analyze a game, we are not limited to one 
specifi c set. In the example of  La Mulana  above, the two building blocks 
fall into two diff erent areas: while the technology used for the game and the 
technology it pays homage to are part of the context, the representation can 
be discussed as part of its formal qualities. 
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 Th e following is a brief overview of the diff erent areas of analysis of games. 
Th e introductions in  Chapters , ,  and    will provide a more extensive 
description of these areas, as well as the building blocks that they comprise. 

 Th e Context   Th e context of the game comprises the circumstances in 
which the game is produced and played, as well as other texts and com-
munities that may relate to it. Although some literary scholars defend that 
textual commentary should be limited to the text itself, ignoring the context 
in which it is produced overlooks aspects that may be essential to under-
standing the text. Th e importance of context may be obvious in historical 
analyses, which must by necessity refer to the socio-political circumstances 
that produced texts like a newspaper article or a political discourse. Th ere 
are other cases where the context is essential to disambiguate specifi c com-
ponents of the text. For example, the Bible uses  thou  as the second person 
singular pronoun because that was the linguistic norm of the time; if a con-
temporary text uses it, it can be a sign of wanting to evoke a specifi c time 
period, or a reference to the Bible. In many fantasy videogames, such as 
 Ultima VII: Th e Black Gate  (), characters speak using  thou  as part of 
the language of the fantasy world in which they take place, marking that we 
are far from everyday life. Th e same word can thus have diff erent connota-
tions depending on the context and who is reading it; what applies to a word 
can also be extended to a larger text. Th us, when we are analyzing a game, 
we have to take into account these other circumstances that may aff ect the 
way we understand it as a text. 

 An illustration of how context can aff ect the way we understand a game is 
 Resistance: Fall of Man  (). Its release met the disapproval of the Church 
of England, because one of the levels takes place within Manchester Cathedral. 
Th e Church of England considered that having a battle within a digital version 
of the temple was a desecration, as well as copyright infringement.     Th e legal 
claims here were dismissed, although Sony, publisher of the game, released 
a public apology about the level. Th is controversy is part of the context, and 
helps us understand the game, which seems to pride itself upon the realism of 
the locations to the point of copying real places.     Th e game takes place in an 
alternate history, so the similarities with the real world are an important part. 

 Game Overview   Th is area focuses on the content, the basic features 
that distinguish the game from others, and how it has been read, appropri-
ated, and modifi ed by diff erent audiences. Th ese building blocks provide us 
with a summary that gives us an idea of what the game is about and who 
plays it, as a way to identify it. 
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 Th e game overview covers the information that players need in order to get 
started. Players do not play games for their digital properties and structures, 
but because they mean something to them. Even as a pastime, games provide a 
means to relax and meditate, to enact power fantasies, to explore, to learn about 
fantasy worlds as well as the real world, to make friends, to blow off  steam. 
Games can also be provocative texts that prompt players to create their own 
interpretations and parallel texts, such as creating their own levels, drawing their 
favorite characters, or writing stories based on the games they play. Although 
the analysis of fan-made texts is beyond the scope of this book, these paratexts 
(remember: texts outside of the work being analyzed but directly related to it)     
can also help gaining a deeper and complex understanding of a game. 

 When analyzing a videogame, one has to take into account the player’s posi-
tion in the game. As a performance activity, the game is not complete until 
the player participates in it, and therefore the player is also part of the con-
tent of the game.     It is certainly an ambiguous position, since the player is 
also part of the context of the game. It is very diffi  cult to account for the role 
of the player in the game, because diff erent players will participate diff er-
ently, and will therefore transform the text being analyzed. Th is also means 
that the person analyzing the game is part of it too, and their approach to 
the game as players will also color how they understand it. 

 Th e design of a game usually encourages certain types of interactions, which 
is one of the aspects that we can explore. Games provide  aff ordances,  which 
defi ne what the player can do, and curtail other actions, thus defi ning the 
space of possibility of the game. For example, in  Super Mario Bros.  (), 
the player controls Mario, who can run, jump, and pick up objects, get rid of 
enemies by avoiding them or jumping on them, and grow larger by picking 
up a magic mushroom. Th is limited repertoire of actions allows Mario not 
only to traverse the world, but also to increase the fi nal score. Th e game, 
however, does not let Mario talk to the enemies and ask them politely to 
pass by, or use the coins to buy a vehicle that would make him run faster. 
Th e intersection between what the player can do in the game and what is 
not aff orded is the possibility space of the game.     

 Formal Aspects   Th e area dealing with the formal aspects studies how 
the text is constructed, the pieces that make it up. Verbal texts are made 
up of interrelated components: words, sentences, paragraphs at their most 
basic level. Word choices, patterns, and fi gures of speech are other compo-
nents that literary analyses are concerned with. In cinema, being familiar 
with the vocabulary to refer to diff erent types of shots, camera movements, 
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and editing conventions is basic to writing a textual analysis of a fi lm. In 
games, the formal aspects refer to the system of the game and its compo-
nents (the rules, the control schemes), as well as how the system is pre-
sented to the player (interface design, visual style). 

 Th ere are two humanistic approaches that base their methods on the for-
mal analysis of their object of study: formalism and structuralism.     While 
formalism seeks to fi nd the inherent components of a literary text at an 
abstract level, structuralism is the result of applying grammar-like struc-
tures to works beyond the verbal level, in order to understand where the 
meaning lies and how we make sense of that text. For instance, Vladimir 
Propp came up with what seems like a mathematical formula to describe a 
wide collection of Russian fairy tales, which is a typical example of the for-
malist approach to study literature.     He lists the typical lists of characters 
(the villain, the dispatcher, the helper, the princess, the donor, the hero, the 
false hero). Each of these characters has a specifi c function; for example, 
the donor provides an item that helps the hero during the adventure. Later 
on, Joseph Campbell’s work on the Hero’s Journey, also called the mono-
myth, can be conceived as a structuralist approach, since he parsed the-
matic commonalities in how the adventures of a hero cross cultures and 
ages.     Th is (often misunderstood) journey follows a very specifi c pattern: 
“A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of 
supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a deci-
sive victory is won: the hero comes back from his mysterious adventure 
with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man.”     Both formalist and 
structuralist methods have often been accused of overlooking the context 
by focusing exclusively on formal components over the content—the post-
structuralist methods mentioned above are a response to the limitations 
of structuralism.     Although these reservations are not unfounded, it is 
also true that we can gain relevant insights by studying the structures of 
the text, how they relate to the content, and how these structures connect 
it to other works. 

 Th e method here proposed to study the formal aspects of games has a struc-
turalist foundation as a conceptual tool to discuss games. Games are often 
structured systems, in the form of rule sets of computer programs, which are 
models that lend themselves to study of their form. According to Caillois, 
this type of organized play is termed  ludus,  as it has specifi c regulations that 
constrain the activity.     Structuralism, however, can also be applied to study 
informal and unstable systems, such as make-believe play, which does not 
have hard rules and is made up as the players advance; Caillois calls this 
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type of play  paidia,  improvisational play, spontaneous, an opportunity for 
players to express themselves.     

 Th e area of formal analysis may be familiar to writers coming from literature 
and fi lm, where these approaches have been long applied. It may also be the 
most relevant to those interested in game design, as a way to understand 
how games work, as well as being able to communicate ideas to their devel-
opment teams. 

 Th e building blocks of game analysis will be categorized under one of these 
three areas (context, game overview, formal aspects), giving us a glimpse 
of the richness and complexity of games, and the range of materials that 
we can comment on. Th e three areas are so interwoven it is diffi  cult to talk 
about certain aspects of games without making references to others; we 
spread them in three areas to facilitate mapping them. 

 Th e richness of games as a subject of study is such that not only can we write 
our class homework on games, but also theses and dissertations. Th ere have 
been whole books written on games or game series, such as Bruno Fra-
schini’s  Metal Gear Solid: L’evoluzione del Serpente,  a monograph on the 
Metal Gear, or  World of Warcraft and Philosophy.      Th ere is so much we can 
explore and write about! 

�   DEFINING	THE	AREA	OF	STUDY	
AND	OUR	AUDIENCE 

 In my classes, I often see students who want to say everything about their 
favorite game, because the texts can be very rich indeed. Th ey know the 
game backwards and forwards, and they talk about it with their friends all 
the time. Th is often results in students freezing when it comes to writing, 
because they are overwhelmed by the sheer amount of information. Another 
common occurrence is that they try to cram everything they know in a sin-
gle -word paper, shallow and without a running argument. My method 
to assist students is usually asking them to stop and think about what they 
want to say, and focus on what makes the game special. Th e goal is to learn 
something new about the game, hopefully something that might have been 
overlooked or not noticed before. Part of my job also includes reminding 
students that they are not writing a blog post that their fellow gamers will 
read, but an academic paper where the teacher has certain expectations and 
standards, and which should be readable by people outside the class. 
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 My trick to avoid being overwhelmed by the amount of material to discuss, 
or to fall into trite and not very productive discourse, is to be specifi c about 
what I am studying and who I am talking to even before starting to write. 
By knowing who my audience is and what methods to use, I can be more 
eff ective in reaching my audience, as well as reduce the scope of what to say. 

 Th e approach of this book caters to scholars coming from a variety of dis-
ciplines within the humanities and the social sciences. Th is is still a broad 
audience, and diff erent scholars may feel more at home with one approach 
instead of the other. Although game analysis is inherently interdisciplinary, 
we cannot use every method and discuss every single aspect of a game. In 
order to remain practical, we must identify the areas that we want to study 
and to which discipline we are addressing. Some of the questions we can ask 
ourselves to defi ne the scope of our paper can be: 

 �  What do I want to learn from the game? 

 �  What is the fi eld of study that I’m approaching it from? 

 �  Who am I talking to? What do they know about games? 

 �  What are the aspects of the game that are going to be relevant 
to the analysis? 

 Th e previous section briefl y examined how diff erent fi elds of study may 
tackle the games; we are not done with the multiplicity of fi elds yet. Th e dis-
cussion of the diff erent building blocks in  Chapters , ,  and    will include a 
connection to the specifi c discipline and methods they relate to. 

 Being aware of where we come from as authors, what we know best, and 
who we are writing for is a necessary exercise of introspection. It may be 
the case that the author is a teacher of literature who has decided to include 
videogames in her syllabus, as a way to appeal to her students. Th e methods 
and approach of literary analysis are relevant and useful to understand video-
games. Th e literary scholar, however, should be careful not lose sight of what 
makes games diff erent from other media, forgetting about their participa-
tory nature or the social aspects of playing. In another case, the author may 
be a hard-core gamer who may have a lot of confi dence in her knowledge of 
games. Th is is a great asset to have, but it may also get in the way of commu-
nicating one’s fi ndings to a readership who may not be as familiar with the 
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games being discussed, and may get lost within the myriad specifi c names, 
jargon, and even in-jokes. Th e opposite can also be true—I am a scholar who 
is trying to reach out to game developers who are not familiar with academic 
discourse. My strategy to talk about my work to commercial game develop-
ers is to focus on basic theoretical concepts and ground them on examples. 
I cannot count on my audience knowing about literary theory or semiotics, 
but I can count on them knowing their games well. 

 � ARE	WE	READY? 

 Th ere is so much to be done in the fi eld of game analysis! Rather than being 
afraid of it, we should be very excited about the possibilities. We can be 
pioneers in highlighting and arguing for the intellectual value of works that 
already have a cultural impact. Better still, we can become digital archeolo-
gists and discover an obscure game that turns out to be a wonderful work of 
art, and put it in the spotlight. 

 Not everybody who writes game analyses may be an avid gamer, but through 
analysis one can learn to appreciate games as a cultural artifact. Th e follow-
ing pages do not intend to transform readers into videogame fans. After 
reading this book and applying it to your own work, some will still remain 
critical and skeptical about the status of games as art. Th at is okay, because 
the goal of this book is not to evangelize games, but to expand the variety of 
discourse as well as its quality. By enriching the discourse, we can also reach 
out to audiences in order to make the discourse of games more widespread. 
Th e study of games must not be exclusive to a set of self-appointed experts. 
Everybody plays games—in playgrounds, on tables, with friends, with com-
puters, with telephones. Now let us start thinking about what games can 
mean and how. 
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 Before writing a single word, we need to do some groundwork. Playing the 
game is an obvious start; gathering any information about the game that 
may be relevant to our analysis is also an important part of our work. How 
we play and why is going to infl uence our understanding of the game, so we 
must be aware of how our preparation aff ects what we are going to write 
later. Th is chapter discusses the implications of playing a game to analyze it, 
and provides an overview of the diff erent sources that can provide us with 
the information that will help us make better sense of the game. 

 Th e fi rst step is to budget your time. You are probably a busy student with 
a crammed schedule. How much time can you realistically spend on this 
paper? Th is is important because you will do your best work when you are 
not writing against the clock, which is what most people do (including some 
of your teachers). You should estimate how much time you will spend: 

 �  playing; 

 �  reading; 

 �  writing; 

 �  rewriting. 

 � 
 Preparing�for�

the Analysis 



 Preparing for the Analysis

 It is easy to spend too much time in the fi rst two phases, because they are the 
most fun—we play, we learn. But we need to write too, better sooner than 
later. Th e key is not only writing and then you are done; having the time to 
revise is crucial too. If there are other people available to read your work, 
take advantage of it. As a teacher, I fi nd myself grading down papers just 
because the students wrote them in one sitting and they made silly mistakes 
or explain things in a hurry. So try to avoid writing your assignment at the 
last minute and make time for rewrites. I know well how hard it can be to 
fi nd the time, but it is worth it in the long run—your work will be better and 
you will enjoy the process more. 

 Our goal should be becoming an expert on the game. What expert means, 
however, is determined by what we want to achieve with our analysis. Th is 
means that expertise can be negotiable. Mastering the game can be a great 
way to learn a lot from it, since the best players also know their games very 
well. On the other hand, becoming an expert player requires dedication, 
and not everybody has the time, the inclination, or the talent to become a 
top-notch player.     Th is is when other sources of information become criti-
cal to help us become experts; even if one is a professional player, paratexts 
will bolster our knowledge and we will do a better job. We may not need to 
be very good at the game either, particularly if we are analyzing how other 
people play or if we are interested in a concrete aspect of the game. As a rule 
of thumb, becoming an expert on a specifi c game involves learning every-
thing you need to know to achieve the main goals of your analysis. 

 � YOUR	ANALYSIS	IS	AS	GOOD	AS	YOUR	SOURCES 

 Internet has changed the way in which we access information—it seems that 
all that we need to know is just a few mouse clicks away. Online journals 
and databases, as well as applications to manage scholarly references and 
documents, help us organize inordinate amounts of information. Moreover, 
when it comes to the study and writing of digital games, there are already 
several open-access peer-reviewed journals that are available online, such 
as  Game Studies;      many of the sources listed throughout the book are only 
available in digital form. 

 Easy access, however, also means that there are many sources that are not as 
reliable and sound as academic and journalistic writing may require. Any-
one can publish content online—which means there is also a lot of poorly 
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documented and argued junk. (Th ere is also bad writing in print, but it usu-
ally has to go through an editing process.) Learning to diff erentiate which 
are the most reliable sources for your writing is a basic skill that one learns 
over time. Here is a set of starters: 

  Print books are your friends.  Th ere is plenty of relevant work that has 
been published in paper format that is not accessible otherwise, 
whether it is on games or something else. As we will see in later 
sections, not all your sources have to be directly related to games—
bringing in approaches and sources from other fi elds can be a way 
of enriching the study of games and fi nding new perspectives. If you 
are a university student, odds are that there is probably a team of 
librarians willing to guide you through the resources of your library. 
So go to the library. 

  Editors and reviewers usually act as gatekeepers.  One of the issues with 
online resources is that there is hardly ever an editor or someone in a 
similar role who performs a quality check, if not of the specifi c piece 
of writing, at least in selecting the writer for their good quality. Look 
for sites that are selective with their publications by having an edito-
rial board, or a curator. 

  Just because a blogger is popular and has a lot of followers, it does not 
mean that they are an authority.  Granted, there are plenty of intel-
ligent and insightful writers whose arguments you can cite, rebate, 
or refi ne. Th eir writing can be a useful document of popular opinion, 
for example, if you want to discuss how the game was received. But if 
they refer to data or are giving a factual account, try to fi nd a primary 
source instead. For example, if you are talking about the popularity 
of a game, look for sales fi gures or diverse reviews; do not take some 
over-general statement from a blog. If you want to refer to a theory 
from fi lm or literature, resort to an authoritative source, such as a 
scholarly work, rather than somebody’s general musings. 

 Your sources can also serve as a source of inspiration to fi nd a writing voice. 
Being critical of your sources can help you fi nd what kind of writing you enjoy 
the most, so this attitude informs your own work and who you want to be as 
a writer. Is your aim to be a journalist that writes reviews that are on a par 
with some of the best fi lm writing? Do you want to be a game scholar who 
writes close-readings of games like one would write of literary works? Are you 
a social scientist that wants to spread out your fi ndings to a large audience? 
Th e better your sources are, the better writer you can potentially become. 
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 � PLAYING	THE	GAME	CRITICALLY 

 The first step in writing a videogame analysis is not to write, but to play 
the game extensively. It may be tempting to start writing right away, par-
ticularly if you have played it before. Even if you have completed the 
game in the past, you should still revisit it, because playing a game for 
fun is different from playing it critically. Playing critically requires mak-
ing a series of choices about how to play—since our choices may yield 
different information, we have to be methodical and aware of what we 
do while we play. 

 Before continuing, I must make a note. Th is chapter, and the book overall, 
focuses exclusively on preparing for the analysis of digital games. Non-digital 
games (card games, board games, playground games, etc.) pose a whole 
diff erent set of problems. As we have discussed, games are a participatory 
medium and a performance activity; therefore players are going to trans-
form the text. A mother playing chess with her child will play a diff erent 
game from that of two chess masters—the game may be the same but the 
context changes how it is played, including tweaks in the rules.     

 Digital games also change depending on who is playing, but its digital com-
ponents, where the computer provides a dynamic system whose behav-
ior is predictable, make it relatively easier to reproduce some of the play 
situations. It is quite hard to reproduce a session of board or card games, 
where each social situation is unique and gives way to diff erent negotia-
tions, while we may be able to replicate a play situation in some types of 
videogames, particularly for one player. Th e methods to obtain information 
for the analysis, which is what this chapter discusses, are closer to anthro-
pological research, specifi cally what we call  participant observation,  where 
the researcher is also part of the social group she is studying—this will be 
discussed in more detail below. 

 Th e special status of non-digital games does not mean that we cannot study 
board games, card games, playground games, or live-action role-playing 
games (LARPs).     Many of the building blocks of the analysis described in 
the next chapters can be applied to understand non-digital games too. It is 
the set-up and the methods that are going to be diff erent and more complex, 
so they will not be discussed here in as much depth. 
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 What Does “Finished” Mean?   Establishing how much one needs to 
play the game in order to obtain relevant information is one of the fi rst early 
decisions to make. Writing deadlines loom quickly and our articles/homework/
reviews need to be sent out and read by others. 

 It may be easy to determine when a game is fi nished for certain types of 
games, particularly in the case of narrative games, for example, when there 
is a set number of missions, or when the player gets to the end of the story. 
However, tackling our texts this way is similar to how one would tackle 
reading a novel or watching a fi lm, forgetting the interactive and systemic 
aspects of our games. Games are meant to be replayed and revisited—one 
does not only play  Settlers of Catan  () or  Bejewelled   () once, 
because they are dynamic systems that we engage with and try to get better 
at, alone or with other people. Even in the case of narrative games, the con-
tents are in constant expansion: for example, massively multiplayer online 
games (MMOGs) have an inordinate number of missions and periodical 
updates, as well as mini-games that we keep replaying. Th e interactions with 
other players, even if they are not designed, are also part of the game, and 
their participation can change how we play, from competing against other 
players to forgetting about the game and just hanging out making friends in 
the virtual space. 

 Even in the case of games where the narrative marks that the game is at the 
end of a play-through, there may be diff erent modes in which the game 
can be completed. We can choose diff erent levels of diffi  culty ( Bioshock  
()) or diff erent characters to control in the game ( Dragon Age: Ori-
gins  ()). Some games are so expansive that it may require hundreds 
of hours to fi nd all the missions and explore all the nooks and crannies, as 
is the case of  Th e Elder Scrolls  series (–). In  Th e Elder Scrolls V: 
Skyrim  (), the expansiveness of the world is also increased by using 
procedural content generation, where the missions are generated and will 
be diff erent when you play again. As games grow in complication and con-
tent, it will become evident that we cannot play the game in all modes, and 
it is going to be impossible within the time allotted to write the analysis. 
Th erefore, deciding what “fi nished” means is the fi rst step to defi ne your 
analytical methods. Is it fi nished when you get to the end of the game? 
After you play for a number of hours? After you have completed a set of 
missions? 
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 Interactivity and Critical Distance   In academic writing, we appeal 
to critical distance as a necessary method to engage in critical analysis. Th e 
concept is relatively vague and not well defi ned, and usually refers to how 
scholars set aside their feelings about their object of study to analyze it criti-
cally, looking for the core of the text in a methodical and well-argued way. 
On the other hand, it is practically impossible to leave out subjectivity from 
writing, since everyone has a point of view about their subject of the study. In 
the case of game analysis, achieving critical distance is problematic, since the 
writer/player is also participating in the game. 

 Becoming a writer/player aff ects critical distance, which is unavoidable. Th e 
player is an essential component of the game, although there are certain 
types of analyses that may eschew the player’s experience completely. Th is 
would be the case when analyzing the visual design of a game exclusively, for 
example. It is also true that this type of analysis will probably fall outside of 
game studies, following the methods of another discipline, such as graphic 
design in the case just mentioned. 

 It is also easy to use oneself as reference for an “ideal player,” even though we 
may not be.  Ideal  does not mean  optimal  player; rather, we look for an every-
man of sorts, an abstract fi gure outside of cultural context and without pre-
conceived ideas. Th is abstraction, although commonly used in literary studies 
or fi lm criticism, is diffi  cult to achieve. Th e sheer fact that we are tackling 
games systematically and critically sets us aside from most other players, so it 
is hard to consider ourselves average. Additionally, the better we get at playing 
a game, the more rare a player we become, since expert players are a minority. 
By being good at a game, we tackle it from a privileged point of view. 

 Th e fi eld of phenomenology, which studies human experience, has a method 
that can help us in this case, called  bracketing.      According to this method, 
when we analyze the world based on our own experience, we reduce it to its 
essential elements, trying to eschew one’s subjective preferences and tastes. 
Th is requires conscious self-examination and consideration of who one is as 
a player, and requires a lot of literacy. As basic practice, we have to consider 
what type of player we are, and acknowledge that our experience playing 
may be diff erent from other people’s. 

 One way to solve this issue of critical distance may be having someone else 
play the game for us, or watching videos of play-throughs and becoming 
observers of the game. Th is may work for certain types of analyses, especially 



Preparing for the Analysis 

if we focus on the player’s behavior. But that is no excuse for not playing the 
game—we have to understand how the game works, how it positions the 
player, what types of thinking are involved in the game. Grabbing the controller 
or the mouse is still essential to gain insight on how the game works. Watching 
a video of an expert player does not make you into an expert yourself. 

 Th ere is no solution to the problem of critical distance, since literature and 
fi lm analyses also have similar issues. In videogames, the critic also becomes 
a participant in the object of study; it cannot be helped. In preparing for an 
analysis, we have to be aware of what type of player we are, how we are tack-
ling the game, and how that may aff ect our perception of the game. 

 Exercise: What Type of Player Are You? 

  Since we must be aware of what type of player we are, here are some ques-
tions that you can ask yourself to fi gure out your player profi le. This exercise 

will also help you realize that you may be a different type of player depending 
on the game or the context.  

  • What game genres do you like playing? (Feel free to add your own)  
  ° Non-digital games  

  � Card games  
�   Board games  
  � Sports  
  � Playground games  

  ° Digital games  
  � Puzzle games  
�   Adventure games  
�   Role-playing games  
�   Action-adventure games  
�   Turn-based strategy games  
�   Real-time strategy games  
�   Racing games  
  � Sports games  
  � Casual games  
  � Art games  
  � Massively multiplayer online games  
  � Massively multiplayer role-playing online games  
  � Social games  
  � First-person shooters  

(Continued)
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  • What do you play for?  

°   Problem-solving  

°   Achievements  

°   Socializing  

°   Exploration  

°   Learning  

°   Finding the optimal strategy  

°   Relaxation/stress management  

°   Self-improvement  

°   Curiosity  
  • How many hours do you play?  

°   Not at all, this is homework.  

°   1–5 hours a week  

°   5–10 hours a week  

°   10–15 hours a week  

°   20+ hours  

  Based on your responses, write your own profi le as a player. What types of 
games do you know best? Which ones are you good at? Which games do you 
not really play? Why do you like the games you like? There will be games you 
do not care about; why is that? You may realize that you play different genres 
for different reasons, so your profi le may need different sections depending on 
the genre. This exercise will help you make explicit your own biases, not only 
about games, but also about how others may play games if they are different 
from you.  

(Continued)

 � WALKTHROUGHS	AND	CHEATS 

 Playing skills are a further issue in becoming experts on our game. For cer-
tain kinds of analyses, we need to become skillful at the game, but we do not 
have the time or the prowess to do so. Skill may not be the hurdle on every 
occasion—puzzles, quests, and missions may require players to solve prob-
lems in a specifi c way that may not always be obvious. It is often the case that 
we may have a deadline looming up, meaning that we do not have enough 
time to fi gure things out on our own. 

 What cheating means depends on who is playing. Mia Consalvo, in her 
study of cheating in videogames,     found out that diff erent players have 
diff erent defi nitions of cheating. For some players, cheating is identifi ed 
as getting any outside information to play the game (including advice 
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from friends); for others, friendly advice, walkthroughs, and guides are 
okay, but cheat codes and changing the code are out of the question; for 
another set of players, cheating only takes place when playing against 
other players because it means breaching a social contract, as in the case 
of online games. Th erefore, before starting to write, we must be aware of 
our own defi nition of cheating as we are playing the game. Th e key ques-
tions to ask ourselves are: Are we okay with cheating? If so, why? 

 Th ere are ways in which we can get better at our games, which may be nec-
essary to our analysis, but may also aff ect how we play. Most games for all 
platforms may allow diff erent types of cheats, which alter the standard rules. 
Th ese cheats can be devices to obtain infi nite lives or health, jump to any 
level, unlock extra items, exploits that allow infi nite resources, to name but a 
few. Th ey are usually part of the game, either because they are tools that the 
game developers used to fi ne-tune it, or errors in the programming that allow 
behaviors that were not designed by the developers. Th ere may also be exter-
nal devices to cheat, such as programs that are loaded along with the game. 
All these can change what would be the critical path, and may skew the results 
of what we want to obtain in the analysis. For example, it would not be very 
accurate to talk about the diffi  culty curve of a game if we have been using 
cheat codes all along. 

 Walkthroughs and strategy guides are another resource that can aff ect the 
experience of the player, since rather than fi guring things out on our own, 
we get help from other players that have already mastered the game. Th is 
is particularly true in narrative games, where fi guring out who to talk to or 
how to solve a puzzle is not a matter of skill, but problem-solving and think-
ing. Even after having played through on our own, these guides can help us 
learn about parts of the game we may have missed, for example, particularly 
if there are hidden quests or areas. Th erefore, the status of these resources 
is somewhat ambiguous in game analysis. On the one hand, they provide us 
with an advantage that the everyman player may not have been expected 
to have. On the other, they provide us with additional information that will 
help us know more about the game, and they are sources that provide us 
with valuable information, from expert players as well as from the develop-
ers themselves at times, as is the case of some game guides. 

 Outside information, in the form of guides, walkthroughs, or tips from other 
players, and devices to assist one’s play, such as cheat codes, hacks, or game 
loaders, are all ways to expand what Consalvo calls  gaming capital.      Th e term 
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refers to the practices of players and how diff erent preferences defi ne diff er-
ent types of players. Gaming capital includes the types and amount of knowl-
edge of players; therefore by resorting to extra information and resources, 
we extend our gaming capital. As game analysts, our gaming capital defi nes 
us, so we have to consider how our gaming capital is set up and what kind of 
analysis it will help us produce. 

 In the specifi c context of analyzing a game, the implications of using cheat 
codes and walkthroughs are less ethical (playing fair) and more method-
ological (how do these games aff ect the way that we experience the game?). 
After all, diff erent kinds of cheats can all be tools to help us play the game, 
but then we steer away from being a standard player or following the criti-
cal path. Since these are resources, they should be included as part of your 
methods, in case you decide to use them. More will be said about using one’s 
own experience as a reference in  Chapter  ; for now it should be noted that 
the circumstances of play, including cheats and walkthroughs, are part of 
the analytical methods used here. 

 � GATHERING	INFORMATION	ABOUT	THE	GAME 

 Traditionally, textual analysis in the humanities tends to limit itself to the 
information within the text—what is not included in the text is not part of 
the analysis, because the text should speak for itself.     Th is way of analyzing 
text may not be the most productive, since it overlooks the fact that we 
never approach a text in a void—we have a previous knowledge and a socio-
cultural background that frames how we understand the text. We cannot 
categorically affi  rm that all that there is to analyze is encapsulated in the 
text—if you try to read a text in a language you do not speak, you will not 
understand it, since we all need to bring our own linguistic knowledge to 
understand a message. 

 We can compare reading in a language you do not understand to the appre-
ciation of abstract paintings, such as the color studies of Mark Rothko or 
Jackson Pollock’s action painting, for example: if you are not familiar with 
the theories and practices of contemporary art, the concepts that inspired 
those paintings will be lost to you. We need to know more about the socio-
cultural circumstances in which a work was produced, such as the tech-
niques used, other works of art by the same artist, or contemporary works 
that the paintings may have been inspired by or were responding to, for 
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example; how these paintings were received and how they fi gure in the his-
tory of art is also part of how we can appreciate them. 

 Th e same goes for games: every game alludes to a family or genre, and is 
developed within a media landscape. In the same way that the techniques 
of painters may be important in certain types of art critique, knowing the 
technology that a game has been developed for is also important, because 
it gives us information about what the technology aff ords. How a game has 
been received, in news pieces, reviews, academic criticism, tells us about its 
infl uence and how others have made sense of the game before us. Knowing 
about the context of a game is a way to become experts on the game; in cer-
tain types of analysis, such as the historical analysis, it may be the one key 
knowledge you need, independently of your skills. 

 Th us the method of textual analysis I propose here includes the discussion 
of the context in which the game is created and played, incorporating meth-
ods from media and cultural studies into the analysis of games. According 
to this method, the writer should be familiar with the context of the game 
as well, because no cultural artifact is created in a void. As discussed in the 
previous chapter, every text is surrounded by other texts, starting with the 
box and manual of the game or the website we download the game from. 
Games also make references to other games, thrive on conventions inher-
ited from a specifi c genre, or break off  those conventions. For example, the 
game  Th e Secret of Monkey Island  () featured a combat system that 
was quite novel at the time. Th e key to sword fi ghting is not being a skilled 
swordsman, but rather knowing the wittiest insults to fend off  your oppo-
nent and make him lose his concentration. Th us fi ghting becomes a dialogue 
game, where the player has to choose which insult to use. Th ese mechanics 
were reused in later games of the series ( Th e Curse of Monkey Island  (), 
 Escape from Monkey Island  ()), but have also been appropriated by 
later games, both as homage and as a way to revamp them. For example, the 
game  Th e Shivah  () uses dialogue for two rabbis to fi ght against each 
other. Fighting is then a dialogic battle, where the trick is responding with 
questions, as a rabbi would do, to thwart the opponent. 

 Th e context is also necessary to understand how players may tackle the 
game, depending on where they come from: What does the game assume 
the player already knows? How does the context create specifi c expecta-
tions? How does the game tap into cultural assumptions or social conven tions? 
For example, the game  Nintendo Land  () for the WiiU includes 
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short tutorials for every single game. Th ese tutorials are meant to teach 
players how to use the controls, since it is a novel technology that uses a 
tablet as a controller, along with the remote-like controllers already fea-
tured on the Wii. In the U.S. and Europe, this was the game the console 
came bundled with during its launch, because it is meant to introduce play-
ers to the new technology and its possibilities. Th erefore, when analyzing 
 Nintendo Land  it is important to take into account its status as a launch 
title, as well as being developed by the manufacturers of the console itself. 
Th e examples above have demonstrated how the context is also part of the 
game itself and should not be overlooked. In the next chapter, we will see 
how a third of the building blocks of the analysis consist of elements related 
to the context. 

 When we look for the context of our game, one of the fi rst things we want to 
fi nd is what has been written about it, whether it is academic or journalis-
tic. An Internet search will probably be helpful in fi nding some information 
right away, but the top hits on the list may not be the most useful or insight-
ful. Remember: you have to be selective about which sources you will use 
in your analysis. Reviews of mainstream games are abundant and Internet 
forums are full of opinionated posters, but how are they helping us under-
stand the game better? Both of these resources give us a sense of how well 
or badly received the text may be, but the goal of our analysis is not regur-
gitating a general opinion as if popular perception is the only authoritative 
voice. Writing a game analysis where you are just repeating popular takes 
on a game will hardly provide any insight. You do not necessarily want to 
contradict everybody else; the goal is to articulate something that is new and 
helps us understand the game in a new light. Th e same caution in selecting 
our resources must go into who we choose to argue against: a clumsily writ-
ten review or a misinformed writer who has only played the fi rst  minutes 
of a -hour game are easy to counter, but these are really straw men. Th ere-
fore, make sure that your sources are at least as insightful as you may hope 
to be. Again, your analysis will be as good as your sources. (And remember 
to check your library too.) 

 If we fi nd very few or no references about the game after an intensive search, 
we already have the basis for a preliminary argument: the game has been 
overlooked, so our thesis statement must articulate why the game is impor-
tant and deserves our attention. In the case of games we can fi nd a lot writ-
ten about, your goal should be fi nding out what aspects of the game have 
been discussed before. Your analysis should fi nd novel ways to discuss those 
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aspects or, better still, fi nd what has been overlooked and expand on it. 
Repeating what others have said will help you provide context, but your goal 
should be providing new insight on the game you are discussing. 

 A few keystrokes may call up an avalanche of links and references, so before 
becoming overwhelmed by the sheer amount of information at hand, 
remember that your goal is to be selective. For example, if you want to focus 
on the role of sound to create a narrative in a fi rst-person shooter, walk-
throughs or reviews may not be the most useful resource. Sound design 
is unfortunately often overlooked, so you probably want to look for spe-
cialized sources, such as academic papers on sound and narrative in other 
media, articles in trade magazines, or, if you are lucky, interviews with the 
sound designer, for example. A dearth of discussion on a specifi c aspect 
gives you a clear prompt to look for writings on the general topic, or articles 
that may discuss a similar aspect in another game or medium for the sake 
of comparison. 

 � OVERVIEW	OF	POSSIBLE	RESOURCES 

 Th ere are many sources that can help us know about our games and their 
context, as well as gaining insight on their contents. Th e following sections 
cover some of the possible resources you may want to examine to learn 
more about your game. 

 Game Box and Manual   Th e most immediate resource that can pro-
vide us with important information about the game is the box and the 
manual. Apart from usually listing the release date and the instructions 
of the game, the box lets us know how the game was presented commer-
cially; as we will see in the next chapter, it can also provide us with ratings 
information, giving us a clue to what the potential audience of the game is. 
Th e images on a box also indicate the type of game the marketing depart-
ment wants players to believe it is: if the  Call of Duty  series was marketed 
with cartoony characters and colorful landscapes, it would be trying to 
appeal to the wrong audience, since their core players seem to identify the 
games they look for with greyish blues and browns and pseudo-realistic 
computer graphics. Game covers can also change from country to coun-
try, so we can get some insight by comparing how the game was marketed 
in diff erent countries, particularly if the cultural context of the game is 
relevant to our analysis. For example,   Figure .   compares the covers of 
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Ico in the U.S. (left) and Japan (right). Th e U.S. cover shows the protago-
nists explicitly, imitating a fi lm poster, while the Japanese cover imitates 
Giorgio de Chirico’s surrealist painting style and makes the landscape the 
protagonist. 

 Although the current trend of game design is to include the instructions 
of how to play as a tutorial in the game itself, it is always worth having 
a look at the manual of the game. Th e manual will often include the list 
of people who made the game, which otherwise may only be accessible 
once you complete the game. Digital delivery of games is becoming more 
and more popular, so this information may not be physically available—in 
this case, fi nding the offi  cial website can provide us with the informa-
tion about how the game was presented and delivered. If the website is 
no longer available, try Th e Internet Archive Wayback Machine to see if 
there are archived versions of it.     Even in the case of web games which do 
not have any manuals, it is always worth looking for the original website 
where they were hosted, since that will likely provide basic contextual 
information. 

 Manuals are essential when studying early games, particularly in the case 
of home consoles and home computers; in the case of arcade machines, the 

   FIGURE 2.1  Comparison between the covers for the game Ico (2001).  
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cabinet is key to understanding the game. In early arcade games, the fi c-
tional world could only be represented in rough strokes, given the limited 
memory of their platform and low resolution of the visuals. With just a few 
kilobytes of RAM, there was not much room for elaborate cinematic cut-
scenes. Th e game manual, the box, or the cabinet allowed developers to 
include the narrative premise, along with the descriptions of the controls 
of the game. For example, in the book  Rules of Play,  the discussion about 
game narratives starts with a quote from the manual of  Super Breakout  
(), which talks about spaceships and force fi elds, whereas the visuals of 
the game portray a strange tennis match against a wall.     Using paratexts to 
expand the fi ctional worlds of the game was very common in many of the 
arcade, console, and home computer games of the s, where cabinets, 
manuals, and boxes were both a marketing device and a place to provide 
more information about the game. 

 Game Reviews   Reviews help us understand how a game was received 
at the time of release. After some time, it is also worth noting how game 
reviews may diff er from the reception to the game, or from how the game is 
regarded a few years later. Some publications, such as the British magazine 
 Retro Gamer,  include “retro reviews,” where they compare the reviews of a 
specifi c game at the time of release with how it would be reviewed at the 
moment. Although there are many reviews online, you should also look 
into print magazines, particularly for older games.  The Internet Archive  
is again an invaluable resource to fi nd many of these magazines, coming 
from a variety of countries.     

 Academic Articles   If your analysis is academic, it should be situ-
ated within the pre-existing literature and make references to relevant 
works that may have already dealt with the game at hand. Although the 
practice of game analysis is not as widespread as in other humanities 
fields, there are probably academic articles and theses that deal with 
the game that we are focusing on. There are articles and dissertations 
dealing with specific game genres, which may include references to your 
game, or games that are similar. Many of these works will be discussed 
throughout the book. 

 Press Releases and Advertisements   In the same way that game 
boxes provide us with information about how the game is presented to 
players, press releases and advertisements can tell us a lot about the per-
ceived audience of the game (at least in terms of marketing). Different 
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TV advertisements from diff erent countries can tell us a lot about the con-
text in which the game is released, and how it may vary from country to 
country. If the analysis focuses on the cultural context of the game, com-
paring diff erent ads is not only fun, but can also be very productive. Print 
magazines can be a good source, since who the magazine is for already 
gives us an idea of who marketers think the audience is. We can also fi nd 
many television advertisements online as well, which can be informative 
even if they are out of context of the channel and the programs that the ad 
may have been shown in. Internet ads, on the other hand, are going to be 
diffi  cult to track unless you are analyzing a contemporary game. 

 Newspaper Articles   Apart from game magazines, there can be men-
tions in the general press that may provide relevant information about the 
game we are analyzing. Th e sole mention of a videogame outside of the spe-
cialized press should immediately prompt the question of why it is being 
mentioned. At times the marketing departments of big publishers arrange 
for interviews and feature articles about their games in the general press, as 
part of their publicity campaign. In other cases, the game acquires certain 
relevance outside of gaming circles, which may not be intended by mar-
keting (at least openly). Th e recurring controversies whenever a game of 
the  Grand Th eft Auto  series (–) is released, for example, bring out 
some of the stereotypical perceptions about videogames. Often, articles in 
the non-specialized press demonstrate the cultural impact and relevance of 
games, and how they are (mis)understood outside of videogame circles.     

 Developer Diaries and Talks   One of the objections usually raised 
against traditional literary criticism is that it gives too much weight to the 
presupposed intentions of the author. In literary theory, New Criticism 
called this  intentional fallacy,  arguing that the intention cannot be proved 
by the text nor is it relevant.     (Th is concept will be referred to again in 
 Chapter  , which starts discussing context as an area of analysis.) All we 
should care about is what is in the text, which is all the evidence we need. 
However, this position also assumes that works are produced in a void, 
which is another fallacy. Games are cultural artifacts, and as such, they are 
the product of their time and socio-cultural context. 

 We are lucky enough to have a variety of resources to learn more about what 
the game developers were thinking as they made the game. Some games 
actually document their process publicly, in the shape of blogs or developer 
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videos. In a rare example of games with a wealth of information available, 
Jordan Mechner kept a diary while he was developing his two fi rst games, 
 Karateka  and  Prince of Persia,  which he released fi rst in fragments in his 
own blog and then published them in their entirety as books.     

 Developer interviews may also include some of the questions that we are 
seeking answers for. Th ese resources also have to be taken with a grain of 
salt—normally they are part of the marketing campaign, and usually cover 
some of the same points advertisements do. 

 Th e actual design documents or development fi les can provide us with invalu-
able insight about the process of production, although getting hold of them 
can be diffi  cult. Not many of these documents are freely available, either 
online or in special collections in libraries. For recent games, most com-
mercial developers (particularly of AAA games) are overprotective of their 
development process, because they do not want to reveal much information. 

 Postmortems   “Insight is / hindsight,” or so the saying goes. Th us 
some of the resources that can allow us to learn more about the develop-
ment process of a specifi c game are released after the game is fi nished, the 
so-called  postmortems,  which are relatively popular in industry publications 
and conferences. Th ese analyses are written after the game has been released, 
and often after some time has passed. Some of the conclusions reached in 
these postmortems are the result of refl ection over time, and although they 
retell how the developers recall the process, they are also less tainted with 
publicity in sight.  Game Developer Magazine,  now out of circulation, has 
many of their issues available online; one of their recurring feature articles 
was game postmortems, which is the type of resource we are looking for.     
Some interviews where developers reminisce about their work are also good 
sources; they may be biased by romantic or disenchanted notions too, but 
again may not have marketing purposes behind them. 

 Th is list of possible resources can help you become an expert on your game, 
but you may not need to consult all of them for your analysis. Th e more you 
know about your game, the better prepared you will be to write. It is also 
too easy to spend a lot of time playing the game and checking resources, so 
select what kind of information will be the most useful for your game. Th e 
goal is to get around to writing, which is when the process becomes more 
challenging but also more rewarding. 
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 Resorting to Pre-existing Th eories to Understand Games   Cer-
tain types of game analysis will resort to theories and frameworks, either to 
explain the game, or as an example that helps us understand those frame-
works, as we will see in  Chapter  . Th e fi eld of game studies is growing, but 
part of what we are doing right now is borrowing theories from other media 
to understand games better. Th roughout the book, we will see how the key 
is using those theories as a tool to study games and generate new insights, 
maybe leading to new theories in return. 

 You should not feel limited by having to fi nd works that are directly 
related to games. Although there is a signifi cant body of work written 
about games, it is not very large if we compare it to other fi elds. So if you 
just look for game-related sources, you will bump against a wall very soon. 
Th e key is that the study of games is eminently interdisciplinary, because 
it can be approached from a wonderful variety of points of view—this 
is the multiplicity and variety that this book is precisely addressing. So 
learn from other disciplines and see how they help you understand games 
in a novel way. Bernard Perron, for example, examines the diff erent lev-
els of signifi cation in videogames based on his knowledge and previous 
work on horror fi lm,     as Krzywinska does in her work on  Resident Evil  
and  Undying.      James Paul Gee applied his understanding of literacy and 
sense-making to write a book on how videogames can teach things,     
while T.L. Taylor approached the study of virtual worlds using methods 
borrowed from ethnography.     In my own case, my literary training and 
drama studies have helped me understand games as an activity related to 
other types of performance, such as theater, rituals, or sports. In all these 
cases, the key is realizing that the application of the theory to games, and 
more specifi cally to digital games, is going to challenge the theories we 
use. It is very likely that there is not a complete correlation between the 
environment the theories were developed for and the study of games. 
And that is okay—the clash and the challenge is precisely where we can 
produce new knowledge. 

 �  ACCESS	TO	THE	GAME	AND	ACCOUNTING	
FOR	YOUR	SOURCES 

 When we write about a game, we need to provide precise information 
about the games that we have been playing, in the same way that we 
cite the people whose work and concepts we are using to support our 
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argument. Remember—your paper is as good as your sources, so be sure 
to include detailed information about the game(s) that you are talk-
ing about. This information should go beyond the title and year—for 
example, there are myriad versions of  Pac-Man  () for almost any 
digital platform you can think of. The platform and the developer are 
also essential in order to identify the specific version of the game that 
you are talking about. 

 It is most likely that you will be analyzing a game that you already have 
access to, because of your own choosing, or because hopefully your teacher 
has made sure the game is available. However, if you are the adventur-
ous type, or want to do some game archeology and fi nd games that are 
off  the beaten path, you may come across some obstacles. In the case of 
older games, you may not have the original platform that it was developed 
for. It could also be the case that the platform was never released in your 
part of the world: the Amstrad personal computers were only distributed 
in Europe, while the MSX computer standard was only used in computers 
in Japan, Western Europe, and Brazil; the TRS- was only available in the 
U.S. Th is means that, even if you got hold of the original platform, you may 
not be able to plug it in, because of diff erent television standards and/or 
electrical voltage. 

 In the same way that books have diff erent editions, that may include revi-
sions, new introductions, critical essays, and comments, games can have 
diff erent versions depending on the platform, where the aff ordances of the 
technology may actually bring about fundamental changes to the game. Th e 
original version of the game is called in the industry the  reference build,  
which is the one that is worked on fi rst and then translated ( ported , in indus-
try jargon) to other platforms. Often the reference build is the version of 
the game that was released fi rst; if a game is released for several platforms 
simultaneously, one would need a bit more research to know which one is 
the reference build—often developers will keep mum about that informa-
tion, though. 

 Digital games at times depend very heavily on their hardware, making it 
diffi  cult to play even when we can technically run the code in the com-
puter. For example, the Mattel Intellivision home console has a small key-
board controller whose confi guration is essential to play certain games, 
which only computer keyboards with a numeric pad may be close to. In 
a more dramatic example, the Nintendo Zapper is a peripheral designed 
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for the Nintendo Entertainment System, and some games are specially 
developed for it ( Duck Hunt  being the most famous example). Th is piece 
of hardware will only work on a CRT television, and not with current high 
defi nition televisions. So even though it technically runs on an emulator, 
 Duck Hunt  () is only really playable as intended if you have the com-
plete hardware set-up. As specialized hardware encouraging gestures and 
special set-ups keep growing, as is the case of the Playstation Move, the 
Microsoft Kinect, or the Nintendo Wiimotes, the challenges of running 
their games as years go by will increase, unless any of these hardware 
designs become a standard or a model that is handed down from platform 
to platform. 

 You may have to run the game in an emulator, that is, a program that behaves 
like a computer inside another computer. Continuing the comparisons with 
book editions, using an emulator is like using a facsimile of a work—a pho-
tographic copy of a book, manuscript, or print that replicates the visuals of 
the material source. In literature and history scholarship, at times we need 
original texts, such as a manuscript with the author’s notes, or the original 
edition of a book where we can see how a specifi c word was printed, because 
that may give way to diff erent interpretations of the text—there are pieces 
of Shakespearean scholarship that discuss how a word is printed in diff erent 
editions, for example. Th ose original documents may be diffi  cult to access, 
and may only be available in a specifi c library where one needs special per-
mission to read and manipulate those documents. In a similar way, we use 
emulators when we cannot access the original game, but that also means 
that the game will be somewhat changed. (Archivists of board or card games 
should also start thinking about facsimiles, incidentally.) If we play an emu-
lated version of  Kaboom  (), for instance, we will probably not be using 
the controllers that the game was designed for, the game paddles for the Atari 
VCS. As we have seen already, and will continue to discuss in the following 
chapters, the material circumstances in which we play the game are part of 
the experience; so an emulator counts as a diff erent edition of the game.   

 Th e controllers may not be the only problem. Continuing with the Atari 
VCS, one part of the hardware that is diffi  cult to emulate is the Television 
Interface Adapter (TIA), the main computer chip that generated the image, 
sound, and read the input from the joysticks, which handled and generated 
data for CRT televisions.     CRT televisions generated images line by line at 
a specifi c rate, which is diff erent from that of current computer monitors, 
so when we run those same games on an emulator, the images are going to 
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fl icker to the point that some games may be unplayable, such as  Pac-Man  
() or  Frostbite  (). 

 Ports are another way to play games when there is no other access to them. 
At times it cannot be helped:  Spacewar  (), one of the earliest videogames 
in history, ran in PDP computers that were not very common in their time; 
now they are even rarer, because there is only one in working condition 
running at the Computer History Museum in California.     Th e original code 
has been preserved, fortunately, and then retranslated to newer computers 
across the generations. It is unlikely that anybody writing about the game 
will play it in its original form, with its oscillator monitor transformed into a 
star fi eld, or using the repurposed controllers, but at least we can get a sense 
of what the gameplay is. Th e material aspects of gameplay that we miss, we 
can reconstruct by looking at documentation. 

 In a way a port is a translation of the game from one platform to another, 
extending the parallels between book editions and games. Unlike emulation, 
ports usually mean recoding the game, which usually changes some of its 

  FIGURE 2.2  Knight Lore (1984), developed for the MSX, running on 
an emulator for OSX. 
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features, from screen resolution and colors to playing the music diff erently. 
For example,  Asteroids  () in its original arcade version used a vector 
graphics monitor, which means the graphics were displayed with beautiful 
straight lines and glowing vertices, rather than the pixilated CRT image. 
In the Atari VCS port (), the ship and the asteroids became colorful 
splotches on the screen, which fl ickered a lot because the console could not 
support more than a few moving sprites on the screen.   

 Do not forget to account for the version of the game that you are analyz-
ing, and do not take for granted having access to games—it may be more 
challenging than it seems. On the other hand, you should not give up on 
discussing a game just because it is technically diffi  cult to run. As we have 
seen, there are diff erent ways to get around that.     

 � SECONDARY	SOURCES 

 Continuing with the issue of access, the technical issues can only be part of 
the problem. We may want to analyze a game that is an event, a be-there-or-
square type of thing, a performance. Other times, it may be hard to get the 
game running, or get hold of the material. Th ese games are important to dis-
cuss and document; they can also be part of our fi eld of study. I mentioned 
Roland Barthes’ essay on professional wrestling in the opening chapter;     
we can fi nd the equivalent of fl eeting events in games too. Event games are 
important, since they relate to performance art. Alternate reality games, 
such as  Th e Beast  (), a tie-in of the movie  Artifi cial Intelligence  in the 

  FIGURE 2.3  Comparison between the original version of Pac-Man 
(1981) and its Atari 2600 port (1981). 
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same year, or  I Love Bees  (), a game to promote another game,  Halo ,  
took place within a specifi c amount of time. Even though some of the web-
sites or information are still available online at the time of writing, in order 
to play the actual game you had to be there. Another example of this type 
of event game is  GlitchHiker  (), a Global Game Jam game that became 
“extinct”—the game itself had a limited number of lives, and players had to 
keep playing to keep it alive. Th e moment the game had no more lives, the 
game was deleted from the server and cannot be played any more.     If we 
have not been part of these event games, and yet we want to analyze them, 
the context becomes essential: videos, manuals, websites, descriptions. Th e-
ater scholars do this all the time—they may have seen a play a long time ago, 
so if they want to discuss it in a paper later on, they look for production 
photos, interview the people who took part in it, read reviews, watch video 
recordings. Th e goal is to reconstruct the event as much as possible, both to 
keep a record and to give a sense to the reader of what the game was like, on 
top of the given goals of generating insight on the object of study. 

 Another example of having to reconstruct a game may arise when the 
technology to access the game is not available at all. Th is happened to me 
recently. I was preparing a paper on videogames inspired by the stories of 
Sherlock Holmes. I managed to fi nd copies of a variety of games, including 
an early text adventure game,  Sherlock  () by Melbourne House. I did not 
have either of the platforms the game was developed for at hand (ZX Spec-
trum or Commodore ), so I ran the game in an emulator. As I played the 
game, the emulator kept crashing at random stages. I thought I was fi nding 
a lot of bugs in the game, so I decided to use a walkthrough to use the com-
mands that would take me to the end of the game and to make sure I was 
not typing in instructions that were making the game crash. Th is was to no 
avail—the game kept breaking at random. Th e only way I could get an idea 
of what the gameplay was like was reading the manual and the walkthrough. 
Th at way I fi gured out that a couple of the puzzles in the game involved 
using disguises, a very Sherlock Holmes thing to do but something that did 
not appear in other games. Th is information was completely relevant to 
the article I was writing, and helped me argue that earlier Sherlock Holmes 
games tried to be closer to the original texts than current adaptations. I was 
eventually able to play the game on a computer, but using secondary sources 
helped me fi gure out how relevant the game was for my research.     

 Although this situation is not ideal, and you should always play the game 
you are analyzing, reconstructing a game through its paratexts can be a 
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legitimate method. If this is the case, where you do not get to play the game, 
you should still make a note of it in your analysis. Th is is valid academic 
practice, where we can mention that a quote is from another text instead of 
the original if we cannot gain access to the source. 

 A voice of warning: do not use paratexts as a way to avoid playing the game, 
in the same way that some lousy literary students use  Cliff  ’s Notes  or your 
country’s equivalent of summaries and comments that supplement a novel 
so they do not have to read it. If the game is available in some manner, 
play it. Reading Wikipedia does not turn you into an expert on any games 
either—it is the start, but not the end of your research. 

 � PLAYER	DATA 

 Certain types of analyses, geared towards the social sciences, study player 
behavior. Here the focus of the analysis shifts on the activity of play itself, 
rather than the game. Th e researcher can record play sessions or interview 
the players about their experiences, and then use that data, rather than the 
game, as the focus of the analysis. For larger-scale works, gathering and 
analyzing player data can be a way to complement the formal analysis of 
a game or types of games—for example, Jesper Juul in his study of casual 
games used interviews with players to complement his own insights on 
the genre.     

 Th is book does not focus on player data gathering and analysis, but on the 
study of the game itself, taking the problematic stance of “ideal player” as 
its main guideline (similar to fi lm or literary analyses).     Th e next section 
provides a short introduction to how to obtain player data from the ethno-
graphic study of virtual worlds. 

 � PREPARING	TO	ANALYZE	VIRTUAL	WORLDS 

 Th e analysis of online virtual worlds is a case apart, but relevant enough to 
the study of games that it deserves a section here. Th e study of virtual worlds 
is so specialized that there is at least a separate handbook providing guide-
lines for it already. According to Boellstorff  et al., a virtual world is a multi-
user virtual space, which players can navigate and explore and interact with 
the objects in it.     Th ese worlds are online and therefore provide a shared 
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social space where users can interact and communicate, using an avatar as 
their representation in it. For our purposes, the main diff erence with other 
types of digital games is that these are  persistent  worlds, that is, the user 
does not have to be there for the world to change and evolve. Th e study of 
virtual worlds is usually related to the social sciences, because the focus is 
more on studying the players and their social environment than the formal 
qualities of the game. 

 Virtual worlds may not necessarily be games—e.g.,  Second Life  (–) is 
a virtual environment where there may be games, but that’s not the point; 
 Th ere.com  (–; –) is also a virtual world where people meet 
and maybe create content for. Th ey are usually thrown in with digital games 
because so many of them are games and the controls are based on them. Th e 
fi rst online world,  MUD  (), was conceived as a game.     Th ere are many 
MMORPGs ( World of Warcraft  (–),  EVE Online  (–)), or puzzle 
games ( Puzzle Pirates  (–)). 

 Th e preparations to study a virtual world are somewhat more extensive and 
even more self-conscious than the ones this chapter has covered so far. If in 
any game analysis we have to be aware of what type of player we are, how 
we present and conduct ourselves in a virtual world has the potential to 
aff ect our analysis, since it will make users/players respond to us socially. 
Amongst the factors that we have to take into account, Boellstorff  et al. list 
the following factors as essential to be taken into consideration before we 
start studying a virtual world:     

 �  Equipment used: virtual worlds tend to be computer based; console-
based virtual worlds are more rare. That means that the equipment we 
enter the virtual world with is going to condition how we experience 
it and, more importantly, how we communicate with others. A slow 
computer may be the cause of lag in our communications in the world, 
and therefore not let us keep up with other players, for example. 

 �  Learning how to play the game: the process of becoming an expert 
in the game should start with reading the instructions in order to be 
able to get around and interact with people, as before. There will be 
specialized commands and strategies that we can learn by interacting 
with the members of the virtual world, and that may be part of what 
we want to study. 
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 �  Selecting a subcommunity: virtual worlds can be expansive and large, 
therefore we have to select which aspects of it we are going to study. It 
can start with being aware of different servers and subcommunities, as 
well as playing modes (e.g., player vs. player or player vs. environment). 

 �  Committing to a schedule: because virtual worlds are persistent, when 
we analyze a virtual world we have to keep up with key events of the 
community that we are studying. That means that there may be sched-
uling issues that may affect our real life; this involves a level of commit-
ment that is not as common to other types of game analysis. 

 I will talk more about this in  Chapter  , which will discuss more specifi cally 
how these data become the basis to analyze game communities. 

 Th e version of the text we access is something that we must note in the 
humanities, but in the case of games, it becomes even more important, given 
that the material circumstances in which we play the game may change not 
only the experience, but also aff ect the audiovisual representation as well 
as the design.  Chapter   gives a brief account of how to account for your 
sources in your fi nal work. 

 � THE	PROBLEM	WITH	SPOILERS 

 Culturally, we have become accustomed to privilege the personal experience 
of media. Alfred Hitchcock managed to create a buzz around his movie  Psy-
cho  in  because he wanted to create expectation, as well as surprising 
the audience when the protagonist gets killed midway through the movie. 
Did I spoil that for you? Probably not, since the scene where she dies is one 
of the most iconic moments in fi lm history. At the time, it was pretty shock-
ing because it went against the audience’s expectations. 

 Th e experiential aspects of a game are essential in order to understand it, so 
at times there is a reluctance to spoil the experience for others. At times, a 
twist or surprise is the only thing that will keep the game going. For example, 
Brenda Romero’s board game Train is presented as a minimalist train game 
where players compete to bring passengers from one station to another—
the meaning of the game changes completely when the destination of the 
train is revealed to be one of the Nazi concentration camps during World 
War II. Th e game counts on people not knowing the twist before starting to 
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play, so having spoiled the game for you now, you will play it diff erently if 
you ever have the chance to. Th e thing is, in order to communicate what is 
remarkable about the game, I needed to explain how the information that 
gets revealed changes how the game is played—usually players stop the 
game once they realize the role that the game is putting them into. 

 In its worse incarnation, the resistance to spoil a game may derive from an 
extreme personal attachment to games, where some people fi nd it impossible 
to put any distance between the game as the text being analyzed and them-
selves. Whether to spoil the game or not is a fi ne line to tread—the rule of 
thumb is to think of what the goals of your analysis are. If you are trying to get 
other people to play the game, as would be the case of a review, you probably 
do not want to give away its secrets. Other times, it is precisely by revealing 
the twist of a game that we can make clear why it is important. Th at is the goal 
of Brendan Keogh’s  Killing is Harmless,  for example, when talking about  Spec 
Ops: Th e Line  (), where he writes a book-long close reading of the game to 
provide an in-depth interpretation of its themes.     Game critic Joel Goodwin 
sets out to spoil  Cart Life  () for his readers because that’s when he can 
make clear what makes it truly remarkable;     in contrast, Chris Dahlen, talking 
about the same game, tries to not spoil it to pique the interest of the readers 
and to get them to play this independent game.     

 In the case of humanistic writing, it seems that the no-spoilers policy goes 
against the writing tradition of the fi eld, because the assumption is that the 
reader is familiar with the text/game, and if not, the writing has to provide 
enough information to understand it. Spoiling the game is part of being able 
to discuss it in depth, so it is important to be able to talk about it without 
constraints, and not spoiling your readers’ experience should not be one of 
them. It is fi ne to warn the reader early on that you are not going to with-
hold information—it seems to have become part of the etiquette of writing 
about games. But if you fi nd yourself resistant to revealing the secrets of 
your game, you may be letting your emotional attachment to playing games 
get in the way of your understanding them. 

 � THE	READINESS	IS	ALL 

 Getting ready to write the analysis is the fun part. You are learning, explor-
ing, and playing games! It is fun even if you do not really like the game you 
have to play. (It can happen, believe me.) Th e good news is that you will 
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learn from games you hate as well—some of the games that I had to play for 
my research made me really frustrated, and yet they have turned out to be 
really useful for examples throughout my career, including this book. 

 Learn how to budget your time, though. It is easy to get lost in the explora-
tion and information gathering, because it feels rewarding, while actually 
starting to write can give you a bit of vertigo. Th e next chapter provides a 
breakdown of some of the building blocks of the analysis, so you can identify 
which ones are the most relevant or interesting to what you want to write. 

 Walkthrough on How to 

Prepare to Analyze a Game 

 This is a step-by-step description of how to set up and gather information about 
your game. Throughout the process, be sure to take notes, either summarizing 
key ideas, or jotting down your own impressions. It will make it easier to start 
writing and prevent writer’s block later on. 

 Step 1: Gathering basic contextual info: 

 • Get a copy of the game, preferably original, since it will provide you 
with info (box, manual) even if it is an online version. 

 • If the copy of the game does not have manuals/box, fi nd them online if 
they exist. 

 • Find ads for the game (commercial, print ads, offi cial website). 

 Step 2: Learn how to play the game: 

 • Read the game manual/go through the tutorial. 
 • Get familiar with the controls. 
 • Find the diffi culty level that you are comfortable with or that you may 

be interested in playing. 
 • Explore the different game modes; decide which one you will focus on. 
 • Decide what it means to fi nish the game, and what it means to cheat. 
 • Why is the game interesting? What parts of the game should you be 

focusing on? 

 Step 3: Play the game: 

 • Play to however much you need to fi nish the game, or, if you are study-
ing players, watch somebody playing it. 



Preparing for the Analysis 

 • Always be taking notes of your gameplay: 
 ° You are not writing a walkthrough (those are readily available, both 

commercially and by volunteers/fans). 
 ° Take notes of whatever is relevant to your analysis (read the follow-

ing chapters to decide the building blocks): 
 � surprising aspects of the interaction; 
�  assumptions made by the game (e.g., in the representation, in the 

design); 
�  frustrations/things that are broken; 
 � recurring patterns (in the design, themes, etc.); 
 � relationships with the context; 
 � elements of the design that may appeal to the audience; 
 � what the game is about based on the mechanics (vs. what it says 

on the box). 
 • If you are doing a historical analysis, fi nd elements that may point to its 

socio-historical context. 

 After playing the game, you should have a sizeable amount of information to 
start writing. The next chapter provides a breakdown of how that information 
can be classifi ed and identifi ed as different building blocks—it may also provide 
you with pointers to types of information that you may need to write your 
analysis and that you may not usually pay attention to. 

 � NOTES 

   For a guide to understand the state of mind required to become a top player, read 
Sirlin, David.  Playing to Win: Becoming the Champion.  Lulu.com, . 

    Game Studies: Th e International Journal of Computer Game Research  is an open-
access journal available online, and a great resource for academic work on games: 
http://www.gamestudies.org (accessed December , ). 

   As an example of one method to study non-digital games, see Mackay, Daniel. 
 Th e Fantasy Role-Playing Game.  Jeff erson, N.C./London: McFarland & Company, 
. Th e author uses his own group of role-players to inform his theoretical 
approach. 

   An example of collected works on live-action role-playing games is Stenros, 
Jaako, and Markus Montola, eds.  Nordic Larp.  st ed. Fëa Livia, . Th ere is also 
the  International Journal of Role-Playing,  whose articles deal with both table-top 
and digital role-playing, http://ijrp.subcultures.nl/ (accessed December , ) 
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   Van Manen, Max.  Researching Lived Experience: Human Science for an Action 
Sensitive Pedagogy.  Albany, N.Y.: State University of New York Press, , 
p. . 

   See Consalvo, Mia.  Cheating: Gaining Advantage in Videogames.  Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, , pp. –. 

   Ibid., pp. –. 

   Th is approach has been inherited from the New Criticism movement in the 
mid-twentieth century, where the main method was close reading, and the 
analysis focused on self-referentiality within the text. See Eagleton, Terry.  Lit-
erary Th eory: An Introduction.  Minneapolis, Minn.: University of  Minnesota 
Press, , pp. –, for an overview of this literary theory movement. 
Chapter  discusses close reading as a method to analyze games, but always 
within context. 

   Th e Internet Archive Wayback Machine, https://archive.org/web/ (accessed 
December , ). 

  Salen, Katie, and Eric Zimmerman.  Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals.  
Cambridge, Mass.: Th e MIT Press, , p. . 

  Th e Internet Archive: Th e Computer Magazine Archives, https://archive.org/
details/computermagazines (accessed December , ) .

  As an example of how mainstream journalism can treat videogames in a mis-
informed way, see Dutton, Nathan, Mia Consalvo, and Todd Harper. “Digital 
Pitchforks and Virtual Torches: Fan Responses to the Mass Eff ect News Debacle.” 
 Convergence: Th e International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies  
, no.  (August , ): –. 

  Th e intentional fallacy was one of the arguments in favor of reading the texts 
separately from its context, so rather than trying to guess what the author meant, 
critics looked for meaning in the text itself. Th e problem with New Criticism, 
however, is that they also tended to read the text as having a single reading that 
spoke for itself, without contemplating that diff erent readers may have diff erent 
interpretations. For a more detailed discussion on intentional fallacy, the issues 
that New Criticism had with authorial intention, and a critique on that stance see 
Eagleton.  Literary Th eory: An Introduction.  

  Mechner, Jordan.  Th e Making of Prince of Persia: Journals,  –  .  Charles-
ton, N.C.: ICG Testing, ; Mechner, Jordan.  Th e Making of Karateka: Journals 
 –  .  CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, . 

  Th e complete collection of Game Developer Magazine is available at the Game 
Developers’ Conference Vault, http://www.gdcvault.com/gdmag (accessed Decem-
ber , ) .
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 After preparing for our analysis, we are ready for the next stage: identify 
what we are going to write about. As the previous chapter described, we as 
writers/players need to play in an analytical way, as well as learn as much 
about the game as possible. At this point, it should be obvious that there 
are many aspects that we can analyze. Even a game that may appear simple 
can be the subject of in-depth analysis—see, for example, Richard Rouse’s 
careful and exhaustive breakdown of  Centipede  ().     One could write a 
whole book on a single game too; an early example of this is  Pilgrim in the 
Microworld,  where the author describes how he tried to master  Breakout  
() for Atari VCS.     In our case, it is more likely that we have to write a 
paper or short article instead of a book, which means we have to be very 
selective on what parts of the game we are going to tackle. 

 Th e next step is therefore to determine what components are relevant to the 
analysis. Th e following chapters describe and justify its possible building 
blocks, and they can be used to identify topics of discussion in relation to 
our game. Rather than providing a uniform model, these guidelines acknowl-
edge a variety of contexts and purposes for analysis, which may have a series 
of common interconnected components. Th ese building blocks can there-
fore be confi gured in diverse ways, adapting them to the multiple frames of 
analysis that this book is catering to. Each building block can also constitute 

 � 
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a topic on its own, which can be expanded to be the core of a full analysis. 
Each description of the building blocks provides some examples to help you 
understand how the block can get diff erent discussions started. 

 Some building blocks will be more familiar than others depending on your 
academic background, because they relate to content and themes from dif-
ferent disciplines. Formal elements may resonate if you are a literature or 
fi lm student, whereas if you are in a media or cultural studies department, 
you may feel at home discussing the cultural context. Budding sociologists 
and psychologists may be more comfortable with the study of players and 
player communities. 

 Th e diff erent sections of the analysis are not an organized checklist of what 
should be included, nor should they follow a strict order. Th is list provides 
a map of the diff erent aspects that can potentially be included. Chapter  
explains how diff erent confi gurations of these components can generate dif-
ferent types of analysis depending on your goal, whether you are writing 
a journalistic review, a formal analysis, or a historical overview, amongst 
other models. 

 Th ere are three main areas in each analysis, which were already introduced 
in  Chapter  : the  context  of the game, an  overview  of what distinguishes it ,  
and its  formal qualities.  

 �  Providing the  context  helps us situate the game historically, culturally, 
socially, and economically. Videogames are the product of their time, 
therefore learning about the socio-cultural and industrial environment 
in which they were produced is crucial to understand them. 

 �  An  overview  of the game’s main defi ning elements helps readers situate 
themselves by explaining briefl y what the game is about. This section is 
common to all types of analysis, as we will see in  Chapter 6 , although 
focusing exclusively on the content may be the subject of some specifi c 
models of journalistic game reviews, which are closer to consumer reports. 
By taking into account how the game was played, appropriated, and 
transformed by the community, the analysis also acknowledges that games 
are a human activity, not merely a set of rules or code in a computer. 

 �  The  formal qualities  of the game are not limited to technical specifi ca-
tions, or a breakdown of specifi c design features that may be typical 
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of some game reviews. An analysis of the formal aspects must inquire 
how they work, hypothesize why they are there, and most importantly, 
how they relate to the player’s experience. 

 Th e following pages describe the diff erent building blocks included within 
each area. It will soon become obvious that many of those blocks are con-
nected; in more than one case some may seem to discuss similar aspects of 
the game. Th is is why this model is fl exible—depending on the goal of the 
analysis, some discussions will be better addressed by resorting to diff erent 
building blocks. 

 �  CONTEXT	HELPS	UNDERSTAND	THE	GAME  

 Taking the context into consideration allows us to frame the discussion. In 
the previous chapter we examined how learning about the context is part 
of the process to become an expert on the game in question. Whatever the 
goal of the analysis, the context and factors of production are also part of the 
game. For starters, context can provide information about the purpose and 
reason for the game and its content. Nevertheless, one should be careful when 
attributing certain aspects of the game to the context, falling into the so-called 
 intentional fallacy.      Intentional fallacy is fi rst assuming that one can fi gure 
out what the author was thinking when creating a work, then believing that 
this presupposed intention is the key to deciding the value and meaning of 
the work.     In the study of videogames, one may establish causal connections 
between context and content that are easy to dispute and disprove. For exam-
ple, they are often a team eff ort, meaning that it is as problematic to establish 
a single authorship, as in fi lm studies; technology and marketing may strongly 
shape the fi nal result, or at least its perception by audiences. 

 During the process of situating the game, a preliminary decision we need 
to make is how much the context will discuss the audience in relation to 
the game. As discussed in the fi rst chapter, it is diffi  cult to exclude player 
experience; when our experience is included, we need to qualify and defi ne 
it. If the purpose of the piece is to discuss the economic circumstances of 
the release of a game, for example, accounting for the control scheme may 
not be relevant, particularly if it follows pre-existing conventions such as 
those of fi rst-person shooters. If the game requires special controllers, as 
is the case of music games like  Rock Band  (), then the control scheme 
becomes relevant to the distribution of the game, since it requires more 
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retailer space, and also becomes more expensive than other games. It is also 
true that, in these cases, the analysis may fall into the conventions of some 
other discipline (business, in this case), since player participation is what 
makes games diff erent from other media. 

 Th e socio-cultural context is essential to understanding games produced 
in cultures diff erent from the one in which the analysis is written. Th e pro-
tagonists of  Osu! Tatakae! Ouendan  () are the members of a cheering 
squad or  ouendan;  although they are often considered Japanese male cheer-
leaders, their movements and music are iconic in Japan, but unknown in 
most other countries. Th e role of the  ouendan  is to encourage and cheer for 
sports teams, often directing the chants of the fans. In the game, the goal 
is to get the  ouendan  to complete their dancing and cheers to give strength 
to people in distress, changing the context of the cheering from sports to 
everyday situations. Th is transference may be obvious to Japanese players, 
while these black-clad shouting men may seem exotic and baffl  ing to players 
from the rest of the world. 

 Understanding the diff erences between where a game is developed and 
where it may be played is also very much relevant to game designers. Th e 
global distribution of games makes the process of localization not only 
necessary but also part and parcel of the development process. Continuing 
with  Osu! Tatakae! Ouendan,  the game was remade for its Western ver-
sion,  Elite Beat Agents  (), so that the  ouendan  became a squad that 
brought together the image of the US government’s men in black with  Th e 
Blues Brothers,  creating new characters because there is not a direct cultural 
equivalent.     Translation can also aff ect game development—for example, in 
 Th e Secret of Monkey Island  () the player must fi nd “something that 
will attract attention, but have no real importance.” Th e item in question is 
a red herring, which turns out to be a pun in English but does not make any 
sense in other languages, so the puzzle is lost in translation. Localization 
may change a game from version to version, often undermining their initial 
intentions. 

 � WHAT	COUNTS	AS	CONTEXT? 

 Th e context of the game refers to the circumstances in which it was pro-
duced, which may have a bearing on the fi nal result and condition its 
reception. Some contextual factors may have a direct relationship with the 
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artifact, such as the people who participated in the production, the material 
circumstances of production (hardware, software), and the history of the 
production, to name but a few. On a larger scale, the context can extend to 
socio-historical events that took place while the game was made, or when 
and where the game was released. For example,  Propeller Arena: Aviation 
Battle Championship  for the Sega Dreamcast was cancelled in  after 
the September th attacks. It was a battle fl ight simulator where planes 
had to zip through city buildings during dogfi ghts; it so happened that one 
of the levels looked startlingly similar to New York. Th e similarity between 
the images in the news and the declining market of the Dreamcast console 
led to the game not being released, in spite of being practically complete. 
However, the fi nal version of  Propeller Arena  was leaked online, and there is 
a fan club of a game that was never released.     

 Th e context can also be made up of other media, what I called in  Chapter   
 paratexts  based on Genette’s defi nition.     Th ese media texts (reviews, TV 
advertisements, game boxes, manuals, machinema) around the game we are 
analyzing are part of how the audience makes sense of it. Th e previous chapter 
provided an overview of what these paratexts may be—they can (and should) 
be part of your sources as you prepare for the analysis. 

 � CONTEXT
	THE	BUILDING	BLOCKS 

 Th e following section is a breakdown of the diff erent elements that may 
defi ne the context of the game. Th ey are listed from aspects and factors 
directly linked to the production, to elements that may be circumstantial to 
the game. Th ese elements are: 

 �  context inside the game; 

 �  production team; 

 �  game genre; 

 �  technological context; 

 �  socio-historical context; 

 �  economic context; 
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 �  audience; 

 �  relations to other media. 

 � CONTEXT	INSIDE	THE	GAME 

 One of the fi rst things that we must defi ne is what parts of the game we will 
be talking about. Many current mainstream games are very long and include 
multiple levels, diff erent modes, a set of characters to choose from, and even 
expansion packs and downloadable content. Given their depth and breath, 
it may be impossible to cover one single game in a paper, an article, or even 
a book. Even if our object of study is a smaller-scale game, it is always good 
practice to determine what features will be analyzed as a way to focus the 
discussion. 

 In order to identify what aspects of the game will help us situate our dis-
cussion, we have to fi gure out how the game is structured and divided. 
Play modes or levels of diffi  culty are ways of dividing gameplay in gen-
eral. If we are talking about a specifi c segment during gameplay, there are 
other markers that we can use, such as diff erent levels, stages, or loca-
tions; in the case of story-driven games, the narrative can also be struc-
tured in such a way that it provides diff erent chapters, episodes, or quests 
that we can identify as units. 

 Stating what aspects are central in the analysis itself is also basic good prac-
tice. Including this information early on, such as what mode the game was 
played in, the character(s) that were used, or levels that were played, situates 
the work within the game itself, as well as making explicit what has been 
omitted. Justifying the choice of playing a game in a certain mode also helps 
explain the position of the writer with respect to the game in question. 

 A good example of how diff erent points of entry may evolve into diff er-
ent analyses is  Super Smash Bros. Melee  (). In its single-player mode, 
it is a side-scrolling fi ghting game where the player must tackle obstacles 
and enemies in sequence. Th e player can also choose from various game 
types, each presenting diff erent types of challenges, from fi ghting enemies 
one after another, to racing, to target practice.  Super Smash Bros. Melee  is 
more popular for its multiplayer mode, in which up to four players can fi ght 
against each other. Players may fi ght individually or in teams; there are fi ve 
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diff erent game types, and each one of them determines the winner through 
diff erent rules. In the standard mode, the last player standing is the winner, 
whereas in coin mode, the player who collects the most coins that pop up 
after hitting an enemy wins. Th e multiplayer mode also lets players set their 
own rules to play, such as establishing a time limit or number of rounds; 
thus there are multiple combinations that players can determine. Letting 
players confi gure the rules means the game can be adapted to a variety of 
contexts for the multiplayer mode, from organized competitions     to infor-
mal settings like a college dorm.     

 When the analysis deals with a concrete section, it is also useful to connect it 
to the rest of the game, and discuss why that section is important. It helps the 
reader locate the part of the game that is being discussed, in case they choose 
to play it themselves. Providing as much information as possible allows read-
ers to then go and play the game themselves later if they so wish—one pos-
sible way to make up for the impossibility of “quoting” from a game. 

 Questions to identify the context within the game: 

 �  What level/chapter/mode of the game is being analyzed? 

 �  Why is this part of the game relevant to the analysis? 

 �  How does this segment relate to the rest of the game? 

 �  When does it take place in the course of the game? 

 �  How does one get to that point in the game? 

 �  What happens in this section? 

 �  Is the gameplay in this section different from the rest of the game? 

 �  Does the game require a strategy different from the rest of the game? 

 Further Reading 
 Zagal, Jose P., Clara Fernández-Vara, and Michael Mateas. “Rounds, Levels and 

Waves: Th e Early Evolution of Gameplay Segmentation.”  Games and Culture  , 
no.  (): –. 
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 Exercise: Mapping Gameplay 

  As a way to understand the game that you are analyzing and its complexity, 
take some time to map how gameplay is structured. This is not a physical 

map of the game, but rather a tree or chart that provides the layout of the 
different ways of segmenting the game. How can you structure and segment 
gameplay in your game? What segments of your game are you going to tackle?  

  You can map the game in two basic ways:  

  Gameplay Modes: This map may be the easiest, since it can be traced by fol-
lowing the menu options in the game that relate to gameplay. For example, this 
is how we would map Super Smash Bros. Melee:  

  • single-player mode  
  ° regular match  

  � classic mode  
  � adventure mode  
  � all-star mode  

  ° event match  
  ° stadium  

  � home-run contest  
  � target test  
  � multi-man melee  

  ° training mode  
  • versus mode  

  ° melee  
  ° special melee  
  ° tournament mode  
  ° custom rules  

  This tree was basically extracted from the menus of the game. I left out the 
menu options that referred to save games, trophies/achievements, or sound 
settings, for example, and just focused on the options that affect gameplay. 
Making an initial map like this helps you visualize the content of your game, so 
you can pinpoint what aspects you are tackling. For example, if you are analyz-
ing how a community plays Super Smash Bros. Melee, you will have to specify 
that they are playing the Versus Mode, and within that, which submode they 
are playing, and what rules they chose.  

  Story Structure: Mapping the game like this is a bit more complex, since it 
requires having played through the game already; if you have not completed 
the game, you will probably have to look for a walkthrough or guide. The narra-
tive breakdown can take a long time to map in this case; if we are talking about 
a mission or quest-based game, there will be core segments and side segments 
of the story, so the map will not necessarily be a list of chapters. We have two 
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basic ways to map story-driven games, depending on whether we focus on the 
events or the areas. A map of the events would be like the index of a book — see 
how we would map  The Secret of Monkey Island , where the transitions between 
chapters have explicit titles:  

 •  Chapter 1: The Three Trials  
 •  Chapter 2: The Journey  
 •  Chapter 3: Under Monkey Island  
 •  Chapter 4: Guybrush Kicks Butt  

  Each of these chapters has its breakdown into different events, also segmented 
in the form of interrelated narrative puzzles; a list of those puzzles would help 
us make a more detailed map of the game.  

  In contrast, a role-playing game or MMORPG may be easier to account for by 
focusing on the locations of the game. For example, this is how we would tackle  
Fallout  (1997):  

   1 Vault 13  
   2 Shady Sands  
   3 Vault 15  
   4 Raiders  
   5 Junktown  
   6 The Hub  
   7 Necropolis  
   8 The Glow  
   9 Brotherhood  
  10 Boneyard  
  11 Military Base  
  12 Cathedral  

  It is possible to provide a breakdown of each area by listing the quests associated 
with it. For example, let’s look at how we would map the fi rst area, Vault 13, 
based on the quests:  

  1 Calm the rebel faction  
  2 Destroy the Mutant leader  
  3 Destroy the source of the Mutants  
  4 Find the water chip  
  5 Find the water thief  

  This exercise should help you get a sense of the scope of the game, and 
select what aspects of it you will analyze, as well as a fi rst reminder that you 
need to communicate to your reader what aspects of the game you will be 
discussing.  
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 � PRODUCTION	TEAM 

 In the fi rst chapter, we mentioned how paratexts infl uence how we interpret 
a text; the name of the author is one of these paratexts. For example, certain 
game developers, such as Hideo Kojima ( Metal Gear  series (–)) or 
Sid Meier ( Civilization  series (–)), have a status that creates expec-
tations whenever they release a new title. For some fans, their favorite devel-
opers can do no wrong. Identifying who has participated in the development 
of a game can provide us with important information about the infl uences 
and the history of the production. It is not a matter of highlighting the per-
sonalities behind the game as much as it is pointing out and revealing more 
about the process of how the game was made. Acknowledging the human 
factors in the production is a fi rst step in relinquishing the concept of games 
as a factory product and towards their status as an art form, opening up 
new types of discourse, and keeping technological or economic arguments 
in check. 

 In terms of defi ning the context, the production team will immediately serve 
to make connections with other games that may have been made by the 
same people. It can also relate the game to other media, if the personalities 
involved are not necessarily part of the videogames industry. Many develop-
ers work within a specifi c genre or provide their own style, which connects 
the game being analyzed to the rest of their work. Looking at their previous 
games can shed some light on certain aspects of the game, such as the recur-
ring concerns of the team, how they innovate from one game to another, or 
whether they are breaking off  from the genres that they usually work on. 
For example, the Japanese company Square (–) is usually identi-
fi ed with role-playing games, thanks to the fame of the  Final Fantasy  series 
(–). Before that, the same team also produced shooter games such 
as  D World Runner  (), or racing games such as  Rad Racer  (). Call-
ing attention to the variety of designs Square produced can be the starting 
point, for example, to examine later works, such as  Final Fantasy VII  (), 
which includes racing and fi ghting in the form of mini-games. 

 Th e collaborative nature of the production of many videogames makes it 
problematic to determine their authorship. Game studies has yet to see 
a debate like the one that took place in fi lm studies in the s between 
Andrew Sarris and Pauline Kael. Sarris followed the school of French criti-
cism and advocated that the director was the author of a fi lm, while Kael 
reclaimed the title for the screenwriter.     Videogames have set up a more 
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pressing dilemma, even when marketing departments and the industry 
itself are encouraging the cult of personality to sell more games. Who is 
the “author”? Th e game designer? Th e creative director? Th e lead program-
mer? Th e lead artist? Th e producer? Th e marketing department? Can play-
ers be considered authors of the game too, since the game cannot start 
without them? How is the player an author of user-generated content? Who 
we consider an author of the game is both a construction of discourse and 
constructed by discourse.     Th erefore, being aware of what the fi gure of the 
author means with respect to the game, and who is identifi ed as such, is a 
necessary exercise even before starting to write. 

 Identifying the author of a videogame may not be easy, so whenever an indi-
vidual is singled out, it should be because it helps generate the context of the 
game, and establishes clear relationships with certain creative approaches, 
in videogames or other media. Making an argument to disprove the sole 
authorship of an individual may be a productive exercise to counter the mar-
keting strategies of singling out personalities as authors, similar to how Pau-
line Kael did when she claimed that the screenwriter Herman J. Mankiewicz 
was the real author of  Citizen Kane  and not Orson Welles, the director.     

 A further issue in trying to determine the authorship of the game is that 
its makers may not have been credited. In the s, Atari did not list the 
names of the engineers who worked on their cartridges, which caused many 
of their best programmers to leave and create their own company, Activi-
sion.     Many home computer games were circulated with no names attached 
to them, particularly if they were distributed in magazines as code to be 
typed into the computer. Th e absence of this information makes it diffi  cult 
to establish the context of the game, since identifying the developers may 
provide further historical information about the game. 

 Some games are made by a sole developer, who is credited in the game, 
which makes it easier to identify the author of the game. Th is was true of 
many games developed for home computers in Europe during the s, 
where developers were often computer hobbyists. For instance, Matthew 
Smith created  Manic Miner  () and  Jet Set Willy  (), two of the most 
popular games for the ZX Spectrum, and a cornerstone in the design of 
European platform games. Paco Menéndez along with graphics designer 
Juan Delcán created  La Abadía del Crimen  (), an unoffi  cial adaptation 
of Umberto Eco’s  Th e Name of the Rose  () .  Th e game remains one of 
the most infl uential games in Spanish game development to this day, its 
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narrative complexity inspiring other Spanish developers to make other 
games freely inspired by Eco’s novel, such as  Murder in the Abbey  (), as 
well as multiple remakes, updates for new platforms, and even a fan transla-
tion to English. 

 Many of the factotum game makers these days are independent developers, 
often working on experimental games. Th ey are either single developers or 
work with very small teams, such as Jason Rohrer ( Passage  ()), Jona-
than Blow ( Braid  ()), Terry Cavanagh ( Vvvvvv  ()), or Christine 
Love ( Analogue: A Hate Story  ()). Th e works of these developers are 
often presented as “art games,” which may or may not have something to do 
with how they are presented as the work of individuals rather than as com-
mercial products. 

 Singling out specifi c personalities from a team can also provide further con-
nections to other games, helping to establish a larger context, or relating the 
game to other media. Th e forays of artists from other media at times bring 
the prestige of the artists to the game, as is the case of the manga artist Akira 
Toriyama, of  Dragon Ball  fame, who has designed the characters for the 
 Dragon Quest  videogame series since , as well as  Chrono Trigger  (). 
Th e fi rst game to include a soundtrack by a famous musician was  Captain 
Blood  (), which featured songs by electronic music composer Jean 
Michel Jarre. From the realm of writing, Douglas Adams famously collabo-
rated with game designer Steve Meretzky both in the videogame adaptation 
of  Th e Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy  () and  Bureaucracy  (). 

 Videogames have been a medium for artistic experimentation as early as 
, when poet Robert Pinsky wrote the interactive fi ction piece  Mind-
wheel  (). More recently, Brian Eno worked on the score of  Spore  
(), which generates diff erent music depending on the choices of the 
player and the context of the actions. Artists that work in other media can 
also help us draw comparisons across media, or focus on a specifi c aspect 
of the game related to other media (e.g., visual art, music, cut-scenes, 
writing) .

 Questions to discuss the relevance of the production team: 

 �  Who made the game, a team or an individual? 

 �  What other games have been made by this production team? 
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 �  How does the game relate to the previous and / or later work of that 
team? 

 �  Are there any team members whose contribution can be considered to 
be distinctive? How? 

 �  Are there any collaborators who are artists in other media? What is 
their contribution to the game? 

 Further Reading 
 Grossman, Austin (ed.).  Postmortems from Game Developers: Insights from the Devel-

opers of Unreal Tournament, Black and White, Age of Empires, and Other 
Top-Selling Games.  st ed. San Francisco: CMP Books, . 

 Simons, Iain.  Inside Game Design.  London: Laurence King Publishers, . 

 � GAME	GENRE 

 Describing what a genre is is not easy in any medium, since there are many 
ways to defi ne the term depending on the domain discussing it. In general, 
the genre of a media artifact—such as literary works or fi lm—is associated 
with certain formal features and cultural assumptions; that is why under-
standing the context of the game is vital to establish the genre of a game. 
Game genre can be defi ned by commercial interests, industrial practices, 
academic defi nitions, or journalistic articles, although often those defi ni-
tions are more buzzwords than actual thought-out defi nitions. After all 
these years, defi ning genre is still a challenge in literature and fi lm, as well as 
a favorite topic of discussion. 

 Game genres help in grouping and classifying games, thus also helping to 
form relationships and distinctions between diff erent works; it is a way to 
organize the enormous corpus of the object of study. In all media, genres 
are usually associated with a series of conventions, which are in constant 
transformation and create new genres. 

 How do we defi ne a game genre? We can start with their formal charac-
teristics. Most games base their rules and mechanics on pre-existing ones, 
which allows us, for example, to classify board and card games in families.     
Some board-game families can be race games with similar layouts and rules 
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to Ludo/Parcheesi, or diff erent variations of chess, such as Xiang-Qi in 
China or Shogi in Japan. 

 Defi nitions of genre can be multiple and can contradict or undermine each 
other. We could argue that there are formal features that defi ne a videogame 
genre, particularly those related to how the player interacts with the game. 
For instance, a fi rst-person shooter can be distinguished by the combination 
of a fi rst-person point of view and the player being able to shoot within a 
navigable three-dimensional environment. Games such as  Wolfenstein D  
(),  Unreal Tournament  (), or  Half-Life  are classical examples of the 
genre. Th e defi nition, however, can be put to the test with some border-
line cases. Is  Operation Wolf  () a fi rst-person shooter? It does have a 
fi rst-person point of view, and the player navigates the space, although only 
moving side to side, while fi rst-person shooters typically allow the player to 
move in the four compass directions. 

 Conventions are a nebulous category that can help us defi ne a genre. A set 
of features becomes conventional once it is used from game to game. Some 
examples of game conventions are control schemes: the point-and-click menu 
interfaces of early graphic adventure games require the player to compose 
a sentence by clicking on words and objects on the screen. Fighting games 
such as  Soulcalibur II  () or  Super Street Fighter IV  () combine the 
directional input with button presses, so that the right movement and button 
press, when properly timed, can result in a complex fi ghting move. 

 Genre conventions also help situate a game within certain traditions of 
design and development, although often the history of infl uences and deri-
vations may be diffi  cult to track down. Juul discusses how the history of tile-
matching games can be traced diff erently, depending on what arguments 
are provided, or rather,  who  is providing the arguments.     In spite of the 
diffi  culty, and that there is not a unique way to establish the infl uences of 
a genre, it is a useful exercise, since situating the game within a tradition 
helps us understand how a game may be innovative or ground-breaking. 
For example,  Half-Life  () has been recognized for integrating a story in 
a fi rst-person shooter, which before that had not been a genre particularly 
prone to narratives. Being the fi rst to include a specifi c feature is what may 
make the game worth studying. 

 Conventions can also become transparent to seasoned players, so it is easy 
to forget about them if you are analyzing a genre you know well. On the 
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other hand, conventions may be insurmountable barriers to those new to a 
genre. For example, non-experienced players will fi nd it diffi  cult to navigate 
the space of a fi rst-person shooter, where looking and walking have separate 
controls. In identifying the genre, we have to step back and realize what 
conventions the game may follow. 

 Apart from formal features or conventions, the context in which the game 
is played can also construct the genre. For example, the rubric  casual games  
seems to be a wide-reaching label that may be considered a genre, but in 
fact it encompasses many diff erent types of games that may be considered 
genres in themselves. Puzzle games, hidden-object games, or so-called social 
games can all be labeled  casual  and yet they all have diff erent mechanics. 
 Casual  can also be a brand imposed by marketing departments, in order to 
make the game appealing to audiences that may not consider themselves 
gamers, but still like playing videogames. 

 Th e fi ctional world of the game may also defi ne the genre, as is the case with 
survival horror games. In these games, the player is trapped in an environ-
ment infested with monsters (from zombies to ghosts to mutants), which 
chase the player. Often the player has to destroy them, as in  Resident Evil  
(), but it is also possible that the player must run away without getting 
hurt, as in  Clock Tower  (), hence the  survival  label. 

 In an even more confusing situation, the same label may defi ne diff erent 
types of games. For example, the term  arcade  is quite problematic—while 
some people use it specifi cally for games released in arcade cabinets, others 
invoke the term to designate fast-action games in general, whose controls 
are relatively simple (direction pad plus two to four buttons). Labels may 
also come and go—while in the late s  advergames  was a common buzz-
word at games conferences, by   gamifi cation  had taken over as the new 
fashionable label for games designed to attract customers. As you read this, 
there may be another fashionable term to refer to this type of game. 

 Given the complexity of determining genre, the best way to tackle it is to 
be aware of what your own defi nition is and where it comes from. In defi n-
ing the game genre, one should think about what it means, who defi nes it, 
and, if using one’s own defi nition, explain it for the sake of clarity. One can 
also base the defi nition on somebody’s work: you can start looking it up 
on Wikipedia, which has good overviews on certain topics, but be sure to 
check scholarly sources such as  Th e Routledge Companion to Video Game 
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Studies,  which can provide pre-existing defi nitions as well as citations to 
other works dealing with the genre.     

 Questions to identify the context within the game: 

 �  What genre does the game belong to? According to whose defi nition? 

 �  What features of the game identify it as an example of that genre? Are 
these features inherent to the game, or are they paratexts? 

 �  How does the game break off or subvert the genre it is labeled with? 

 Further Reading 
 Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Simon, Jonas Heide Smith, and Susana Pajares Tosca.  Understand-

ing Video Games: Th e Essential Introduction.  nd ed. Abingdon: Routledge, , 
pp. –. 

 Juul, Jesper.  A Casual Revolution: Reinventing Video Games and Th eir Players.  Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Th e MIT Press, ,  Chapter  : “Innovation and Clones: Th e 
Gradual Evolution of Downloadable Casual Games.” 

 Exercise: Genre History 

  Trace the genre and infl uences of the game you are analyzing, based on 
Juul’s map of tile-matching games.   17    Start by defi ning the genre with a list of 

features that characterize it. Based on that genre, what games does it relate to? 
What are the features that connect it directly to other games? Which ones are 
common? Which ones are different? Are all the games listed part of the same 
genre, or does it bring different game types together?  

  If you are in a classroom, trace the history of the same game and then compare 
notes with your classmates. What are the assumptions that each genre history 
is based on? What knowledge of the game did each person use to trace the 
history?  

 � TECHNOLOGICAL	CONTEXT 

 Th e technical platform can infl uence what type of game you are dealing with. 
Th e term  platform  refers here specifi cally to the technology that the game is 
built for—not only the hardware (consoles vs. PC; portable gaming consoles 
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vs.  smartphones), but also game engines (Unreal, Aurora Toolset, Source), 
or even development platforms (Unity, Flash). Th e study of games based on 
their platform belongs to the larger area of  platform studies,  which is a specifi c 
approach within the study of digital media and creative computing, as pro-
posed by Montfort and Bogost.     Th ese authors advocate the humanistic study 
of applications at the platform level, in order to understand the processes that 
constitute their foundation. Th eir book  Racing the Beam: Th e Atari Video Com-
puter System  off ers an in-depth example of how platform-based analysis sheds 
light on the relationship between the technology and the game design, and how 
game developers can overcome the limitations of the platforms creatively. 

 Mentioning the platform of a game is a basic requirement in any game anal-
ysis because it helps us identify a specifi c version of the game; this build-
ing block may also overlap with the contents of the game overview. Again, 
it is not only an issue of providing clear references; at times games may 
change substantially from platform to platform. For example, the original 
MSX version of  Metal Gear  () diff ers substantially from the NES ver-
sion released later that year—not only are the graphics diff erent because of 
the varying graphic capabilities of each platform, but each version also has 
diff erent level design. Listing the platform is similar to including the edition 
of a book, as already discussed—it facilitates readers to locate the original 
text one is writing about. Most times, the platform is something that may 
only need to be mentioned in the references; other times, discussing the 
platform can become the core of your analysis. 

 Determining the original version of the game being played, whether it is 
modifi ed and how, can become an essential part of the technological con-
text of the game, particularly if the analysis encourages the reader to play 
the game. Establishing which version of the game you are discussing, how-
ever, may be a bit complex at times, which may complicate the access to 
the game for our readers. Th is is the case of games that get regular updates 
and expansions online, which may fi x technical issues or add new features. 
For example, it may not be possible to play the original version of the mas-
sively multiplayer online role-playing game  World of Warcraft  (–), 
because the periodic updates and expansions have changed the game from 
its original state. Fans have also found ways to reveal hidden or unreleased 
content in games using software patches, such as  Star Wars: Knights of the 
Old Republic II: Th e Sith Lords  (), which restores missing plot elements 
and decisions that were not accessible in the original game. Other ways to 
change the game that may aff ect the platform include workarounds to gain 
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advantage, such as entering cheat codes and using preloaded programs to 
change the original settings of the game. Th e role of cheating was already 
discussed in the previous chapter: if the changes to the game make it easier 
or more accessible, this should be refl ected in the writing, since these modi-
fi cations are part of the methodology of the analysis. 

 Technology can also be an essential factor in the development and distribu-
tion of the game, with certain types of designs only being possible once a 
certain technology is available. Th e history of virtual worlds illustrates this 
very clearly:     the fi rst virtual world was  MUD,  a text game developed by 
Roy Trubshaw and Richard Bartle in . Like many of the early virtual 
worlds,  MUD  was created in a university, which made its availability very 
limited. As dial-up connections became more widespread and aff ordable, 
online virtual worlds not only became possible but also more populated. 
Early virtual worlds were one of the features off ered by services provid-
ers such as CompuNet in the U.K. or Compuserve in the U.S. in the mid-
s. Th e advent and spread of the World Wide Web in the mid-s 
meant another expansion for virtual worlds, which made it easier to develop 
graphical virtual worlds, and have a larger group of players; the advent of the 
Internet facilitated the appearance of massively multiplayer online virtual 
worlds. Th e technological context, in this case, overlaps with the economic 
context, because what is important is not only that the technology existed, 
but also that it was readily available. Even having online virtual worlds had 
been the initial idea of some of the fi rst developers in the early s; the 
development of better online technologies and their steady spread is what 
facilitated larger, more complex virtual worlds. 

 One last aspect to be taken into account is the use of emulation, and ports, 
which was discussed in the previous chapter. As shown in  Chapter  , the 
limitation or extended aff ordances of the platform can remove or add fea-
tures, at times even more noticeably than in an emulator. For instance, the 
iOS version of the game  Karateka  includes a set of keys overlaid on the 
screen to control the player character; the game also includes a “rewind” 
feature that allows players to try the last challenge again rather than starting 
the game over if they lose. Diff erent versions can also substantially change 
things like the processing performance, the image display, or the sound 
quality, which may be issues we can discuss in our analysis. 

 A platform provides a set of limitations, mainly technological, that developers 
can embrace or work around. Discussing how the platform may encourage 



Areas of Analysis : Context 

certain types of interactions can help us understand the relationship between 
the game and the materials it is built upon. As a current example, games for 
mobile phones may not have graphics as lavish as those of current home 
consoles; their controls are also simplifi ed, since the buttons of the phone 
may be too small to assign one fi nger to each button, or a touchscreen may 
only allow clicking and dragging. Th us the types of interface in mobile games 
are usually not particularly complex, from drawing cards in solitaire games, 
to moving puzzle pieces, to dragging and releasing to fi re objects, as in  Angry 
Birds  (). When fi ghting games are ported to smartphones, their controls 
have to be simplifi ed—the complex button combinations of a console con-
troller cannot be reproduced in phones with small buttons or touchscreens. 

 Understanding the platform also helps determine whether a specifi c aes-
thetic of the game is a result of the technology or a choice of the developers. 
For example, the black-and-white graphics of  Uninvited  () originated in 
the monochrome monitor of the Apple IIGS; a current game using similar 
graphics, such as  Looming  (), makes it a style choice to create a certain 
minimalistic, old-fashioned look. At times a game may be developed pre-
cisely to evoke a past platform—the game  La Mulana  () has already 
been mentioned in  Chapter  . Th e game was developed using the color 
palette and graphics resolution, as well as chiptune music, similar to those 
of the MSX computer standard. Camper argues that the game creates a 
retro-style that vindicates a long outdated technology that is also relatively 
obscure.     Th us the platform it is developed for and the one that it is imitat-
ing present an aesthetic choice, which also provides us with opportunities 
to discuss the formal aspects of the game. 

 Questions that help defi ne the technological context of the game: 

 �  What platform(s) was the game developed for? Which version played 
the object of analysis? 

 �  How do the technological affordances and constraints of the platform 
defi ne the game? 

 �  How does the game overcome the technical limitations of the 
platform? 

 �  Does the game evoke some other technology, different from the one 
used to play? If so, how and why? 
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 �  What version of the game is being played? 

 �  Are there any technical additions or modifi cations to the game? If so, 
how do they change it? 

 Further Reading 
 Camper, Brett. “Retro Refl exivity: La-Mulana, an -Bit Period Piece.”  Th e Video 

Game Th eory Reader   (): –. 

 Jones, Steven E., and George K. Th iruvathukal.  Codename Revolution: Th e Nintendo 
Wii Platform.  Cambridge, Mass.: Th e MIT Press, . 

 Maher, Jimmy.  Th e Future Was Here: Th e Commodore Amiga.  Cambridge, Mass.: 
Th e MIT Press, . 

 Montfort, Nick, and Ian Bogost.  Racing the Beam: Th e Atari Video Computer System.  
Cambridge, Mass.: Th e MIT Press, . 

 Exercise: Platform Comparison 

  Compare two versions of the same title for different technological platforms, 
especially a game and its port to another platform. In the case of contem-

porary games, compare the home console or PC version with the same title for 
portable consoles, such as  Prince of Persia: Sands of Time  (2003). For older 
games, compare an arcade game, such as  Pac-Man (Namco, 1980) or Burger 
Time (1982) , with a version for home consoles, such as the Atari VCS, the Com-
modore 64, or the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES). Do the features of 
the game change? If so, which of those changes have to do with the technol-
ogy? How do they change the game experience?  

 � SOCIO-HISTORICAL	CONTEXT 

 Situating the game within the social and historical circumstances in which it 
was produced is a basic strategy of some kinds of textual analysis. Th e dates 
when a game was made, released, and played provide information related 
to some of the building blocks already discussed, such as the expectations 
of developers and audiences, in terms of what the technology can do or the 
design conventions of that moment, for example. 
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 Games can also be reactions to current events, or refl ections on past histori-
cal events. Tristan Donovan identifi es many of the games developed in the 
mid-s in the U.K. as  British Surrealism,  because of their bizarre visuals, 
inspired by the likes of Monty Python.     In one of these games,  Wanted: 
Monty Mole  (), a mole breaks into a mine populated by strange enemies, 
such as hairspray cans or sharks. Donovan considers it a take on the miners’ 
strike, a violent struggle between the National Union of Mineworkers and 
the British government, which ended up with the defeat of the miners. Th e 
mine that Monty breaks into is owned by a character called Scargill, named 
after the president of the miners’ union at the time. 

 The intersection of cultures, as well as the take of one culture on another, 
can also be the source of commentary. The study of the process of local-
ization is probably one of the most productive cultural aspects of video-
games, since it not only involves linguistic translation but also cultural 
adaptation, as noted in the case of  Osu! Tatakae! Ouendan  in the first 
chapter. The cultural intersection can involve multiple areas— Ganbare 
Gorby ! () features former Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev as its 
hero. The player must help Gorby, the cartoon version of Gorbachev, 
fight soldiers and keep a factory working, to provide people with food, 
medicine, and videogames. Significantly, the main character became a 
young boy for the Western version of the game, and the title was changed 
to  Factory Panic.  

 Questions to identify and discuss the socio-historical context: 

 �  When and where was the game made? 

 �  How does the historical period refl ect in the game? 

 �  What aspects of the game refl ect the culture that produces it? 

 �  If the game has been localized, how has it changed from its original 
version? 

 Further Reading 
 Consalvo, Mia. “Persistence Meets Performance: Phoenix Wright, Ace Attorney.” In 

 Well Played .: Video Games, Value and Meaning,  –. ETC Press, . 
http://portal.acm.org/citation.cfm?id=.. 
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 Donovan, Tristan.  Replay: Th e History of Video Games.  Lewes, East Sussex: Yellow 
Ant Media Ltd, , Chapter  “Uncle Clive” and Chapter  “Th e French 
Touch.” 

 Hanli, Geyser, and Tshabalala Pippa. “Return to Darkness: Representations of Africa 
in Resident Evil ” (). http://www.digra.org/wp-content/uploads/digital-
library/..pdf. 

 Pruett, Chris. “Th e Anthropology of Fear: Learning About Japan Th rough Horror 
Games.”  Loading . . .  , no.  (), http://journals.sfu.ca/loading/index.php/
loading/article/view/. 

 � ECONOMIC	CONTEXT 

 How a game is distributed, marketed, and monetized is part of its economic 
context, and aff ects how it reaches its audience. Th e means of distribution 
do not only pertain to publishers, who may fi nd deals to sell the game in 
brick and mortar shops as well as online outlets. Th ere have been multiple 
channels of distribution of videogames over the years, from printed copies 
of the code to BBS servers, to music tapes or fl oppy disks in plastic zip bags 
that developers personally mailed to their customers. Th e economic mod-
els vary greatly from game to game—from a subscription-based MMOG 
to a one-time purchase for a console game; a web game will be monetized 
diff erently from a downloadable PC game. A publisher may also condition 
the content of a game by commissioning it to a studio, or may specialize in 
specifi c genres or types of genres. Th e amount of economic resources avail-
able to a developer also conditions the presentation and polish of the game. 
While large developers, such as Square Enix, can aff ord to hire hundreds of 
people and spend several years on their next big title, small development 
teams may have to release games more often in order to keep in business. 

 Th e economic context may be defi ned by the location in which a game is 
produced, as well as when it was made. During the s in Europe (and to 
some extent in the U.S.), the videogames industry was started by computer 
hobbyists in the U.K., Spain, or France. Lone developers or small teams 
sold their games to publishers or retailers willing to sell them. In contrast, 
Japanese videogames were a product derived from toy companies like 
Nintendo. Software development companies and engineers, on the other 
hand, were the main drivers of the North American games industry. Each 
economic set-up implies diff erent policies of production and marketing, as 
well as diff erent audiences. 
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 Questions to identify and discuss the economic context: 

 �  Is the game a commercial product or not? 

 �  Who was the publisher of the game? 

 �  How was the game distributed? 

 �  How was it marketed and to whom? 

 �  What is its business model? 

 Further Reading 
 Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Simon, Jonas Heide Smith, and Susana Pajares Tosca.  Under-

standing Video Games: Th e Essential Introduction.  nd ed. Abingdon: Rout-
ledge, , pp. –. 

 Sheff , David.  Game Over: Press Start to Continue.  Cyberactive Media Group Inc/
Game Pr, . 

 � AUDIENCE 

 Th e discussion of the audience relates to the economic context of the game. 
Games are often developed with an audience in mind, the type of players that are 
mostly going to play it, which for commercial games is understood as the market. 
Figuring out who the audience is and, more importantly, how the game is trying 
to appeal to them expands the socio-economic background of the game. 

 Determining the intended audience is not always obvious, although there are 
some easily accessible sources that can provide us with that information. Th e 
diff erent rating systems in diff erent countries are a good starting point—the 
ESRB in the U.S., PEGI rating in Europe, and CERO in Japan provide basic 
information on the age range the game may be intended for. Th e discrepan-
cies between rating systems, or a critique of the content of the game in com-
parison with how it has been rated, can give way to good discussions on how 
game audiences are construed by rating systems, for example. 

 Th e advertising of a game, as well as the media in which that advertising 
appears, can provide more information on who is expected to play it. Th e 
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gender, age, and looks of the people appearing in the ad can give us a hint 
of who they want their audience to identify with. For example, the U.S. TV 
advertisement for  Pole Position  () for Atari VCS shows a whole family 
who participates in the game. A few years later, the commercial for  Th e 
Legend of Zelda  () shows two boys playing together, in an attempt to 
appeal to a diff erent demographic (male players between  and  years 
old). Th e advertisements themselves can be fascinating texts to discuss, 
but if you end up doing so, you will probably not be analyzing the game 
itself. Th e channels of distribution, tackled in the previous building block, 
can also be a strong indicator of who may be playing the game—casual 
game portals, for example, have an audience of their own made up of their 
regular visitors. 

 Who the game is intended for aff ects the design and types of representation 
of the game, which may be another section of the analysis. Juul observes 
how the general category of casual games presents some common traits, 
such as easy controls (e.g., mouse clicks or gestural interfaces) or  juiciness  
(excessive audiovisual feedback for every action and event in the game).     
On the other hand, games intended for niche audiences, such as fl ight simu-
lators, may expect players to make an investment, either in the form of time 
commitment or money.  Microsoft Flight Simulator  () requires players 
to have dedicated controllers and to have good knowledge of how to pilot a 
plane, given how complex and detailed the simulation is. 

 Early games from the s and s, as well as experimental games, are 
more diffi  cult to understand as appealing to a specifi c audience. Many early 
games were closer to technology demonstrations rather than being consid-
ered commercial ventures, such as  Spacewar  () or  Pong  (). Some 
experimental games, on the other hand, could be considered “games for 
games’ sake,” works that defy the technology and the conventions of game 
design, and might even seek to make an expressive point. Th ese games might 
require players to adapt to them, rather than being made for a specifi c audi-
ence, such as the  Painstation  (), a Pong-like game that hurts the players 
whenever they lose a point. Th ere is an implied audience for experimental 
games—members of experimental game communities, the public attending 
a game exhibit or the venue where it will be presented, game connoisseurs, 
or players who in general look for non-commercial, unconventional games. 
Where the game is presented and discussed provides information about 
who the implied audience is, and how it may be received diff erently—what 
may be conceived as a prototype may become an “art game” because of the 
discourse generated by it, as was the case of Rod Humble’s  Th e Marriage  
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(), an abstract game that represents the developer’s idea of what being 
married is like, according to the artist statement accompanying it.     

 Realizing how a specifi c game design may try to appeal to a range of audi-
ences requires relating this building block to the formal analysis. Issues such 
as control schemes, levels of diffi  culty, or play modes are all design features 
that can accommodate players with diff erent levels of profi ciency and expe-
rience. For example,  Rock Band   () allows players of diff erent skills to 
play together by letting each player select their own diffi  culty level. While 
it includes online scoreboards for players who want to prove their prowess 
to the world, it also features a no-fail mode, in which the whole band can 
continue playing even if they are all making mistakes, because the point is 
to play together and get through the song rather than getting a high score. 

 In short, in order to identify the audience, we must look both at some of the 
paratexts of the game (game ratings, advertisements, distribution channels), 
as well as examine the game through other building blocks, such as game 
diffi  culty or interfaces. 

 Questions to identify the audience of a game: 

 �  What is the rating of the game? 

 �  Who was the game marketed to? 

 �  What elements of the game may appeal to specifi c audiences? 

 �  If the game has different modes, what kinds of players may those 
modes be intended for? 

 Exercise: What Makes a Game Hardcore? 

  This exercise is meant to help you learn how a game appeals to its audience, 
and how it tries to tailor itself to players. First of all, choose a  “ hardcore ” 

 game, such as a fi rst-person shooter, real-time strategy game, or role-playing 
game. There are two ways to go about this exercise.  

  A) If you consider yourself a gamer, fi nd a friend or relative who does not play 
games or does not consider himself/herself a gamer. Teach this new player how 

(Continued)
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to play the game. (S)he does not have to master it; the focus is studying the 
process of fi rst learning the game in two or three hours.  

  The report of your experience should address these issues:  

  • What were the most diffi cult parts of the game to learn? Why?  
  • What was the easiest thing to pick up? Why?  
  • What did your subject do that was surprising?  

  B) If you do not play videogames regularly or at all, fi nd a friend or relative who 
does consider themselves a gamer, and ask him/her to teach you how to play 
the game. You do not have to master the game; just see how much you can 
learn in two or three hours.  

 •  What were the most diffi cult parts of the game to learn? Why?  
 •  What was the easiest thing to pick up? Why?  
 •  What did the person teaching you take for granted that you did not 

know how to do?  

(Continued)

 � RELATIONS	TO	OTHER	MEDIA 

 Revisiting a series of events or a set of characters through diff erent media has 
happened for many, many centuries. Th e stories of Greek mythology were 
told in poetry and plays, depicted in paintings, statues, and bas-relief. Vid-
eogames have become the latest medium that these stories can be extended 
to, as a participatory space to explore worlds, events, and characters. Th e 
studies of adaptation, which have focused on the translations between nov-
els, theater, and fi lm/television, for example,     are now being challenged not 
only by the multiplicity of media, but also by having stories that expand 
across several media. Th e study and practice of diff erent incarnations of a 
fi ctional world through diff erent media has been dubbed  transmedia story-
telling,  a practice diff erent from adaptation. Transmedia storytelling focuses 
on the presentation of diff erent aspects of a fi ctional world across diff erent 
media, rather than on how story events may be retold in a diff erent medium. 
 Th e Matrix  franchise (–) is a canonical example of a transmedia 
property, since the main narrative became fragmented across diff erent 
media, inviting audiences to go from one medium to another to explore the 
whole story.     
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 Discussing the relation between a game and other media is a practice that 
directly relates games to other disciplines, such as literature, fi lm, or media 
studies in general. In analyzing the game, however, one should be careful 
with reading the game the same way one would carry out a critical analysis 
of a fi lm or a short story. Th e purpose of this book is to present a framework 
that highlights the nature of videogames and what distinguishes them from 
other media forms; although one of the strategies is establishing similari-
ties with other types of media analysis, it is also true that the participatory 
nature of videogames should not be discounted. Th erefore, in discussing a 
videogame in relation to other media, the role of the player and the rules 
of the game should not be forgotten—after all, the experience of the player 
is one of the common aspects between building blocks of the analysis. For 
example, Matthew Weise resorts to the term  procedural adaptation  to 
explain how survival horror games adapt horror movie conventions into a 
participatory media artifact.     Th e worlds of zombie movies, particularly the 
fi lms directed by George A. Romero, also have rules, which are translated 
into rules of the fi ctional world of the game. Weise notes how the infectious 
nature of the zombie disease, for instance, is notably absent from video-
games directly inspired by the Romero fi lms, such as the  Resident Evil  series 
(–). Although translating this rule might make the games a more 
faithful adaptation of the fi lms, it would also make the game more diffi  cult, 
so game conventions prevail to make the game more playable. 

 Th e sources of inspiration of a game can be multiple—a game could be part 
of a franchise or a tie-in for a movie. Often, some games are released along 
with a Hollywood fi lm as a way to cash in on the publicity of a movie. More 
often than not, these games are rather run-of-the-mill, copying the mechan-
ics of some other bestselling game rather than trying to expand on the trans-
media franchise or really adapt the fi lm into a game. 

 Some videogames may be inspired by other works, but not necessarily be an 
adaptation.  Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem  () is clearly inspired by H.P. 
Lovecraft’s Cthulhu mythos, and although it includes references to the stories, 
the game creates its own world and stories. Th e games in the  Grand Th eft Auto  
series (–) seem similarly inspired by the worlds of movies and tele-
vision, with the experience of driving in  Grand Th eft Auto: Vice City  () 
strongly echoing the television show  Miami Vice  (–), for example. 

 At times, not being able to secure the rights for an adaptation may force 
the game to create a distinctive identity— Dead Rising  () includes a 
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disclaimer on its cover explicitly stating that it is  not  an adaptation of George 
Romero’s fi lm  Dawn of the Dead  (). However, many of the scenarios 
of the game are clearly inspired by situations in the movie. Mapping these 
similarities, in the case of unoffi  cial adaptations, can reveal relationships 
between games and other media that may not be evident at fi rst. 

 Other games are also an important source for videogames. Non-digital 
games, such as sports games, card games, board games, or even play-
ground games, can be implemented in digital form, as was the case of the 
game of  Solitaire  () that came packaged with the Windows operat ing 
system. Discussing how digital media transform the game is an obvious 
but productive avenue. Continuing with the case of  Solitaire,  what the 
digital version adds is the ability to go back to a specifi c combination 
of cards, and to restart if the player gets to a dead end state. In the case 
of sports games, some productive questions can be how a team sport 
becomes a single-player game, or how the eff ort required in a specifi c 
sport is translated as an eff ort while playing the videogame. In all these 
cases, the section on formal analysis provides the building blocks to 
develop this discussion. 

 Another non-digital game source may be a specifi c rule set from table-
top role-playing games, such as  Dungeons and Dragons  () or  GURPS  
().     Although the digital implementation of the system may seem 
straightforward, the player’s experience may be diff erent—combat that may 
take several minutes in a live environment may be fi nished in seconds in its 
computer version, depending on whether the combat is turn-based or not. 
Games have also developed their own role-playing system, even if it was 
inspired by a tabletop rule set.  Fallout  () developed its SPECIAL system 
after a deal to use GURPS fell through.     Th e violence and gore depicted 
were too much for Steve Jackson’s games, so they did not grant the devel-
oper Black Isle the license to their system, even though it had already been 
implemented in the game. 

 Games can share the same character, even if they are completely diff erent 
genres. For example, Mario is the star of his own series of platform games, 
as well as being a playable character in the  Mario Kart  series (–), 
 Super Smash Bros.  series (–), and  Mario Strikers  (–) ,  
to name but a few. Whether this character-sharing is a matter of market-
ing or a case study of transmedia storytelling can be a good subject of 
discussion. 
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 Questions to plot the relation of a game with other media: 

 �  Is the game part of a media franchise? 

 �  Is the game adapting a pre-existing work (another game, a fi lm, a 
book, a play)? What does it take from the work? What is left out? 

 �  Is the game inspired by a pre-existing work? How so? 

 �  How do the rules of the game relate to the other media artifacts? 

 �  How much does the player need to know about the other media in 
order to play? 

 �  What is the role of the player in the game compared to the role of the 
audience in other media incarnations? 

 Further Reading 
 Jenkins, Henry.  Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide.  New 

York/London: NYU Press, . 

 � TO	SUM	UP 

 Discussing the context surrounding the game—paratexts, factors of produc-
tion, and socio-economic and historical setting—situates the discussion and 
creates a series of connections with other building blocks. Th ese blocks can 
also be the main discussion point of the analysis, as the following chapter 
describes, such as a historical analysis, the study of a specifi c game commu-
nity, or focusing on the materiality of the platform of a specifi c game. While 
the context establishes what the game may have in common with other games, 
the overview and the formal analysis establish what sets the game apart. 
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   Rouse, Richard.  Game Design: Th eory and Practice.  nd ed. Wordware Publish-
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   See Chapter , note . 
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 When we start writing an analysis, we must always be clear about what 
we are actually analyzing. It is always useful to include a summary of what 
the game is about, both to provide an overview for readers who may not 
be familiar with the game itself and to make explicit how we understand the 
game. For example, one writer may focus on the complexity and richness 
of the systems in  Tactics Ogre  (), a tactical role-playing game, whereas 
another writer may care more about the rich branching storyline and how 
the narrative relates to the game mechanics. 

 In fi elds like literature, writers often assume that the reader is familiar with 
the work at hand, in particular if the text is part of a specifi c canon. Assuming 
that all readers have the same knowledge of games is also taking too much for 
granted, particularly because of the heterogeneity of contexts of production 
and play already discussed. Again, textual analysis can be used as a tool to dis-
cover obscure games or introduce readers to games they are not familiar with, 
thus contributing to the creation of a videogame corpus one game at a time. 

 Th is area covers the building blocks that comprise the game overview, 
which is a descriptive section that allows the reader to identify the game. 
Th e goal is to distinguish it from other games. More importantly, through 
these building blocks, we can introduce what makes it deserve our analysis. 

 � 
 Areas�of�Analysis����

  Game�Overview 
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 Every analysis will require some of these blocks to identify the game in dis-
cussion; some of them can be explained briefl y while others will be super-
fl uous. Some of these building blocks overlap with others in diff erent areas; 
discussing some of them in depth may provide insight, but that is most likely 
to happen in the counterpart blocks that belong to the other two areas, the 
context and formal elements. 

 Th e purpose of the overview is to complement and extend the information 
that would be provided in a citation.  Chapter   will discuss how citations 
may be too limited to provide enough context about the game; this area 
of analysis provides the space to elaborate on what distinguishes the game 
from others. 

 Some writers mistakenly understand a game overview as a summary of the 
story of the game, similar to how literary or fi lm analyses provide a synopsis 
of a novel or a movie. Story-driven genres, such as role-playing games or 
adventure games, may lend themselves to a summary of the events of the 
story, but even doing that may not really allow us to understand why the 
game is special. Plus reducing a game to a story misses the participation of 
the player as well as the systemic nature of games. While some games may 
have a series of events to mark the progress of the game, in other cases the 
story events are irrelevant to the gameplay. Th is does not mean that the 
story premise or the events of the story do not have room in the analysis, 
since they can be central to the experience. However, you should keep in 
mind that discussing exclusively the story of the game may situate the analy-
sis in the realm of literature or fi lm, for example, instead of dealing with the 
game itself. So remember—the story summary is only one of several blocks 
that you need to discuss the game; retelling the narrative events is not ana-
lyzing the game. 

 Th is area refers to the most common blocks providing the information that 
helps to identify the game, as well as providing the preliminary grounds to 
explain what sets it apart.  Chapter   will show in more detail how this over-
view becomes part of practically every analysis. 

 � GAME	OVERVIEW
	BUILDING	BLOCKS 

 Although some of these building blocks may also be considered formal elements 
of the game, they belong in this area because they are also general features that 
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can be found in most games. Th e building blocks that make up the game over-
view are: 

 �  number of players; 

 �  rules and goals of the game/game modes; 

 �  game mechanics; 

 �  spaces of the game; 

 �  fi ctional world of the game; 

 �  story; 

 �  gameplay experience; 

 �  game communities. 

�  NUMBER	OF	PLAYERS 

 Listing a basic piece of information like the number of players allows us 
to learn more about how players take part in the game. It is a formal fea-
ture that is always included in the boxes of commercial games, both digital 
and non-digital. Videogames are often designed for a single player, whereas 
most non-digital games require several people in order to be able to play, 
and involve social interaction. Th e number of players and how they relate to 
each other is particularly relevant to analyses focusing on the social context 
of the game and how it is played, because it sets up not only how the player 
relates to the game itself, but also how they relate to each other. 

 Th ere can be many confi gurations in which the number of players can com-
bine. Th is section will follow the player interaction patterns proposed by 
Fullerton et al.,     which helps explain how players can tackle the game. 

   Single Player vs. Game   Non-digital single-player games are rare, 
because playing games is traditionally a social activity. Peg solitaire and dif-
ferent types of card solitaires refer to the “single player” in the title, but they 
are also considered puzzles rather than games. Th ese supposed borderline 
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FIGURE 4.1 Different multiplayer confi gurations.
 Source: adapted from Fullerton et al. (2004). 

cases may be the source for an interesting discussion—a jigsaw puzzle 
does not require multiple players, but it can be put together communally; 
there are game books such as  Fabled Lands  or  Destiny Quest  that combine 
a “Choose Your Own Adventure” structure with characters stats and dice 
rolls, as if they were a single-player role-playing game of sorts.     

 Multiple Players vs. Game   Th is is an uncommon confi guration of 
players, where players are individually competing simultaneously but not 
against each other. Since there is no player interaction, this confi guration 
appears in games of pure chance, such as Bingo or Roulette. 

 Player vs. Player   Competition is one of the basic drives of games and 
constitutes one of the four basic types of games, which Caillois identifi es 
as  agon.      Games where two players compete against each other is a model 
common in some of the oldest folk games, such as Mancala, Backgammon, 
Chess, or Go. Th e origins of digital games are also multiplayer—the earliest 
examples are games such as  Tennis for Two  () or  Spacewar  (), which 
required two people playing together. Digital single-player games became 
more common in home computers, whereas early game consoles would 
usually provide options for both single and multiple players. 

 Multilateral Competition   Games can also have more than two play-
ers pitching against each other. Card games, such as Poker, or board games 
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such as  Settlers of Catan  () or  Risk  (), push players to compete 
against each other to become the single winner. 

 Team Competition   Players can unite against other players, so players 
collaborate against another team. Th is confi guration is common in com-
petitive sports, such as Basketball or Hockey. Digital games have also incor-
porated team competition thanks to online play, as is the case of  Counter 
Strike  (). 

 Unilateral Competition   Th ere are games where one player competes 
against the rest, and the other players collaborate to defeat the player who 
is “it.” Th is confi guration is common in playground games like Tag or Blind 
Man’s Bluff ; it also makes for very interesting gameplay in board games and 
digital games. It would appear that the player that is singled out is at a dis-
advantage; in order to balance the game out, the one player against every-
one else is given complete information.     For example,  Battlestar Galactica: 
the Board Game  () has players collaborate in order to survive in outer 
space in the middle of a space war; one of the players (there may be more if 
the game is larger) is a traitor in the group, but only the traitor knows it. Th at 
changes the goals of that player to trying to sabotage and defeat the other 
players. Another example of this confi guration is the Nintendo GameCube’s 
 Pac-Man Vs.  (), where three players play the ghosts of Pac-Man on the 
big screen, and one player plays Pac-Man in the small screen of a GameBoy 
Advance. Th e players who play the ghost can only see their most immediate 
surroundings on the screen, while the person who controls Pac-Man can see 
the whole labyrinth, just as in a regular Pac-Man game. 

 Cooperative Play   Collaboration is the counterpart to competition—in 
the same way that a single player can be pitched against a game, there can be 
a group of players that collaborate to achieve a single objective. An interest-
ing example of this can be found in some of the games of the New Games 
Movement of the s, which promoted large-scale collaborative games. 
One of the games is the Lap Game, where players sit on each other’s laps 
to create a circle; the challenge is to get as many people as possible sitting 
together in a circle.     

 In digital games, some games use cooperative play as a mode of play. For 
example, there are certain quests in  World of Warcraft  (–) that a single 
player cannot complete on her own, such as defeating a specially powerful 
enemy; players then need to organize a raid in order to complete the challenge. 
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 Fullerton’s classifi cation provides a handy breakdown of diff erent player 
confi gurations. However, there are still a few factors that we need to take 
into account when we discuss the number of players of a game, such as 
whether players play simultaneously or in turns, and how the players con-
nect to each other. 

 When multiple players take turns, they can be either playing the same game 
against each other, as is the case of Chess, or they may be taking turns in 
playing diff erent games at the same machine. Th is latter case is called  hot-
seat multiplayer,  a common feature of early arcade videogames,     in which a 
player would play until she lost her life in the game, then leaving the seat to 
the other player, alternating until both players exhausted their lives. Games 
such as  Galaga  () or  Defender  () featured hotseat multiplayer, thus 
promoting people to play together in the arcade and compete against each 
other to reach the highest score. 

 If simultaneous play is possible, particularly in the case of digital games, 
then we have to think about how the game supports all players. We need 
to identify whether the game can be played by all in the same machine or 
in diff erent interconnected machines. An example of a simultaneous mul-
tiplayer game is  Goldeneye  (), a fi rst-person shooter where the screen 
is split to show each player their separate view. If each player plays on a 
diff erent machine, we also need to fi gure out how the games are linked. 
Some games use a local area network (LAN) to connect either computers 
or consoles, where people can be playing in the same room. Players can 
also connect remotely to a server, where game sessions may be ad hoc and 
ephemeral, where a player initiates the game, and others may join or drop 
(e.g.,  Counter Strike  ()). Some games may choose their online players 
randomly ( Mario Kart DS ’s online mode ()), while others may allow 
private servers to be set up ( Minecraft  ()). 

 Th e scale of the game is also another factor that we may have to discuss. 
Massively multiplayer games are their own world quite literally. Unlike the 
online multiplayer games just described, games such as  Everquest  (–) 
or  EVE Online  (–), as discussed in  Chapter  , take place in a persis-
tent virtual world, that is, a computer space that continues existing after 
players have logged off .     MMOGs are also social spaces, where players can 
establish a wide variety of relationships about them, from the lone wolf 
who just wants to complete quests alone or explore the world, to people 
who want to make friends, or to compete with others or even just  be 
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a nuisance and spoil other players’ games.     Part of defi ning an MMOG there-
fore includes making at least a basic reference to how players interact with each 
other and with the world—the virtual world  Second Life  (–) may not be 
considered a game by some because there is no competition or quests, but it 
shares many of the conventions of MMOGs, such as the control scheme; it also 
allows its inhabitants to create games for others. In the case of analyzing an 
MMOG, this building block is going to connect to blocks such as game com-
munities, where we can discuss players’ relationships in more depth. 

 Collaboration and competition may also change through the game, or there 
may be diff erent modes that the game supports, so that the relationship 
between multiple players may also shift during gameplay. In the multiplayer 
mode of  LittleBigPlanet  (), there are certain areas and items that can 
only be reached by collaborating with other players; on the other hand, at 
the end of the game, each player has a score depending on the number of 
items they have picked up throughout the level. 

 Another example of this is how games may have diff erent multiplayer con-
fi gurations.  Rock Band  (), for example, features a variety of multiplayer 
modes, from one to four people playing together a song, to two diff erent 
sets of players playing against each other to see who achieves the highest 
score in a song. Competitive multiplayer gameplay can take place in two 
modes: Tug of War, in which two bands take turns playing diff erent sections 
of the same song, or Score Duel, in which two bands play the same song to 
see who achieves the highest score. Th e diff erent features associated with 
multiplayer show how the approach to use distinctive features can work to 
defi ne and distinguish a game .

 Questions to explain the diff erent confi gurations related to the number of 
players: 

 �  How many players can play this game together? 

 �  Do players compete against each other? 

 �  Can players collaborate? 

 �  Do players team up? 

 �  Are the players together in the same physical location or remotely? 
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 �  If they play remotely, how do they connect with each other? 

 �  How do players communicate with each other (if at all)? 

 Further Reading 
 Björk, Staff an, and Jesper Juul. “Zero-Player Games. Or: What We Talk about 

When We Talk about Players.” Madrid, . http://www.jesperjuul.net/text/
zeroplayergames/. 

 Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Simon, Jonas Heide Smith, and Susana Pajares Tosca.  Under-
standing Video Games: Th e Essential Introduction.  nd ed. Abingdon: Rout-
ledge, , pp. –. 

 Jakobsson, Michael. “Playing with the Rules: Social and Cultural Aspects of Game 
Rules in a Console Game Club.” In  Situated Play: DiGRA  Conference Pro-
ceedings,  –. Tokyo: Akira Baba, . 

 Exercise: How Many Players 

can Play this Game? 

  The number of players is often featured on the box of a game, especially in 
console games. The number of players is a formal feature that may be more 
fl exible than what it says on the box. This exercise invites you to explore how 
many people may be able to play the game and how.  

  Think about how the number of players, as well as their roles, may change 
depending on how players decide to play. How can a single-player game be 
played by multiple people? A good example are adventure games, where sev-
eral people can play together at the same time; everyone looks at the screen to 
see what happens, and then they discuss what to do, while one person carries 
out the commands. Players may also take turns in playing a game that requires 
skill, such as a platform game or a fi ghting game, if they want to complete a 
mode, thus using collaboration as a way to tackle the competitive aspects of the 
game. This experiment involves choosing a game and fi nding the boundaries of 
how many people may be able to play together (or not). By exploring potential 
reconfi gurations of the number of players and how they play, we can learn how 
players appropriate and transform a game, as well as hypothesize which fea-
tures of the game afford these transformations. For example, adventure games 
can be played by many people collaboratively because most of their challenges 
do not depend on skill but on puzzle-solving, so players can think aloud with 
others to fi gure out the different puzzles. Although this exercise can be exam-
ined in an essay, discussing the hypothetical number of players, it is probably 
best carried out by actually trying to play the game with others.  
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 � RULES	AND	GOALS	OF	THE	GAME/GAME	MODES 

 Th e challenge of every game analysis is to get across what the game is like, 
even if the reader has not played it. Th us one of the fi rst things we have to 
do is explain the basic rules. 

 When new players are introduced to a non-digital game, they usually get 
a brief introduction of the basic rules and the win condition, which may 
be followed by a test play-through where more nuanced restrictions are 
explained. A game analysis does not have to reproduce a complete version 
of the game manual; summarizing the main rules and constraints usually 
suffi  ces to convey an idea of what the game is about. 

 For example, a summary of the rules of  Monopoly  () would read some-
thing like this: 

 Monopoly is a board game in which players become real estate mag-
nates, buying properties in a city and building them. The board is a single-
track circuit (what Parlett would call a  race game ),  9   which makes players 
go around. Each turn, a player throws two dice to determine where their 
token lands. Each square may be a property for sale, which the player can 
buy, or already be owned by someone else. Players can build inside their 
property—the more buildings in the square, the more other players have 
to pay whenever they land on that property after a dice roll. The goal is 
to trade properties and buildings, so they yield high profi ts at the expense 
of the other players. The winner of the game is the last player who is still 
in good standing after all the other players have declared bankruptcy. 

 At times mentioning the genre or family the game belongs to becomes 
shorthand for explaining the core mechanics. In table-top games, we have 
trading-card games, trick-taking card games, or live-action role-playing 
games, to name but a few; in non-digital games, we have fi rst-person shoot-
ers, point-and-click adventure games, or racing games as a few examples. 
Th e genres evoke a set of conventions that can help us avoid giving a long 
description of complex rules, which in certain cases may be the only thing 
we need in our analysis (although, as already discussed, defi ning genre and 
conventions is a whole problem of its own). 

 In the case of digital games, however, we do not always know all the rules. 
Th e system is usually a black box and the player needs to fi gure out how it 
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works—in fact, this discovery can be one of the pleasures of playing a vid-
eogame. So it is not easy to write the rules of a videogame; what we write in 
this case is the goals of the game, and a summary of the game mechanics, 
which indicate what the player can do (see next building block). Th e rules of 
the game can be explained in depth as a strategy guide, such as a list of the 
diff erent weapons and their stats for a fi rst-person shooter game. Th e strat-
egy guides for  Animal Crossing: New Leaf  () list, for example, when and 
where each bug and type of bug and fi sh is going to appear, so players know 
which ones they may be missing, and when to get them. Th ese guides show 
how the game works in certain depth; for the purposes of the overview, 
this type of guide helps us understand how a specifi c area or feature works. 
(See also “Rules of the Word” building block.) 

 Th e goals of a game at times can be tricky to identify. Some games may not 
have an end state, and yet they will still have a goal. Th is is very common 
in early arcade games such as  Galaxian  (), a D shooter game where 
the player controls a spaceship and must destroy incoming waves of enemy 
ships. Th e player must brave the attacks for as long as possible to achieve 
a high score.  Pac-Man  () and  Donkey Kong  (Nintendo, ) famously 
feature  kill screens —they only have a limited set of levels, because design-
ers thought that no player would get that far in the game. In this block, we 
focus on the goals set by the game design, not necessarily the ones players 
can come up with (which can be their own relevant topic). 

 Looking at the instructions of the game is a good place to start the summary, 
because they give us a gist of the game mechanics.  Pong ’s arcade cabinet 
() famously features two sentences as instructions: “Insert Coin. Avoid 
missing ball for high score.” It is wonderfully concise, but it needs to be 
expanded a bit in order to get across how the game works: there are two 
paddles on each side of the screen, which each player slides up and down in 
order to hit the ball and send it to the other side. 

 Other times, the rules and goals of the game may not be your run-of-the mill 
mechanics, or are tied with specifi c meaningful interactions, so explaining 
the rules may be the core of our analysis. For example, it is notable how 
when talking about the game  Cart Life  (), it ends up being necessary to 
explain the rules in certain detail. Chris Dahlen summarizes the game thus: 

  Cart Life  is a game about running a street cart. It’s a retail simulator, 
like any number of “tycoon” games on the market, where you have 
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to start a business and balance several concerns: stocking supplies, 
watching costs, dealing with random setbacks and weighing a risky 
growth plan against the safety of the low-grossing products you’re 
accustomed to. 

 But  Cart Life  is not only a retail sim. It also tells a gut-wrenching story 
about people who are down on their luck and almost broke, and who 
start a small street business as a way to get back on their feet.  10   

 Th e rest of the game review explains the rules in relative detail; Joel Good-
win, in another review of the game, combines the explanation of the diff er-
ent rules and goals with his experience of playing the game.     Th is is because 
 Cart Life  is a very peculiar artifact—a simulation of running a street cart that 
turns some of the conventions of strategy games against the player, by not 
providing the player with help or power-ups, or even an agenda to remem-
ber what to do; time passes and it is very challenging to achieve all the goals 
set for the day.  Cart Life  is an example of  procedural rhetoric,  where the pro-
cedures of the game imply and convey a certain meaning as the player plays 
the game;     it is therefore necessary to explain not only the novel mechanics 
but also what they mean. 

 Games may also have diff erent play modes, something already noted in the 
previous chapter. In relation to this building block, diff erent modes usually 
imply diff erent rules, or at least variations on a common set of rules. For 
example,  Combat  () uses diff erent modes to introduce variations on the 
basic rules of the game. It is a two-player game where each player controls 
an army vehicle of the same type (tanks, biplanes, or jets) to fi ght each other. 
In each mode, players choose which type of weaponry they will use in the 
match—from straight or guided missiles, to bouncy bullets that will rico-
chet on the borders of the screen. Th e combinations of ships and weapons 
create twenty-seven diff erent game modes. 

 In contrast, modern games may feature diverse modes with diff erent goals. 
Th e diff erent modes of  Super Smash Bros. Melee  () have already been 
discussed in the previous chapter; each mode might be considered a diff er-
ent game and analyzed independently from each other. 

 When a game has diff erent modes, be explicit about the variety in the 
rules, mostly because it means that the rules of the game may be diff er-
ent. Even when we focus on a single mode, it should be clear to the reader 
that there are diff erent ways to play the game. An overview of the rules 
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�  GAME	MECHANICS 

 Related to the rules of the game, this building block accounts for the regula-
tions applied to player behavior. While the rules of the game above describe 
the game in formal terms, and will probably be easier to explain for non-digital 

is also the set-up of a formal analysis, which explains them and breaks 
them down. 

 Questions that help describe the rules and goals of the game: 

 �  What are the rules of the game? What are the constraints and affor-
dances provided to the player? 

 �  Is there a goal in the game? Does achieving the goal end the game? 

 �  What are the different modes of the game? How does each mode 
change the core rule set of the game? 

 Further Reading 
 Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Simon, Jonas Heide Smith, and Susana Pajares Tosca.  Under-

standing Video Games: Th e Essential Introduction.  nd ed. Abingdon: Rout-
ledge, , pp. –. 

 Fullerton, Tracy, Christopher Swain, and Steven Hoff man.  Game Design Workshop: 
Designing, Prototyping and Playtesting Games.  Berkeley, Calif.: CMP Books, 
, Chapter  “Th e Structure of Games” and Chapter  “Working with For-
mal Elements.” 

 Salen, Katie, and Eric Zimmerman.  Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals.  Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Th e MIT Press, , pp. –. 

 Exercise: Getting to the Core 

of How to Play a Game 

  Explain how to play the game you are analyzing to someone who does not 
know much about games, especially if it is digital. Preferably, explain it in per-
son, so that they can ask you questions about what they do not understand. 
What are the basic rules to get someone started on the game? What aspects of 
the game are easier to understand? Which ones are more diffi cult to pick up? 
How can showing the game itself facilitate the explanation?  



 Areas of Analysis : Game Overview

games or games with a few rules, games with complex rules and rich game 
worlds may be better served by explaining what the player can actually do. We 
already saw some of the issues derived from generalizing player experience in 
 Chapter  —our own experience is always diffi  cult to generalize; there can be 
myriad ways to play a game, and players can bend the rules and come up with 
their own goals, so one should be aware of those diff erences and qualify them. 

 A helpful concept to understand the diff erence between the rules of the game 
and gameplay is the distinction between the  rules  and the  mechanics  of the 
game.     While the rules can dictate how the game works, the mechanics refer 
to the rules that establish how the player participates in the game. Some game 
designers, like Chris Crawford, identify the mechanics as the  verbs  of the 
game, the palette of actions available to the player.     For example, in  Super 
Mario Bros.  (), the verbs include  run, jump, pick up;  the rules of the game, 
on the other hand, dictate how the enemies move, or how the score increases. 
In  Super Street Fighter IV  (), the mechanics defi ne the varieties of punch-
ing and kicking, which combined yield a wide range of verbs. Each character 
may have moves that are unique to the character, from the famous  hadouken  
which allows hitting the opponent from a distance to a stranglehold. 

 A clear example of the diff erence between rules and mechanics is Will 
Wright’s fi rst game  Raid on Bungeling Bay  (). Th e player controls a heli-
copter and needs to bomb six diff erent factories while dodging the attacks 
from below. Th e rules of the game establish how the world works. Th e fac-
tories keep building technologies that the enemy will use against the player; 
there are also boats that bring supplies from one factory to another. Th ere 
is a complex system by which, the more they remain intact, the stronger the 
attacks will be over time. Th e mechanics refer only to what the player can 
do, which is to pilot the helicopter and bomb the factories. 

 For the sake of brevity, and if it is relevant, the analysis may focus on the core 
mechanics of the game. Salen and Zimmerman provide a clear defi nition of 
what a core mechanic is: 

 A core mechanic is the essential play activity players perform again and 
again in a game. Sometimes, the core mechanic of a game is a single 
action. In a footrace, for example, the core mechanic is running. [. . .] 
However, in many games the core mechanic is a compound activity 
composed of a suite of actions. In a fi rst-person shooter game such as 
 Quake,  the core mechanic is the set of interrelated actions of moving, 
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aiming, fi ring, and managing resources such as health, ammo and 
armor.  15   

 Th us we have a set of verbs, that make up the vocabulary of possible actions 
in the game. By identifying the core mechanics, we can fi gure out what the 
game is actually about. Th e consonance or dissonance between the set of 
verbs and the supposed theme of the game can be a source of discussion, as 
we will see in  Chapter  . 

 Questions whose responses allow describing the gameplay of a game: 

 �  What does the player do in the game? 

 �  What are the verbs that describe the basic actions? 

 �  What are the core mechanics of the game? How are they meaningful? 

 �  What actions are less frequent? 

 �  How does the player perform the actions in the game? 

 Further Reading 
 Crawford, Chris.  Chris Crawford On Interactive Storytelling.  st ed. New Riders 

Games. Berkeley, Calif.: New Riders, . 

 Sicart, Miguel. “Defi ning Game Mechanics.”  Game Studies  , no.  (), http://
gamestudies.org//articles/sicart. 

 Exercise: Counting the Verbs 

  Take the game that you are analyzing and list its core mechanics in the form 
of verbs. How many verbs are there? Are there combinations of verbs that 

allow for new actions?  

  Use that list to compare the game to another, fi nding their commonalities and 
differences. For example, compare the  Deus Ex  (2000), an action role-playing 
game, with a fi rst-person shooter, such as  Bioshock  (2007). They are both fi rst-
person narrative games, but based on their verbs, what are the commonalities? 
What sets them apart?  
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 � SPACES	OF	THE	GAME 

 Th e term  space  can have a multiplicity of meanings in relation to games. 
It can be the space in which the game takes place, how it is divided and 
how it is arranged (a level, which we will discuss in the next chapter); it 
can also refer to the space of possibility, that is, the range of potential 
actions and events. Since this area is concerned with discussing what sets 
the game apart from others, the fi rst thing to look at in terms of space is 
whether its confi guration stands out from others or relates to the other 
aspects of the game in a productive way. Let us see what this means in 
more detail. 

 A fi rst step to identify the space of the game is to determine the relationship 
between the game actions and the activities of everyday life. Th e recovered 
concept of Huizinga’s  magic circle  has become a common defi ning concept 
of games, mainly because games take place in a ritual space, that is, a space 
where the rules of everyday life do not quite apply.     In a game of Chess, 
for example, the King is the most valuable piece on the board, but only if a 
game is being played—otherwise it may only be a piece of plastic. In a sport 
like basketball, for example, if players touch the ball with their feet they are 
breaking the rules. Many sports usually defi ne the fi eld in which the rules 
are in eff ect—when the players or the ball go out of bounds, the game stops. 
Card games defi ne a space by sitting around a table or a circle of players, so 
that it becomes a space of agreement. 

 Defi ning the boundaries of the circle or whether the circle actually exists 
is one of the challenges when analyzing certain games. Alternate reality 
games, for example, thrive on the ambiguity of using real world spaces, and 
not acknowledging that they are games in the fi rst place. Th e ambiguity of 
space can be a great topic to analyze and tease out from the standpoint of 
many fi elds—from its ontology (that is, how it exists and constructs a real-
ity), to the social implications of creating a space of play, to the design chal-
lenges of eff acing the magic circle. 

 In the specifi c case of videogames, the space is defi ned by the relationship 
between fi ve diff erent planes, as Michael Nitsche argues:     

 �  rule-based space: “defi ned by the mathematical rules that set, for 
example, physics, sounds, AI, and game level architecture”; 
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 �  mediated space: “defi ned by the presentation, which is the space of 
the image plane and the use of this image including the cinematic form 
of presentation”; 

 �  fi ctional space: “that lives in the imagination, in other words, the 
space ‘imagined’ by players from their comprehension of the available 
images”; 

 �  play space: “meaning space of the play, which includes the player and 
the videogame hardware”; 

 �  social space: “defi ned by interaction with others, meaning the game 
space of other players affected (e.g. in a multiplayer title).” 

 Every videogame will establish diff erent relationships between each plane. 
Some of these spaces (e.g., the play space, the social space) may be con-
sidered part of the context of the game, which was discussed in the previ-
ous area, as the physical and social context of the game. Th e relationship 
between these planes is what defi nes the primary space of the game. 

 Th e videogame itself also creates a virtual space, which is mediated, rule-
based, and fi ctional, as Nitsche describes. Th e discussion of the spaces of the 
game can focus on how it is constructed in relation to these three planes. Jen-
kins argues that the practice of game design is  narrative architecture,      so that 
designers create spaces to explore and navigate at the same time the player 
becomes part of a fi ctional narrative world. Movement through the space, 
contests, and exploration thus become basic qualities of the space of the game. 

 Th e space is rule-based because the way in which the objects in the game 
move is also regulated. For example, in  Monopoly  () the pieces can 
only move clockwise and from square to square; in Chess, every piece can 
only move on the board following a specifi c pattern. In digital games, these 
rules are part of the code—the designer has to determine the objects’ move-
ment in order to implement them in the game. Th ere is also a distinction 
between the rules and the game mechanics that apply to movement. Arcade 
games are a clear example—in the game  Galaxian  (), the player can 
move the spaceship at the bottom side to side and shoot at any time (see 
  Figure .  ). Th e enemy spaceships also move side to side, but they can also 
leave the formation and twirl around, moving up or down; they can only 
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shoot the player while they are moving, though. Th e diff erence between how 
the player ship and the enemy ships move creates an asymmetry between 
them—they cannot move and attack their opponent in the same way. Th e 
rules that defi ne how objects move in the world indicate the  cardinality 
of the game world;  whereas the rules that refer to the movement player 
mechanics defi ne the  cardinality of gameplay.        

 Derived from its rule-based nature, the space is also structured and seg-
mented. In board games we have squares or tiles, for example; in digital 
games, the space is mediated and we interact with it through the screen. 
(Th e defi nition of point of view will be dealt with in  Chapter  .) Th ere can 
be diff erent ways in which the space is structured. Th e space can be divided 
in screens, for example: the diff erent levels in  Donkey Kong  () or  Pitfall!  
() use separate screens; once one screen is traversed successfully, the 
player can move on to the next. Th e design can also structure how the player 

  FIGURE 4.2  In Galaxian, the player controls the ship at the bottom, 
while the ships move sideways and then fl ow down the screen. 
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moves in the space—in  Bioshock  (), for example, each new level has 
certain areas that are locked, which open up after the player fi gures out how 
to open a door and fi x the access to it, or kills an enemy. How the player sees 
the world of the game, and how the space shapes the way the player inter-
acts with it, creates a structure for the navigation and gameplay actions. Th e 
“Levels and Level Design” building block (p. ) describes how to analyze 
these confi gurations in more detail. 

 Th e mediated space and how it is represented to the player may be familiar to 
those with a background in fi lm and media studies. Th e space can be repre-
sented two-dimensionally, like a cartoon, or in three dimensions. It is relatively 
easy to apply concept such as the  mise-en-scène  (how the spatial elements are 
composed), or how each shot constructs the space. Mark J.P. Wolf produced 
one of the earliest theoretical approaches to examining the space of video-
games based on comparisons with fi lm shots, a common analytical approach 
to games since the camera provides a point of view in the world for the player.     

 Th e diff erence with spaces represented in photography, fi lm, painting, or even 
literature is that videogame spaces are  navigable;      the player participates in the 
space and may change or manipulate the objects in it. Digital media also allow 
spaces to be non-topographical, so we cannot physically map them; they can also 
defy the laws of physics. Th e labyrinths of the Atari VCS version of  Adventure  
() are famous for warping the space; the core mechanics of  Portal  () 
involve opening space portals to reconfi gure the space and the way that it is navi-
gated, turning navigation and reconfi guration into the challenge of the game. 

 When defi ning the fi ctional space of the game, the fi rst question to ask is 
whether it can be considered a world. While games like  Bioshock  introduce 
rich environments with a story, it is diffi  cult to discuss the fi ctional world of 
 Tetris  (). Even fi ghting games, where there is an implied fi ctional world, 
are diffi  cult to discuss in terms of that world, since the player cannot navi-
gate or take action on it—the only thing the player can interact with is the 
other player. We will deal with the fi ctional world in the next block. 

 Questions to describe the space(s) of the game: 

 �  How does the game create a space distinct (or not) from everyday life? 

 �  What is the relationship between the game and the physical space it is 
played in? 
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 �  How is the space represented (2D/3D)? 

 �  What is the point of view of the player? 

 �  How can the player navigate the space? 

 �  How do the objects in the space move? 

 �  How is the space divided? 

 �  How are the objects arranged in the space? Are they supposed to help 
or hinder the player? 

 Further Reading 
 Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Simon, Jonas Heide Smith, and Susana Pajares Tosca.  Under-

standing Video Games: Th e Essential Introduction.  nd ed. Abingdon: Routledge, 
, pp. –. 

 Fernández-Vara, Clara, Jose P. Zagal, and Michael Mateas. “Evolution of Spatial 
Confi gurations in Video Games.” In  Worlds in Play: International Perspectives 
on Digital Games Research,  edited by Suzanne De Castell and Jennifer Jenson, 
–. New York: Peter Lang, . 

 Huizinga, Johan.  Homo Ludens; a Study of the Play-Element in Culture.  Humanitas, 
Beacon Reprints in Humanities. Boston: Beacon Press, . 

 Nitsche, Michael.  Video Game Spaces: Image, Play, and Structure in D Worlds.  
Cambridge, Mass.: Th e MIT Press, . 

 Wolf, Mark J.P.  Th e Medium of the Video Game.  st ed. Austin: University of Texas 
Press, ,  Chapter  . 

 � FICTIONAL	WORLD	OF	THE	GAME 

 A fi ctional world is the imagined world in which the actions and events of a 
game take place. Identifying the game world helps to establish connections 
with other games and media as part of their context, as discussed in the pre-
vious area. Covering the fi ctional world in the overview allows us to identify 
the theme of the game, what happens in the world, and what conventions 
and stories the world may evoke in the player. 
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 As discussed above, not all games have fi ctional worlds—it is diffi  cult to 
think of  Tetris  or Poker requiring the creation of an imagined world. Many 
games present a fi ctional world within which the player interacts:  Grand 
Th eft Auto IV  () takes place in Liberty City; the  Monkey Island  series 
(–) takes place across diff erent fi ctional islands of the Caribbean. 
Fictional worlds are not exclusive of digital games—games of make-believe 
create imagined worlds, such as cops and robbers, space opera, or a fairy 
kingdom. Table-top role-playing games also thrive in building fi ctional 
worlds—the  Planescape  campaign setting is a world that encompasses dif-
ferent planes of existence which link several worlds from  Dungeons and 
Dragons,  interconnected through dimensional portals.     

 Explaining the basic functions of a fi ctional world sets up player expecta-
tions, since diff erent worlds will have diff erent agents, events, and actions 
associated to them. For example, the  King’s Quest  adventure game series 
(–)     is set in a fairy-tale world, so we can presuppose we will be the 
hero or heroine of the tale, there will be magic enchantments, witches and 
wizards, kings and queens, princes and princesses, peasants and innkeepers, 
and gnomes and other magical beings. Breaking spells and solving riddles 
are going to be some of our basic interactions derived from fairy tales. On 
the other hand, the fi ctional world of  Mass Eff ect  () evokes the space-
opera genre, with trans-galactic voyages, planets inhabited by a variety of 
alien races, and advanced technology as a way to tackle and solve problems. 
Th us, the fi ctional world and the rules are interdependent—the extent of this 
interdependence will be dealt with in the next chapter, in the relationship 
between the rules of the game and the fi ctional world building block (p. ). 

 Th e fi ctional world also sets up a theme, which can be in consonance (or 
not) with the actions that the player has to do. Soren Johnshon discusses 
how theme is diff erent from meaning, so what the box of the game may 
indicate may be diff erent from what the players actually do in the game. For 
example,  Spore  () is not about evolution, but rather about building and 
growing (creatures, vehicles, cities, civilizations) and sharing.     

 Questions to identify and discuss the fi ctional world of the game: 

 �  Where does the game take place? 

 �  Is the fi ctional world associated with a specifi c genre (sci-fi , fantasy, etc.) ?
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 �  Is the fi ctional world based on an actual historical setting? 

 �  What is the player’s role in the fi ctional world? 

 Further Reading 

 Wolf, Mark J.P.  Building Imaginary Worlds: Th e Th eory and History of Subcreation.  
st ed. Abingdon: Routledge, . 

 � STORY 

 Th e fi ctional world is the setting for the events of the story of the game. Th is 
is why games with less fl eshed-out fi ctional worlds, such as fi ghting games 
or racing games, usually have less complex stories, which are also tradition-
ally less related to what the player actually does in the game. 

 Th e application of the term  story  to games is problematic, fi rst because there 
are many games that are diffi  cult to understand as stories,  Tetris  () being 
a typical example. However, fi ctional worlds in games are so common we 
must wonder how games may aim at creating narrative experiences. AAA 
developers certainly seem to display narrative aspirations in works such as 
 Uncharted: Drake’s Fortune  () or the  Metal Gear  series (–). 
In some cases, presenting a summary of the story premise of the game—if 
there is one—helps in introducing the fi ctional world of the game and its 
starting point. For example, this can be one way to summarize the story 
premise of  Bioshock  (): 

 The game starts with the unnamed player character crashing into 
Rapture, a city under the sea. The city was built as a refuge for those 
who refused to be under the power of others, believing that indi-
vidual betterment is the way to progress. Soon after entering the 
city, it becomes obvious that Rapture has gone awry: the citizens are 
deranged and deformed, entangled in what looks like a civil war that 
the player character has been thrown into. The player is told what to 
do by someone named Atlas over the radio, but he also seems to have 
his own agenda. 

 If the story of the game seems complicated at fi rst, we have some tricks up 
our sleeve. Th e blurbs featured in boxes or download pages can provide a 
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quick summary of the story of the game, which we can then quote. It is 
important to remember, however, that those blurbs are written by the mar-
keting department, and might be misrepresentations of the game. (Th at 
also means that discussing how marketing presents the game and what the 
game is actually about can be a good starting point for an essay.) Bringing 
your own take on the story is part of the contribution and originality of 
your analysis. 

 Th e story premise is a high-level summary that introduces the reader to 
the world and the story of the game. Since the term  story  has already been 
identifi ed as controversial, it is a good exercise to think about what the term 
means in relation to the game we are analyzing. Th e story of the game can 
be defi ned within two main domains: the story of the fi ctional world and the 
story of the player. 

 In relation with the fi ctional world of the game, there are two levels of the 
story: 

 �  Story of the game world: the events that have happened in the world 
before the game starts. This story may or may not be part of what the 
player does in the game. Many games have this without being neces-
sarily story-driven, such as  Mirror’s Edge  (2008), a fi rst-person  parkour  
game, or the  Wipeout  racing games (1995–2012). 

 �  Gameplay may be based on discovering this story, as is the case of detec-
tive games ( Gabriel Knight: Sins of the Fathers  (1993),  Myst  (1993)). 

 In contrast, the story of the player comprises the events that happen as the 
game play unfolds. I am going to use Marc LeBlanc’s terms, although I am 
tweaking the defi nition to make it encompass a more fl exible explanation of 
story:     

 �   Embedded storytelling:  the events have been pre-set by the developers 
as a series of milestones or specifi c set of actions that the player needs 
to perform to advance. One way to pre-determine the events is to rep-
resent them in the form of pre-set texts or cut-scenes, as in the  Metal 
Gear  series. Another way is to make a sequence of narrative events 
into something that the player has to do—many point-and-click adven-
ture games, such as  The Secret of Monkey Island  (1990), use puzzles 
as a way to set those events; role-playing games such as  Mass Effect  
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(2007) use quests as a way to pre-determine specifi c events, even if 
they change depending on the choices of the player. 

 �   Emergent storytelling:  the story events that are generated as the 
player interacts with the fi ctional world. This is more common in the 
simulation genre, where there is a complex system with many vari-
ables that the player can tackle in many different ways. The key here is 
that the story events are propitiated by the system but not necessarily 
anticipated by the developers. Typical examples of this are games like 
 The Sims  (2000) or  Civilization  (1991–2013) series. 

 Th e story of the game is often a combination of both embedded and emer-
gent storytelling—for example, the  Grand Th eft Auto  series (–) is 
recognized for having a rich world where the player can do a great  variety 
of things (from car stunts to driving a cab or an ambulance, or playing vid-
eogames within the videogame); at the same time, there is a specifi c story 
arch in each game that consists of a series of pre-determined missions. Even 
in the case of adventure games, where the events are often pre- established, 
there is often a good deal of exploration and experimentation in the world 
that can be considered a type of emergent storytelling. Th ere is also a game 
design school that can be termed  simulationist,  which aspires to create 
story-driven game-rich worlds that will generate fulfi lling dramatic sto-
ries, combining computer role-playing games that encourage the player to 
tackle the challenges with their own play style, fi nding solutions that may 
not have been predicted by the developers. Games such as  Deus Ex  () 
attempt this approach;  Dishonored  () is derived from the same school. 
Emergent storytelling is one of the current challenges of story-driven game 
design, where the simulated world would encourage multiple replays that 
would make the story be completely diff erent each time. 

 In summary, the story of the game does not consist merely of providing a 
synopsis as one would do when analyzing a fi lm or a novel. We also have to 
take into account the level at which the story takes place and how it relates 
to gameplay. 

 Questions to identify and discuss the story of the game: 

 �  What is the story premise of the game? 

 �  Who does the player control (if that is the case)? 
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 � GAMEPLAY	EXPERIENCE 

 By providing a brief account of what playing the game is like, the reader 
can get the gist of the gameplay even if they have not played themselves. 
However, we have already seen how summarizing the experience of 

 �  What has happened in the fi ctional world before the game starts? How 
does it relate to the gameplay of the game? 

 �  How do the player’s actions constitute events in the game? 

 �  What events of the story are told in non-interactive media? Which 
happen during gameplay? 

 �  How does the system of the game bring about story events? 

 Further Reading 

 Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Simon, Jonas Heide Smith, and Susana Pajares Tosca.  Under-
standing Video Games: Th e Essential Introduction.  nd ed. Abingdon: Rout-
ledge, , pp. –. 

 Klevjer, Rune. “In Defence of Cutscenes.” In  Computer Games and Digital Cultures 
Conference Proceedings.  Tampere: Tampere University Press, . 

 Exercise: What Makes 

a Game Story-driven? 

  This exercise should help you identify if your game is story-driven or if it is a 
game with a story. The fi rst step is summarizing what the player does. Can it be 
condensed in the form of a story? If it can, then make a short timeline of the 
game, or at least of a segment of the game; in the case of branching storylines, 
just represent a walkthrough of the game. Draw a line and mark the most sig-
nifi cant events in the story. What does the player do for that action to happen? 
Does the player actually carry out the actions in that event? Or is that event a 
cut-scene given as a reward to the player? Do the player’s actions actually con-
sist of revealing the story events that have happened in the past (e.g., Myst )?  

  The more you can map the events of the story to actions carried out by the 
player, the more confi dent we can be that a game is story-driven. If the events 
of the story are a reward for certain actions and the gameplay is not part of the 
events, you are playing a game with a story.  
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playing the game is certainly tricky, since generalizing each player’s per-
sonal experience is practically impossible. On the other hand, the experi-
ence of the player can also be capital to understanding the game, so much 
so that the analysis can focus on experience itself. 

 Th ere are basic methods by which player experience can be accounted for in 
an analytical way. On the one hand, the gameplay and experience of players 
can be documented, usually through ethnographic work, or the analysis can 
focus on the author’s own experience, recorded in notes, diaries, or audio/
video recordings. (Th ere was an overview of this in  Chapter  , and there will 
be more about it in  Chapter  , when the analysis of game communities is 
discussed in more detail.) 

 A brief account of the gameplay experience, in an abstract, less subjective 
mode, looks something like this: 

  Dance Dance Revolution  (1999) is not really about dancing, but 
rather hitting the giant buttons on the pad to the rhythm of the music. 
In higher diffi culties, the player’s feet stomp so rapidly that it looks 
more like running than dancing—the arcade cabinet includes a railing 
around them so players can support themselves while they race. Only 
the most skillful players can look like they are actually dancing, by 
moving their arms in unison with their feet and even twirling around; 
otherwise, most players look like runners in place, focusing on the 
game screen. 

 For the overview, the idea is to provide an account of what playing the game 
is like. One thing is explaining the rules and mechanics of the game or the 
story events; the other is explaining what the experience is like, the types of 
interactions the game encourages. Th is building block is subjective, which 
is okay, but be aware of it. When this building block becomes central to the 
analysis, we have a personal account, which as we will see in  Chapter   is 
a very specifi c type of analysis where subjectivity is both our best and worst 
asset. 

 Questions to discuss player experience. 

 �  What is the attitude of the player towards the game? Is it amusing/
threatening/scary, etc.? 
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 � GAME	COMMUNITIES 

 Games can create a community of players in and around them. While the 
“Audience” building block (p. ) referred to players as an abstract concept, 
this building block analyzes the communities that are formed in or around a 
game. Th e way this building block contributes to the overview is to establish 
how relevant the community is to the game. 

 �  How does the player respond to the challenges in the game? 

 �  If the game is multiplayer, what type of interactions take place 
between players? 

 Further Reading 

 Keogh, Brendan, Daniel Purvis, Rob Zacny, and Benjamin Abraham.  Killing Is 
Harmless: A Critical Reading of Spec Ops: Th e Line.  st ed. Stolen Projects, . 

 Leino, Olli, Hanna Wirman, and Amyris Fernandez.  Extending Experiences.  Rovaniemi: 
Lapland University Press, . 

 Sudnow, David.  Pilgrim in the Microworld.  New York: Warner Books, . 

 Exercise: Player-watching 

  One of the easiest ways to realize how a game is an experience is just by 
looking at how people play the game. Watch somebody play a videogame —

 if you do not have a willing subject at hand, there are plenty of videos online 
of players who record themselves and their families playing together. Rather 
than describing what is on the screen, note how they react to the game. Games 
that use motion-sensing devices, such as the Kinect, the Playstation Eye, or the 
Wiimote, provide us with even more information about how players engage 
physically with the game.  

  How does their face express emotion? Are they smiling or serious? Does it look 
like they are making a mental or physical effort? What are they doing with the rest 
of the body? Are they leaning forward/backward? Are they shifting on their seat?  

  Players ’  facial gestures and body language provide a novel point of view to 
analyze games. Can we differentiate someone playing a horror game from 
someone playing a real-time strategy game? How do different people engage 
with the same game?  
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 Th e community may be peripheral, which means they are not integrated 
as part of the game itself. Th ere may be fan communities that are created 
around a game or game series, similar to how fan communities may be 
created around television shows, fi lms, books, you name it. A marketing 
department or game distribution services may encourage the creation of 
these communities by hosting offi  cial forums, for example—they are inter-
ested in knowing how players receive the game, what the specifi cs are of the 
abstract concept of audience they had before the game was released. Th ose 
forums, as well as unoffi  cial content, help us learn more about the game and 
how it is actually played. 

 Th ere are communities of players that create content for the game, often 
using tools provided by the game itself. Games such as  LittleBigPlanet  
() incorporate tools to access content created by other players. Th ese 
communities of developers can help us understand the formal aspects of 
a game, based on the expertise they need and how they may support and 
teach each other how to develop content, as well as for the types of topics 
and designs that they create and how they may subvert the tools provided—
this will be discussed at more length in  Chapter  . 

 Games can also create a community of players inside them, as is the case 
of massively multiplayer online games. Th e fi ctional world of the game 
is always online; it is persistent, a space where players can come in and 
interact with others as well as with the world of the game. Th ese vir-
tual worlds become social structures with economies and history. Players 
who  participate in them also have to decide how they want to present 
themselves in the community. At times the identity is limited to a name 
or handle, because there is not an avatar, as is the case of online board 
games; pet breeding games, such as the now defunct MMOG  Fauna-
sphere  (–) or  NeoPets  (), have the player’s animal collection 
be the signifi er of their identity. In other cases, the identity of the player 
is defi ned by the look of their avatar and their behavior in the world. 
Th e looks can be as detailed as the D renderings of  World of Warcraft  
(–) or  Th e Secret World  (), or as cartoony as  Puzzle Pirates  
() or  Ragnarok Online  (). Th ere will also be diff erent types of 
players, with diff erent goals and attitudes towards the game.     Studying 
online game communities is literally entering another world, which this 
book can only give you a peek into—the analysis of game communities 
will be discussed in  Chapter  . 
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 In analyzing the specifi cs of players as a whole, we need to determine the 
relationship between the players and the game, how it is motivated, and how 
it relates to the content of the game. 

 Questions to defi ne the game community of a game: 

 �  Are there groups of players around the game? What tools do they use 
to get together? 

 �  Does the game provide tools for the players to interact together (e.g., 
chat windows, exchange of content, meeting spaces)? 

 �  Does the game create a community in its fi ctional world? 

 �  What is the common interest that made the game community get 
together in the fi rst place? How is it different from other game com-
munities related to the same game? 

 Further Reading 

 Bartle, Richard. “Hearts, Clubs, Diamonds, Spades: Players Who Suit MUDs.” In  Th e 
Game Design Reader: A Rules of Play Anthology,  edited by Katie Salen and Eric 
Zimmerman. Cambridge, Mass.: Th e MIT Press, . 

 Pearce, Celia, and Artemesia.  Communities of Play: Emergent Cultures in Multi-
player Games and Virtual Worlds.  Cambridge, Mass.: Th e MIT Press, . 

 Taylor, T.L.  Play Between Worlds: Exploring Online Game Culture.  Cambridge, 
Mass.: Th e MIT Press, . 

 Yee, Nick. “Motivations for Play in Online Games.”  CyberPsychology & Behavior  , 
no.  (): –. 

 � TO	SUM	UP 

 Th e building blocks that comprise the overview give the reader a gist of what 
the game is about, to get across its main features and make it intelligible to 
readers who may not be familiar with it. It is always useful to provide a sum-
mary of these building blocks, even if the analysis focuses on some other 
topic entirely, as we will see in  Chapter .  Th is area is mainly descriptive, so 
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analyses where these building blocks are predominant will usually be closer 
to reports, personal accounts of gameplay. 

 Many of these building blocks relate to building blocks in other areas, so 
they can also be expanded as a combination of related building blocks (e.g., 
number of players as a formal element, the relationship between game 
spaces). Th e relationships between these building blocks can also become 
the foundation for including further building blocks, and the main topic 
of an analysis. In the following area, for example, the relationship between 
rules and the fi ctional world becomes an important area of discussion, 
which explores the tension between the system and the representations in 
the game. 
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

 Th e fi nal area of analysis deals with the formal elements of the game. Th is 
approach relates to literature and fi lm studies, fi elds where the formal 
description usually lays the foundation for the analysis. A description of 
the formal elements alone, however, may not be too useful—we need to 
explain how the formal elements work, how the player relates to them, 
why it is important to pay attention to them. Th e previous chapter has already 
provided the building blocks to identify and describe the game and dif-
ferentiate it from others. So how do the formal elements contribute to the 
analysis? 

 Th e formal elements are concepts and terms that help us describe the game 
in detail, extending its general description to detailed components, and pro-
viding insight about how it works and how it is played. Th is is why these 
building blocks are likely to appear in any type of game analysis that requires 
describing very specifi c aspects of the game with a certain level of nuance; 
they allow zooming in on how the game is made. 

 A breakdown of the formal elements is not a mere description of the 
design components of the game; understanding how these pieces come 
together should be the basis to provide insight about it. Formal elements 
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provide a material and systematic description, but they do not mean 
much outside of the context of play and their relationship with player 
experience. In literary and fi lm studies, the relationship between form 
and content is a basic strategy to understand literary and cinematic 
works; in games, understanding how the formal elements interrelate and 
how players make sense of and interact with them is what helps us under-
stand why the game is remarkable (or deplorable). Th e goal is not only 
to admire how the game is done, but how the formal elements relate to 
player experience. 

 The practice of analyzing a game formally is also particularly relevant 
to game designers, who must understand and be able to describe formal 
aspects as part of their trade. Critical game analysis is a basic skill to 
make games and to create one’s own design palette—Richard Rouse, in 
his book  Game Design: Theory and Practice,  includes formal analyses 
of games (namely,  Centipede  (),  Tetris  (),  Loom  (),  Myth: 
The Fallen Lords  (),  The Sims  ()) as a way to exemplify each 
design concept that he discusses in the book.     All these analyses are 
framed historically, so the reader understands how these games inno-
vated with respect to other works and how they influenced later games. 
Rouse’s close readings are great examples of the kind of game analysis 
that designers, both in training and accomplished, should read and pro-
duce in order to learn how to communicate and understand their own 
practice better. 

 The limitation of analyzing games formally, however, is that the exis-
tent vocabulary is in constant development, just as games as a medium 
keep evolving and changing, as discussed in  Chapter  . The terminol-
ogy used to describe game elements comes from a variety of sources. 
Some of the most extended terms come from game practitioners, others 
are borrowed from fields like film or marketing, and a small portion is 
derived from the academic field. There is little consensus about what 
the basic terms are—new technologies and game designs give way to 
novel ways of interacting that need names, and the community of prac-
tice of developers is constantly catching up to generate new vocabulary 
to refer to these elements and trends. Specialized websites and trade 
and academic conferences are all venues that help in creating consensus, 
since the terms become established the more we use them. Even then, 
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the different ranges of interested parties in games result in a variety of 
jargon depending on the context in which the game is being discussed. 
Defining one’s terms is important, or else these different discourses just 
generate buzzwords, words that sound well and everyone thinks they 
know what they mean but mean something different for everyone, from 
 serious games  to  immersion  to  gamification.  

  Chapter   talked about how Church proposes generating a vocabulary 
based on analysis, so the terminology derives from aspects of actual 
games.     Analysis can thus become the tool to expand and generate our 
games lexicon, one game at a time. Th e panorama to generate that vocabu-
lary is rather grim, however. Diverse projects have attempted to create a 
terminology almost single-handedly. Some have come both from practi-
tioners (Th e  Project list by Hal Barwood and Noah Falstein, as well as 
books by Ernst Adams, Bob Bates, and Richard Rouse III)     and academia 
(Game Ontology and Game Design Patterns).     Th e main problem is not 
the quality of the work—these are all worthy projects, which have made 
contributions of diff erent importance to game terminology. Generating a 
game vocabulary is not a matter of writing a dictionary of terms, but rather 
a set of interrelated concepts in the form of frameworks, which indicate 
how the ideas connect to each other and provide a context and applica-
tion of those terms. Th at is, it is not enough to make up a word to call a 
specifi c element—it must have a context in which to apply it. You can get 
a dictionary for a language, but if you do not know the grammar or a bit 
of the culture that uses the language, you will not really be able to speak it. 
(Plus memorizing a list of words is quite boring unless you take memoriz-
ing things as a challenge.) 

 Concepts and terms also have to catch on within the community—the jar-
gon of a specifi c discipline is also the result of social consensus, and there-
fore the vocabulary derives from the community of practice of developers, 
academics, and critics. You may want to call an uneven level of diffi  culty 
 Fred,  but if nobody else uses the name, you are not really contributing to 
the vocabulary, even if the concept may help you explain levels of diffi  culty 
to others very precisely. Th erefore, individual eff orts to create a vocabu-
lary, although a good analytical start, may not have as much impact as 
contributing to a communal framework, which is not quite established in 
game studies. 
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 In order to build up your vocabulary to talk about games, some of the 
important factors are being familiar with the discourse of the communi-
ties of academics and practitioners, keeping up with publications, and con-
stantly playing games, old and new. By being a part of the game community 
and continuing to explore, you will also fi nd new areas that may need frame-
works to understand them better. 

 An analysis of the formal elements of a game involves identifying the 
elements that help us generate new knowledge about the game first; 
the next step is to establish relationships between elements, as well as 
other building blocks. For example, we have already mentioned how 
defining a genre through its formal traits is an interesting challenge in 
any medium, since what seems like the core of a genre naturally changes 
through time and adapts itself to reflect new cultural trends. Take first-
person shooters: they involve a first-person point of view and shoot-
ing at anthropomorphic entities, that is, animals or things that look like 
people. That accounts for games such as  Operation Wolf  (),  Doom  
(), and  Half-Life  (), for example. Each of these games has dif-
ferent control schemes: while  Operation Wolf  was originally an arcade 
game where the player only controls the crosshairs, in  Doom  the point of 
view and movement go together, while  Half-Life  separates point of view 
and movement. Apart from slightly different control schemes, they also 
have different fictional worlds— Operation Wolf  puts the player in the 
role of the rescuer in exotic lands, just like John Rambo in the epony-
mous films, whereas the fictional world of  Doom  is a dungeon where 
the player kills monsters. In contrast,  Half-Life  has a complex fictional 
world (the Black Mesa Research Facility) and is usually recognized for 
being one of the first games that integrated narrative within the shooting 
genre. It is in the mapping of the commonalities and differences that we 
can identify both the innovations of a game as well as its belonging to a 
specific tradition. 

 Another productive aspect of analyzing the formal properties of a game is 
to explore the relationship between the rules and the fi ctional world of the 
game. Although fi ctional worlds are not exclusive of digital games (table-
top role-playing games thrive on creating them too), digital media seems 
particularly apt for creating complex fi ctional worlds. Th e discussion of the 
formal properties of a game should provide us with insight on how they 
contribute to player experience; they are one entryway into what makes the 
game remarkable and diff erent from others. 
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 Exercise: Learning from Bad Games 

  Games that are generally considered “bad” can teach us a lot about game 
design, because they make their formal traits evident by botching them. Select 
a game that is usually regarded as not very good quality—look for the lowest 
ratings in specialized games or a list of “worst games.” Get hold of a copy of 
the game and play it. Remember: playing games you do not like is an essential 
part of studying games.  

  The next step is to articulate why the game is “bad”, and do not limit yourself 
to just fi nding different ways to say: “This game is terrible.” Here are a few fac-
tors that you may want to take into account:  

  • Is the game boring or confusing? Why?  
  • Are the technical aspects of the game poorly implemented? Is the game 

buggy? How so?  
  • Does the game use stereotypical or biased representations?  
  • Is the game diffi cult in an uninteresting manner? Why?  
  • Is the audiovisual quality what makes it poor (e.g., visual quality, voice 

acting, sound design)?  

  Find specifi c examples to explain any of these aspects to reinforce your argu-
ment. Do not forget the redeeming qualities of the game:  

  • Does the game aim at innovating but does not succeed?  
  • Is it just one aspect of the game that spoils what may be otherwise an 

interesting game?  

  In this case, the context is essential to fully understand the game. For example, 
saying that an early 3D game for Playstation, such as  Metal Gear Solid , or  Nin-
tendo 64 , such as Super  Mario 64  (1996), has bad graphics in comparison with 
current platforms shows a lack of historical perspective—these graphics were 
state of the art when the game was released. Whether what is “bad” in the 
game is intentional or not may also be important—the game  Desert Bus  (1995) 
requires the player to drive a bus from Tucson, Arizona to Las Vegas, Nevada 
in real time, without being able to pause the game and with the bus veering 
slightly to one side to require the player’s input constantly.  Desert Bus , derived 
from a concept from the comedians Penn & Teller, presents an unfair challenge 
on purpose, thus turning gameplay into something closer to performance art—
how long can you bear to play? Although intentionality is always diffi cult to 
determine, as already discussed in   Chapters 1   and   3  , the context may help us 
understand the reasoning behind the game. You can always document yourself 
on the origins of the game and determine why specifi c elements may not be 
the best quality, from naïve developers to rushed production times to purpose-
ful parody. You may realize that a “bad” game is merely fl awed, or that it may 
actually have been developed as a joke or as a challenge for players.  
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�  FORMAL	ELEMENTS
	BUILDING	BLOCKS 

 Th e building blocks referring to the formal elements of a game are the following: 

 �  rules of the world; 

 �  diegetic vs. extradiegetic rules; 

 �  save games; 

 �  relationship between rules and the fi ctional world; 

 �  values and procedural rhetoric; 

 �  procedural content vs. hard-coded content; 

 �  game dynamics; 

 �  the gap between the player and the game: mediation; 

 �  control schemes and peripherals; 

 �  diffi culty levels/game balance; 

 �  representation (visual design, sound design, and music); 

 �  rule-driven vs. goal-driven games; 

 � levels and  level design; 

 �  choice design; 

 �  cheats/mods/hacks/bugs. 

�  RULES	OF	THE	WORLD 

 Not all games present fi ctional worlds, as argued in the previous chapter—
it is hard to think about Sudoku as having a world that we interact with, 
since there are no characters, for example. When the game has a fi ctional 
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world, it usually follows a set of rules—in the case of videogames, it is out 
of  necessity, since the computer needs to follow instructions in the code to 
generate the representation of the world and how it will respond to players’ 
input. Th e implementation of the fi ctional world constitutes the game world 
of the game. 

 Th e game world is a simulation that the player participates in. How that 
world works and what are its implied values of the system are two of the 
main issues that this building block can deal with. For example, Liberty City 
in  Grand Th eft Auto IV  () is a city where pedestrians take a stroll on 
the sidewalk, cars run at normal speed on the road and follow traffi  c rules, 
and the day/night cycle changes every twenty minutes. Th is could be called 
a simulation of the real world within certain limits. 

 Th e diff erence between what is possible in the game world and what the 
player is allowed to do is another area that can yield productive discussion. 
For instance, in the main mode of  Halo: Combat Evolved  () charac-
ters talk to each other in cut-scenes, but the player cannot choose when to 
talk or what to say. Which actions are available or not is the direct result 
of design decisions; these decisions are part of what we can discuss in this 
building block. 

 Questions to identify the rules of the fi ctional world: 

 �  How does the game world operate independently of player input? 

 �  What does the game world allow the player to do? What does the 
game prevent the player from doing? 

 �  What kinds of events and behavior does the game world reward or 
encourage? Which ones are discouraged? 

 Further Reading 
 Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Simon, Jonas Heide Smith, and Susana Pajares Tosca.  Under-

standing Video Games: Th e Essential Introduction.  nd ed. Abingdon: Routledge, 
, pp. –. 

 Johnson, Soren. “GD Column : Th eme Is Not Meaning (Part I).”  DESIGNER 
NOTES.  http://www.designer-notes.com/?p= (accessed January , ). 
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  Exercise: Matching the Verbs 

with the Fictional World  

  The “Fictional World” building block in   Chapter 4   has already discussed how 
Soren Johnson points out that the theme of the game and what we do in the 
world may be different things; in the same chapter, the “Game Mechanics” 
block included an exercise which listed the verbs of a specifi c game in order to 
identify the mechanics. Now let’s take a further step.  

  This is a continuation from the game mechanics exercise in   Chapter 4  . Examine 
the fi ctional world of the game, and make a list of potential verbs in it—what 
would the inhabitants in the world do? What would the actions of the main 
character be? For example, there are many games that have Sherlock Holmes 
as their protagonist. Based on what we know about the character from the 
stories, some of the verbs listed would be: investigate, examine, interrogate, 
experiment, smoke, fi ght, put on disguises.  

  Now look at the list of core mechanics of the game. Do they overlap with the 
verbs of the game? How do the actions of the player relate to the fi ctional 
world? How does it defi ne the role of the player in the world? Continuing with 
the Sherlock Holmes example, if we are analyzing a game such as  The Mystery 
of the Mummy (2002) , the main verbs are examine, pick up, place, and open 
door. There is nobody to interrogate, and the events of the case are displayed 
just as the player fi gures out how to open yet another door. There is a discon-
nect between what the player does and what the fi ctional world adds to the 
game, much in the way that Soren Johnson discusses in his article “Theme is 
not Meaning.”   5   

  When the fi ctional world and the verbs are in agreement, the game seems to 
“click.” For example, in  Grand Theft Auto IV , many of the mechanics really 
have to do with thieving: the player cannot buy cars, but must hijack them; 
there is no button to talk to pedestrians, but there are several actions related to 
handling weapons, shooting, and punching. The verbs of the game dictate that 
we go around Liberty City behaving like a criminal.  

  Finding the connections between what the player does, how the world works, 
and what the fi ctional world is about helps us understand the (common) dis-
sonance between the rules of the game and the rules of the world.  
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�  DIEGETIC	VS�	EXTRADIEGETIC	RULES 

 Th e terms diegetic and extradiegetic come from the fi eld of fi lm studies, 
where diegetic elements belong to the fi ctional world and can be experi-
enced by the characters in it, and extradiegetic elements are for the players 
but do not belong in the world of the game.     For example, when you play 
 Grand Th eft Auto: Vice City  (), you can listen to the radio in any of the 
cars, and the radio stations comment on what happens in the world, so the 
music is diegetic, whereas the music that plays in  Final Fantasy VII  () 
during combat is not accounted for in the fi ctional world and the characters 
fi ghting cannot hear it—the music is extradiegetic. 

 In a similar way, there are rules of the game that are part of the fi ctional 
world and others that are not. Some game elements may not be fi ctional-
ized, such as the game score, external achievements or badges, subtitles and 
volume controls. In contrast, there are times where elements that would 
not seem to belong to the fi ctional world are fi ctionalized. For example, in 
 Animal Crossing: New Leaf  (), in order to access the Internet to visit the 
towns of other players, the player has to go to the station to take a train to 
go to cities far away, instead of bringing up a menu that says “connecting to 
the Internet.” 

 Extradiegetic elements are often crucial to understand the game and moti-
vate the player. Music soundtracks are prime examples of how extradiegetic 
elements are part of gameplay, mostly as feedback to the player on the 
actions of the game. Th e music in  Metal Gear Solid : Sons of Liberty  (), 
for instance, not only set ups the mood, it tells the player whether the sol-
diers are looking for the player character or not; if they are, it expresses how 
intensely they are searching. 

 Extradiegetic rules aff ect directly how we play, because they still are the rules 
of the game. Selecting the level of diffi  culty or the goals of the game, to name 
a couple of common extradiegetic rules, directly aff ects what the player can 
do in the game and what is rewarded. Game achievements/trophies/badges 
are usually extradiegetic notices that mark the progress of the player, often 
giving hints about somewhat absurd goals that the game will acknowledge 
and reward, from placing novelty masks on zombies ( Dead Rising  ()) to 
killing an enemy with a toilet ( Half-Life   ()) .  Th e achievements in turn 
can point to extradiegetic elements too, such as completing the game in less 
than  hours ( Th e Beatles Rock Band  ()). 
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 Exploring the boundaries between what is part of the world and what is not 
can give way to productive essay questions: 

 �  Why does Mario have three lives?  7   

 �  Why is there an option to change the level of gore in  Diablo  (1996)? 
Who is it for? 

 �  Who is the voice of  Adventure  (1977) that addresses the player 
throughout the game, starting with “Welcome to Adventure!”? 

 Questions to identify diegetic vs. extradiegetic rules: 

 �  What elements of the game do the inhabitants of the world sense and 
respond to? 

 �  What actions are explained as a narrative event? Which ones are not? 

 �  Which rules are associated with an event in the world and which are 
regulated in a menu? 

 Further Reading 
 Jorgensen, Kristine. “On Transdiegetic Sounds in Computer Games.”  Northern 

Lights  , no.  (September ): –. 

�  SAVE	GAMES 

 Save games are a type of extradiegetic element that deserves its own build-
ing block. In digital games, the computer can store the state of the game, 
so one can go back to that state later on. Whether save games are possible, 
when, and how are important to how the game will be played. 

 Arcade games do not have a save state, because the key is to keep players 
putting in coins whenever they die. Console games, particularly in car-
tridge-based systems, often have limited space to save the game, forcing 
the player to stick to a single play-through where once the game is saved 
you cannot go back. Current home computer games, for example, often 
let players have multiple saved games, so that one can play the game to 
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a certain point and then go back and try diff erent choices. Some games, 
such as  Sonic the Hedgehog  (), only let the player save at certain points 
of the game, such as after fi nishing a level, so if the player fails before arriv-
ing to the save point, the progress until then is lost and the player needs 
to start over. 

 Frequent saves can also be counterbalanced with making it diffi  cult to undo 
player decisions.  Bioshock  () saves the game automatically whenever 
the player is near one of the checkpoints (called  vita-chambers  in the game). 
Th at way, players will not lose their progress if they forget to save their game; 
they can take more risks and be bold when attacking enemies. On the other 
hand, it does not let players undo their previous actions; every decision will 
stay with them until the end of the game—something that is core to the 
game concept, since the accumulated choices of the game will result in one 
out of two diff erent endings. 

 How often we can the save the game, if at all, conditions how we play. Th e 
more often we can save, the more the game is letting us experiment and take 
risks; the less often we can save, the more demanding the game will be of 
the player. 

 Questions to identify the formal aspects of the save game feature: 

 �  Can the player store the game state and stop playing and come back to 
that state? 

 �  Can the player save at any time or only at specifi c points? 

 �  Is there a limit on the number of saved games a player can have? 

 Further Reading 
 Juul, Jesper. “Introduction to Game Time.”  First Person: New Media as Story, Perfor-

mance, and Game   (): –. 

 Rau, Anja. “Reload—Yes / No: Clashing Times in Graphic Adventure Games.” IT 
University of Copenhagen, . 

 Tobin, Samuel. “Time and Space in Play Saving and Pausing with the Nintendo DS.” 
 Games and Culture  , no.  (March , ): –. 
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�   RELATIONSHIP	BETWEEN	RULES	
AND	THE	FICTIONAL	WORLD 

 As a continuation of the previous building block, another important for-
mal aspect to discuss is the relationship between the fi ctional world of 
the game and the rules. To begin with, the fi ctional world can bring a set 
of behaviors attached to it, which are often related to genre fi ction. In 
 Red Dead Redemption  () the player has to recreate scenes inspired 
by Western movies, from cow herding to gambling, to shoot-outs, to gun-
slinger duels.  Outlaws  () is a fi rst-person shooter also set in the Wild 
West, which consists of a continuous series of shoot-outs, but nothing else. 

 Th us the fi ctional world can telegraph some of the behaviors that the player 
is expected to perform in the world, without telling the player explicitly 
what to do—Janet Murray calls this  scripting the interactor.      Investigating 
what rules may be implied by the fi ctional world, whether they are imple-
mented and how, is another topic that can lead to productive discussion. 
Matthew Weise has done this extensively with reference to horror fi lms and 
how they have inspired diff erent survival horror games, studying the pro-
cess of what he calls  procedural adaptation,  which is examining how the 
rules of the fi ctional world in fi lm or literature have translated into digital 
games.     One of the most striking examples is how horror games such as the 
 Resident Evil  series (–) featured zombies, but infection as a way to 
spread the zombie disease was not a rule of a game. Th is was true of many 
other zombie games until    Zombi U  () was released. 

 Th e relationship between the fi ctional world of the game and the rules can 
also be discussed in terms of the level of detail in which it has been imple-
mented, and how much nuance of interaction is provided to the player. Th e 
concept of  level of abstraction  accounts for describing the degree of nuance; 
it refers to how a specifi c model is implemented as a game system.     Juul 
refers to the level of abstraction of a videogame as the border between the fi c-
tional world and how it is implemented in the rules, within which the player 
can operate. “[T]he player can only act on a certain level, outside which the 
world is either crudely implemented [. . .], simply represented [. . .], or sim-
ply absent [. . .].”     Juul uses  Cooking Mama  () as an example, where the 
fi ctional world is a kitchen, but the possible actions in it are more limited 
than in real life: for example, cucumbers can only be cut in a specifi c way, 
and one cannot order takeout instead of cooking. Th e parts of the game that 
are not relevant to gameplay have less functionality (e.g., the player sees a 
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picture of the dish you cooked, but there is no action to eat it), or are not 
implemented at all (e.g., the player cannot visit the rest of the house). Fol-
lowing this logic, the events in the fi ctional world that cannot take place as a 
result of the game system will either be represented or left out. 

 Whereas Juul understands the level of abstraction as a border between the 
simulation and the fi ctional world, it is more productive to interpret it as the 
area of intersection between rules and the fi ctional world. Th us, the level 
of abstraction is the amount of overlap between both.   Figure .   illustrates 
how the overlap may give way to diff erent degrees of abstraction. A smaller 
overlap, where either the rules or the fi ctional world present a larger area in 
the diagram, indicates a less fi ne-grained interaction. Th e larger the area of 
overlap between rules and the fi ctional world, the higher the fi delity in the 
simulation.   

 Th e level of abstraction can also be applied to the rules that establish how 
the player interacts with the simulation and how much nuance it provides. 
For example, in  Half-Life   (), the player character must gain momen-
tum in order to make a longer jump because of the detailed physics system 
of the world, whereas in  Yoshi’s Island: Super Mario Advanced   () the 
player character may jump in mid-air, but there is no inertia. It also indi-
cates that there are aspects of the world that the player cannot interact with. 
For instance, in  Grand Th eft Auto IV  () the player can buy clothes, but 
cannot buy a car, only steal it; only certain buildings have doors that allow 
entering them, the rest are there as part of the décor. 

Rules Simulation Fictional
World

  FIGURE 5.1  The overlap between the rules and the fi ctional world is 
the simulation; the more overlap there is between rules and world, 
the more nuanced the simulation will be. 
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 Th e contrast between  Red Dead Redemption  and  Outlaws  above shows how 
a similar fi ctional world can be implemented with diff erent levels of nuance: 
whereas  Red Dead Redemption  allows the player to walk and ride around 
the world, with a wide spectrum of actions, such as riding a horse or gam-
bling, in  Outlaws  the player can only navigate and shoot. 

 Talking about levels of abstraction helps in determining how complex a 
simulation is, and what aspects of the world have been implemented or are 
just represented. 

 Questions to determine the relationship between the rules and the fi ctional 
world: 

 �  What aspects of the fi ctional world can the player interact with? 

 �  What aspects of the fi ctional world are represented (i.e., the player 
cannot interact with them)? Think of cut-scenes, background images, or 
anything that builds the fi ctional world but that the player cannot affect. 

 �  What aspects of the fi ctional world have been left out? Why? 

 Further Reading 
 Gingold, Chaim. “Miniature Gardens & Magic Crayons: Games, Spaces, & Worlds.” 

Georgia Institute of Technology, , Section ..: “Abstraction.” 

 Juul, Jesper. “A Certain Level of Abstraction.” In  Situated Play: DiGRA  Confer-
ence Proceedings.  Tokyo, , http://www.jesperjuul.net/text/acertainlevel/. 

 Exercise: Simulation vs. Representation 

  Choose two games that present similar fi ctional worlds—we saw the com-
parison between  Outlaws  and  Red Dead Redemption  above, which both 

take place in a world inspired by Westerns. Examine what parts of the fi ctional 
world can be interacted with, and which ones are left out. List the verbs of 
each game—is there any overlap? What verbs are the same? Which ones are 
different?  

  By looking at what parts of the world the player can interact with, we can 
establish the level of nuance and what aspects of the game have been selected, 
so two games may take place in the same world but they are designed to be 
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�  VALUES	AND	PROCEDURAL	RHETORIC 

 How the game world is regulated can also express a set of cultural and social 
values that we can identify and critique as part of our analysis as well as 
part of our design methods.     What is simulated or not, and what is consid-
ered positive or negative in the rule set, can also express an ideology. For 
instance,  Th e Sims  () games allow same-sex couples; as Gonzalo Frasca 
discusses, a conservative version of the game may not allow same-sex rela-
tionships, or even include sex as part of the game mechanics.     

 Th e ideological stances at times can be oversimplifi ed, or set up to gen-
erate or avoid controversy, so what the game sanctions and encourages is 
considered positive, what it punishes may be negative. For example, the 
racing game  Carmageddon  () gives players extra points for running 
over pedestrians, which caused controversy in several European countries 
because it was also a very bloody scene. On the other hand,  Fallout   () 
and  Fallout: New Vegas  () do not let players kill children in order to 
avoid controversy. In this case, the rules of the game world are designed to 
prevent the backlash in the real world. 

 Since the rule sets of games can refl ect an ideology, we can also see how 
a game can make an ideological statement. Th e term that describes how 

different experiences. For instance, games such as  SimCity  (1989) , SimCopter 
 (1996) ,  and  The Sims  (2000) arguably take place in the same world. However, 
each one chooses a different part of the world to interact with—in  SimCity  the 
player is the mayor, who works more as a city planner; in  SimCopter  the player 
is a helicopter pilot who has different missions, from redirecting traffi c to trans-
porting injured people to hospitals. Players could also create cities  in SimCity 
 and then import them into  SimCopter  to play in them, showing how even when 
the space may be the same, the verbs in them will be different (managing and 
planning vs. fl ying).  The Sims  used a different level of abstraction—the role of 
the player is closer to that of a puppet master, rather than managing cities. The 
player guides a group of people in their everyday life, builds their house, but 
not the whole city. Even though  SimCity  and  The Sims  both feature complex 
simulations of the world, they use different levels of abstraction of the world 
itself. This is also shown visually: we do not quite see the citizens in the earlier 
installments of the game; whereas in  The Sims  we see the map of our neighbor-
hood but not the town.  
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this happens is  procedural rhetoric,  which is the use of system processes 
persuasively.     That means that the computational systems of games can 
make arguments as well as help us understand them. Two of my favorite 
examples of this are  The McDonald’s Video Game  (), which is not 
endorsed by the fast-food megacorporation, and  Sweatshop  (). Both 
of these games model economic and management systems so that we can 
understand how they work and why they are like that. In  The McDonald’s 
Video Game,  the player has to run a large fast-food chain, from obtaining 
the ingredients to marketing and managing specific restaurants; whereas 
in  Sweatshop  the player is the manager of a factory, and needs to man-
age employees and facilities. In both cases, it does not take long to realize 
how hard it is to coordinate all the aspects of the corporation and the 
factory. What is worse, it becomes obvious that it is impossible to run 
either of them without resorting to unethical practices, from destroying 
the rainforest, to feeding hormones to cows in the first case, to hiring 
children or risking fire hazards that periodically kill employees in order 
to cut costs in the second. In both cases, the rules of the game help us 
understand that the problem of these economic enterprises is systemic; 
by having us play as managers, we gain an insight on the complexity of 
the problem and why it happens because we have to do it, rather than 
reading a critique about it. 

 In analyzing how a game exemplifi es procedural rhetoric, we have to beware 
of games that use  graphical skins,  as Bogost calls them,     where the ideol-
ogy is tied to the representation rather than the system. For example, PETA 
released an online game called  New Super Chick Sisters  () to denounce 
the cruelty that was used by the corporation to raise and slaughter chickens. 
Th e game is supposed to imitate  New Super Mario Bros.  (), where the 
player picks up chickens to save them and has to avoid burgers and fries. 
Th e information about the practices of the corporation is delivered through 
cartoony cut-scenes and pop-out text, but has nothing to do with why we 
are going around picking up chickens and jumping over burgers with evil 
red eyes. 

 Questions to identify the values of a game and if it uses procedural rhetoric: 

 �  What does the game reward? What does it punish? 

 �  What inclusions or omissions in the game can refl ect an ideological 
stance? 
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 �  What are the elements of the game that express socio-cultural and 
ethical values? 

 �  How does the game express its ideology? Is it integrated in the rules, or 
is it part of the cut-scenes and representation of the game? 

 Further Reading 
 Bogost, Ian.  Persuasive Games: Th e Expressive Power of Videogames. Cambridge,  

Mass.: Th e MIT Press, . 

 Flanagan, Mary, Daniel C. Howe, and Helen Nissenbaum. “Values at Play: Design 
Tradeoff s in Socially-Oriented Game Design.” In  Proceedings of the SIGCHI 
Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems,  –. CHI ’. New 
York: ACM, . 

 Frasca, Gonzalo. “Simulation versus Narrative: Introduction to Ludology.” In  Th e 
Video Game Th eory Reader,  edited by Mark J.P. Wolf and Bernard Perron. st ed. 
Abingdon: Routledge, . 

 Mitgutsch, Konstantin, and Narda Alvarado. “Purposeful by Design?: A Serious Game 
Design Assessment Framework.” In  Proceedings of the International Conference 
on the Foundations of Digital Games,  –. FDG ’. New York: ACM, . 

 Sicart, Miguel.  Th e Ethics of Computer Games.  Cambridge, Mass.: Th e MIT Press, . 

 Exercise: Serious Games 

  Select a so-called serious game, whose purpose is to educate about/raise 
awareness about/critique a specifi c issue. Some of the resources above will 

provide you with examples; any game that is created for educational purposes, 
instructional purposes, or as part of an activist initiative will work (plus it is 
rather probable it is available online). After playing them, examine these spe-
cifi c aspects to evaluate the values that they are setting forth, and the effective-
ness of their message. These are based on the use of the Design Assessment 
Framework proposed by Mitgutsch and Alvarado:   16   

  • Purpose: What is the goal of the game? What is it trying to achieve? 
What values does it try to transmit?  

  • Content and information: What is the information that the game is try-
ing to get across? What is the game trying to teach?  

  • Game mechanics: What are the rules of the game? What are the main 
verbs of the game? How hard/diffi cult is it?  

(Continued)
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�   PROCEDURAL	CONTENT	VS�	
HARD-CODED	CONTENT 

 How the content is generated can be a defi ning feature of the game that we 
are analyzing. Th is distinction is diffi  cult to understand if you do not know 
some basic programming, but you can probably understand it once  you 
see it. 

 Th e content of a game can be data that is  hard-coded  in the game: graphics, 
text, sound. Hard-coded data can be a music fi le, or a graphics fi le. When a 
game has a lot of fi les that are hard-coded, they take a lot of memory/storage 
space. Th is content is also presented always in the same manner, which 
means it does not usually change from game session to session.  Procedural 
content,  on the other hand, consists of giving the computer the instructions 
on how to create that content. Chris Crawford refers to this dichotomy as 
 process intensity vs. data intensity:  while the processes are abstract and an 
indirect way of creating content, data is concrete and direct.     To draw a 
comparison, instead of providing a fi le with a recording of a specifi c melody 
(which would be the data), procedural content tells the computer how to 
generate a type of melody, providing the score along with how to change 

  • Fiction and narrative: What is the fi ctional world of the game? How does 
the context relate to the content it wants to get across?  

  • Aesthetics and graphics: How does the game set up a tone and environ-
ment to the player?  

  • Framing: Who is the game intended for? How much are they supposed 
to know about games before playing?  

  • Cohesiveness: Can we consider the game as using procedural rhetoric? 
Are the values that the game tries to convey integrated in the mechanics? 
Does the audience it is intended for actually play this type of game?  

  Note how some of these aspects relate to building blocks mentioned in this 
book already, such as the fi ctional world, the audiovisual presentation, or the 
audience. This is a somewhat advanced mode of game analysis.  

  By using these elements as a guide, you can evaluate how successful (or not) a 
serious game is. If you go back to the exercise that examined the relationship 
between rules and fi ction, you will fi nd that part of the problem is that what we 
do has little to do with the message that the game wants to get across.  

(Continued)
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it in specifi c circumstances. For example, the music should play faster if 
the player is at the end of a level, or change the key from major to minor 
if a scary enemy is waiting in the next room. In some cases, providing the 
instructions takes less space than the data itself, or rather than the amount 
of content that the instructions would generate. It is like do-it-yourself fur-
niture: the package and the instructions take less space than the actual piece 
of furniture; only imagine that there are multiple ways to assemble pieces to 
make diff erent types of furniture. 

 Th e diff erence between these two types of content gives way to rather diff er-
ent experiences. For example,  Th e Legend of Zelda  () and  Rogue  () 
are both top-down, tile-based games where the player goes around fi ghting 
monsters in dungeons and fi nding diff erent objects that help improve (or 
at times, impair) the abilities of the player character.  Th e Legend of Zelda  
is a game where the content is hard-coded—the game maps are always the 
same, items will always be in the same locations—and the behavior of the 
game entities is always the same to the extent that players can optimize a 
path to complete the game in a short time by playing repeatedly. In contrast, 
 Rogue  is famous for using procedural generation to create its maps, and to 
spawn diff erent enemies and power-ups across the levels in the game, and 
where the player has to try to complete the game in one go—if the player 
character loses all the health points, the game ends; restarting the game 
means having a fresh new dungeon, diff erent from the previous one. 

 When developing hard-coded content, the developer creates a series of data 
that will be shown always in the same manner. Th e content is controlled and 
optimized to be presented in a specifi c way. At the moment, we can assume 
that most of the content in games is hard-coded: for example, cut-scenes that 
always happen in the same way, character graphics, text. Procedural content 
generation, on the other hand, is a very promising area in games research 
and development, and it means that the system itself will generate part of 
the content for the player—for example, maps that are always diff erent, 
quests for the player, the music score, non-player characters. Games such 
as  Rogue  are famous for generating most of their content procedurally—this 
also means that it may not be possible to complete the game, since the levels 
generated are not optimized or play-tested to be completed. Games that 
use this approach to design are called  roguelike,  and include the so-called 
dungeon crawlers such as  Diablo  (), where the story is hard-coded but 
the levels are diff erent, or  Spelunky  (), which is a platform game where 
the levels are also generated. Procedural generation is also very common 
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in games where the platform has limited memory, so giving the computer 
a set of instructions on how to create the level is a way of saving space and 
memory. In the s, games such as  Elite  () or more recently  Tiny 
Wings  () use procedural generation to keep players engaged but with-
out using a lot of storage space. Procedural generation can also be used to 
generate content and create large worlds—the role-playing game  Th e Elder 
Scrolls: Skyrim  () uses procedurally generated quests in order to match 
the expansive space and population of the game world. 

 Procedural generation is often associated with random generation, but the 
relationship is only partially true. Th e system may take a random starting 
point to generate the content, but the generation uses artifi cial intelligence 
(AI) to produce something that makes sense and is playable. If we generated 
a labyrinth or a dungeon completely at random, we may end up with a result 
that is not playable. Th ere should be an entrance and an exit; if there is a 
locked door, there should be a key for it that is accessible. Procedural genera-
tion is very complex, but it also has the potential to create games that are con-
stantly changing, where it is not possible to use rote memory to traverse them. 

 Questions to identify whether the content is hard-coded or procedurally 
generated: 

 �  Does the content change whenever the player starts a new game? 

 �  Can the player learn a sequence to play the game by heart and repeat 
it to master the game? 

 �  Does the game create content (characters, animations, sounds, levels) 
that generates completely different behaviors in the game? 

 Further Reading 
 Crawford, Chris.  Chris Crawford on Game Design.  New Riders Games. Indianapolis, 

Ind.: New Riders, , pp. –. 

�  GAME	DYNAMICS 

 Th is concept is a bit complex to explain. Th e rules of the game establish the 
possible behaviors in the game, but then they have to be set in motion. Th e 
instruction manual of  Monopoly  (), for instance, sets up the rules, but 
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it is just a box with boards, dice, and cards until the players start playing—
then it becomes a game. Th e dynamics of the game consist of how the game 
plays out, the type of strategies that the game invites, and even the kind of 
exploits that can derive from the rules; these are all the result of the rules in 
action. For example, the dynamics of  Monopoly  include aiming at buying the 
most expensive properties fi rst and building fast—it is not something that 
the manual describes, but a strategy that players fi gure out after repeated 
sessions. 

 Th e term dynamics is borrowed from the MDA framework,     which in 
turn is inspired by concepts from cybernetics and how computer programs 
work—one thing is the code, the set of instructions of the game, and the 
other is runtime, the program actually working. 

 Th e game plays out the moment the player(s) sets it in motion. A simple set 
of rules can result in complex dynamics—the board game Go is a traditional 
example of this. Th e board has a grid, and players place black or white pieces 
on the intersections; the player placing the black pieces goes fi rst. Th e goal is 
to capture as many spaces as possible by surrounding a group of the oppo-
nent’s pieces by taking up all orthogonally adjacent points. Pieces remain 
in place, unless they are captured, in which case they are removed from the 
board. Players can skip their turn if they want; the game ends when neither 
player wants to continue moving or one of the players resigns. Although 
the basic rules of Go can be written in a paragraph, the diff erent strategies 
have been the subject of stacks of treatises over many centuries, as well as 
mathematical and computer science research where the game becomes a 
challenge to understand combinatorics, or a tool to develop better decision-
making algorithms in artifi cial intelligence. 

 Th e strategies that players deploy while playing the game can be part of 
the formal study of games; what is more interesting is to study the result-
ing player strategies that may not have been anticipated by the designers, 
and the novel ways in which players decide to play. Unexpected or unusual 
player behaviors and how players appropriate a game can be the foundation 
to argue for its special status. For example, David Sudnow wrote a book 
on how he tried to master  Breakout  () by playing it as a musical score, 
as a sequence of actions that can be reproduced exactly in the same way, 
rather than reacting to the movements of the ball moment to moment.     
Sudnow understood the dynamics of the game diff erently from other play-
ers, showing how a relatively simple game can be played using very diff erent 



  Areas of Analysis :   Formal Elements 

approaches—Sudnow’s being one that is not particularly productive to mas-
ter the game. 

 A complex game can foster diff erent play styles, demonstrating its versa-
tility, as well as the capacity of players to transform the game with their 
participation. Chess is a non-digital example of a rich game that gives way 
to diff erent ways of playing; as a digital counterpart, the real-time strategy 
game  Starcraft  () has generated competitions to the point where it is 
also considered a sport (actually, an  e-sport ). In both cases, players devise 
their own particular ways to play the game, selecting which pieces or units 
they deploy or are willing to sacrifi ce, for example. Another example of how 
games can be transformed by players is the  Grand Th eft Auto  series after 
its third installment (–). It is relatively easy to fi nd videos online 
that show how players spend their time exploring the world, doing stunts, 
or playing the mini-games instead of taking up the missions of the game. 

 At times, one single factor may change the dynamics of the game, and how the 
player tackles it. Saving the game, as we saw, is one such case—depending on 
whether there is the possibility to return to a specifi c game state can change 
how a player tackles the challenges of a game, as we discussed above with the vita-
chambers of  Bioshock  (). Dynamic diffi  culty adjustment is a feature of 
some games, which detects how many times the player may be unsuccessfully 
trying a task, and evaluates whether the player needs help to advance.  Super 
Mario D Land  () makes a special power-up appear at the beginning of 
the level if the player does too many unsuccessful attempts at reaching the 
end; the power-up is a white tanooki suit that allows the player to fl oat and 
destroys enemies by touching them. Players can avoid picking up the power-
up to keep trying without the extra help; the player character can still die if 
it falls down a chasm, keeping enough challenge to keep the game engaging. 

 Th is building block also requires the reader to be familiar with the game—if 
we cannot count on our reader having played, we have to do a really good 
job of explaining its rules. It is very easy to get lost in the discussion of very 
concrete strategies and cases once one knows the game well enough; it is 
just as easy to write an expert explanation that is completely opaque and 
very diffi  cult to follow. You just have to go to an online forum for fans of a 
game or genre you do not know to appreciate how inaccessible the discus-
sion can be. When you tackle the dynamics of a game, remember that you 
may not be speaking to fellow players with the same knowledge as you, so 
you need to provide enough framing to make the information intelligible. 
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 Studying the dynamics of a game can be hard, since there is not a single way 
of playing most games—this is when our subjectivity as players becomes 
most evident. Th ere is a whole slew of books dealing with strategies to play 
games—manuals on how to play Chess, Bridge, and Poker are some of the dri-
est examples of in-depth discussions of game dynamics. On the other hand, 
this is also where this experience can provide some of the most interesting 
insights—Sudnow’s book is fascinating precisely because he approaches the 
game in a somewhat unusual manner, and takes it so personally. 

 Questions to identify the dynamics of the game: 

 �  Does the player have the possibility to develop different ways to tackle 
the challenges of the game? 

 �  How do specifi c formal elements encourage or discourage certain ways 
to play the game? 

 �  What are the dominant strategies that players have developed? 

 �  What types of gameplay may seem to differ from what the game was 
supposedly designed for? 

 Further Reading 
 Hunicke, Robin, Marc LeBlanc, and Robert Zubek. . “MDA: A Formal Approach 

to Game Design and Game Research.” In  Proceedings of the AAAI Workshop on 
Challenges in Game AI,  –. San Jose, Calif.: AAAI Press. 

�   THE	GAP	BETWEEN	THE	PLAYER	
AND	THE	GAME
	MEDIATION 

 A game uses specifi c formal devices to present its contents to the player, 
from the point of view in the world, to using specifi c types of cards or boards 
that the player manipulates. Th e discussion of this building block focuses on 
how digital games are mediated, although non-digital games such as board, 
card, and even playground games may have similar elements to discuss. 

 Th e term  mediation  refers to the formal elements that allow the player to 
interact with the game, such as the user interface (UI), the point of view, and 
the player character. Th ese elements position the player within the game 
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both as a software program and in relation to the fi ctional world. Th e building 
block “Spaces of the Game” (p. ) talked about the  mediated space,  which 
refers to how the game uses the screen itself to present the game to the 
player; below is another overview of the interface elements that are outside 
of the screen (pieces of hardware such as controllers, cameras, or motion 
sensors). 

 Th e fi rst aspect on the mediation is how the point of view is presented to 
the player. If the game has graphics, it usually provides a camera view of the 
fi ctional world. Depending on where it is, it implies diff erent roles in the 
world. If the world is shown from a fi rst-person point of view, the iden-
tity of the player is defi ned by a specifi c, physical point of view. Th e player 
sees what the camera sees. Th e camera can also track back and follow the 
character that works as the surrogate of the player in the world—characters 
such as Lara Croft in  Tomb Raider  () or Chun-Li in  Street Fighter II  
() are the ones who the player controls to aff ect the game world. Th is 
is usually referred to as  third-person point of view,  in which identifi cation is 
visual—the player points at that character and says “Th at’s me.” Th e camera 
can track back even further, providing a view of the world and not identify-
ing with a particular entity in it—simulation and strategy games such as  Th e 
Sims  () or  Sid Meier’s Civilization V  () use this removed point of 
view to allow the player to get a picture of what is going on in the world. Th e 
player identifi es with the point of view again but in a generic role, such as a 
god of sorts or commander ruling the world. 

 In contrast, text adventure games/interactive fi ction, as well as multi-user 
dungeons (MUDs), use a textual representation. Although not exclusively, 
these games usually use the second-person point of view—the game is 
addressing the player, telling her where her character surrogate is in the 
world. Th is voice has been inherited from the  Choose Your Own Adventure  
books, as well as the game  Adventure  (). However, it does not have to 
be the norm—some interactive fi ction pieces play with the voice so that it is 
not necessarily second person. For example,  Lost Pig  () is written from 
the point of view of the linguistically challenged orc Grunk, who describes 
the world and events talking about himself in a broken third person. Text 
games play with literary point of view, rather than visual, allowing us to ana-
lyze them as a hybrid between literature and games.     

 After defi ning the point of view and how the game addresses the player, then 
there’s the question of how the player becomes part of the fi ctional world. 
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Apart from the point of view, the user interface is the other important aspect 
of the mediation. A concept that can help us understand the basic ways in 
which the player intervenes in the world is the diff erence between direct and 
indirect manipulation.     In games, direct manipulation means the objects that 
can be manipulated are visible, and the player can aff ect them immediately, in 
consecutive actions, and the player can see the eff ect of the manipulation right 
away. Th is is now the most common way to interact with graphical games: in 
platform games, such as  Rayman: Origins  () or  Super Mario   (), 
the player uses a controller to move the player character around the world and 
jump. Each button maps to an action that is immediately visible on the screen: 
if there is a wall, the player can see it is not possible to advance unless one 
jumps over it; if Mario runs into an enemy, the character loses health points, 
whereas if it is a coin, Mario will pick it up. Direct manipulation means that 
the player carries out an action, and immediately sees whether it is possible or 
not, and what the consequences are. 

 Th is is diff erent from a text adventure, where the player reads about the 
world in paragraphs, and has to type in the commands before knowing 
whether something is possible or not. Some graphic adventure games that 
use text menus, such as  King’s Quest  () or  Maniac Mansion  (), have 
the player select a command from the menu (“pick up key”) and then will 
show the character trying to perform the action. If it is possible, the charac-
ter will pick up the key, whereas if it is not, there will be a message or anima-
tion telling the player the character cannot do that. Th ere is no immediate 
feedback, but rather a dialogue between the player and the game where the 
player has to fi gure out what may be feasible or not—the player operates in 
the game using indirect manipulation. It is like telling the game what to do 
and then waiting to see how it responds. 

 Another example of indirect manipulation is the turn-based combat system 
of computer role-playing games, probably inherited from their table-top 
origins. In  Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic  (), when the player 
enters combat, time in the world seems to stop so the player can plan every 
step of the combat. Th e player selects the actions from a menu, such as 
attacking with a certain weapon; once the actions have been lined up, the 
player can go back to the world and the actions play out.  Knights of the Old 
Republic  is an interesting example because the player can navigate the world 
using direct manipulation, but the combat uses a menu. Th is shows how 
games can use diff erent types of user interface depending on the phase or 
stage of the game; this example also points back to a previous building block 
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(“Diegetic vs. Extradiegetic Rules” p. ), where the planning is extradi-
egetic while the fi ght is diegetic. 

 Questions to identify the ways in which the game is mediated: 

 �  What is the point of view of the game? 

 �  How does the point of view provide a role for the player? 

 �  What are the on-screen elements that give information to the player 
on how to play the game? 

 �  How does the player intervene in the fi ctional world? Does the inter-
face use direct manipulation or indirect manipulation? 

 Further Reading 
 Bolter, J. David, and Richard Grusin.  Remediation: Understanding New Media.  

Cambridge, Mass.: Th e MIT Press, . 

 Shneiderman, Ben. “Direct Manipulation: A Step Beyond Programming Languages.” 
In  Th e New Media Reader,  edited by Noah Wardrip-Fruin and Nick Montfort, 
–. Cambridge, Mass.: Th e MIT Press, . 

 Wolf, Mark J.P.  Th e Medium of the Video Game.  st ed. Austin: University of Texas 
Press, ,  Chapter  . 

�  CONTROL	SCHEMES	AND	PERIPHERALS 

 Whereas the previous building block focused on the screen and how it 
mediates the world of the game for the player, this building block deals with 
how the hardware allows the player to participate in the game. Th ese formal 
aspects belong to the player and the social space of the game, as defi ned by 
Nitsche in the Spaces of the Game building block (p. ).     Control schemes 
point to this space in the form of pieces of hardware, such as the game con-
troller or the keyboard and mouse. Th e specifi c design of the hardware won’t 
be discussed here, since that often uses pre-made standards, but rather how 
the game utilizes the hardware. 

 Th is building block helps us discuss how the hardware allows the player to par-
ticipate in the game. While diff erent screen mediations situate the player in the 
game, hardware controls may involve diff erent skills to use them. While most 
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players will know how to point and click with a mouse, using the WASD keys 
to move around a three-dimensional world can be a challenge for those who 
are not used to it. In a similar way, while a touchscreen may make it easier for 
players to manipulate objects in the world (resorting to direct manipulation—
see above), a game controller and its many buttons can be very cryptic for 
people new to digital games. Even knowing how to hold it, learning the button 
combinations to perform complex movements can be challenging. 

 Controllers use conventions and conventions change over time—for exam-
ple, I am used to looking up or steering a ship by pulling the joystick down 
or moving the mouse back, a habit I picked up from playing fl ight simula-
tion games in the s. Now most games map the forward movement to 
looking up, which confuses me no end until I fi nd how to confi gure the 
controls back to the conventions I feel comfortable with. 

 Controllers involve a certain literacy, that is, knowing how to use them in order 
to play. Beware of thinking that controls are “intuitive”—even gesture and 
movement based controls require some time to learn how to use them. Using a 
lot of buttons for game input requires being familiar with a lot of conventions, 
from how they match to actions to diff erent button combinations. On the 
other hand, gestures and movement may seem easier to pick up because there 
is a direct match between the gesture and the action on the screen. 

 Some games may let players confi gure the controls to their taste and abilities, 
accommodating a certain range of skills. For example,  Mario Kart Wii  () 
has diff erent control schemes—some mapping the controls to a traditional 
controller where the control stick directs the kart, some using the motion 
sensor to allow players to place the controller in wheel to steer the vehicle. 

 As part of player space, the hardware also dictates how the physical space 
is used. For example, touchscreens and portable consoles tend to reduce 
the space to play to where the player is sitting or standing, just as reading a 
book would, thus making them a better fi t to play during one’s commute in 
a train or a bus. On the other hand, hardware that involves cameras, such as 
the Playstation Eye or the Microsoft Kinect, or that detects motion, such as 
the WiiMote, requires more physical space and seems to be a better match 
for games involving social interaction. 

 Hardware can also help extend the fi ctional world to the player space, often 
dictating how to play the game. Th e  Rock Band  () controllers (drums, 
guitars, and microphones) transform the player space into a stage of sorts, 
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where players have to perform physically the actions of the game. A more 
extreme example is the game  Steel Batallion  (), which requires a spe-
cialized controller that resembles the control panels of a cockpit. Th e enor-
mous controller sits on the knees of the player, turning the physical space 
into the cockpit of a giant robot. 

 How the hardware provides input to the game is going to continue changing—
apart from new gestural interfaces, there are technologies such as bio-feed-
back sensors and improved virtual reality headsets, such as the Occulus Rift, 
that may open up novel ways to play games. 

 Questions to identify the formal traits of the control schemes: 

 �  Does the game use standard hardware (keyboard, mouse, game con-
trollers) or does it need custom/specialized hardware? 

 �  Do the actions of the player map to the controller following the con-
ventions of a specifi c genre? Or does it provide a new way to use the 
hardware? 

 �  Can the player customize how to use the controls? 

 �  What type of familiarity with game controls and games does the game 
require? 

 �  How does the hardware extend the fi ctional world to the space of the 
player? 

 Further Reading 
 Juul, Jesper.  A Casual Revolution: Reinventing Video Games and Th eir Players.  

Cambridge, Mass.: Th e MIT Press, ,  Chapter  . 

  Exercise: How “Intuitive” 

Are the Controls?  

  Run a little experiment, either by playing yourself, or observing someone else 
play. The goal is to evaluate how intuitive a control scheme may supposedly 
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�  DIFFICULTY	LEVELS/GAME	BALANCE 

 Determining how easy or diffi  cult a game may be is rather subjective, since 
it depends on the expertise of each player—what is easy for one person may 
be impossible for another. A fi rst-person D game can be inordinately dif-
fi cult to navigate for someone who is not familiar with how to navigate a 
three-dimensional virtual space, whereas a seasoned fi rst-person shooter 
may breeze through the environment. In order to be aware of your own 
skills and subjectivity, look back to the exercise in  Chapter   to help fi gure 
out what your player profi le is, and think about how your skills and expertise 
may make some games easier or more diffi  cult than others. 

 Looking into specifi c formal elements can help analyze the diffi  culty in 
somewhat more objective terms, such as whether there are diffi  culty set-
tings or diff erent game modes. How often the game allows the player to save 
is another indicator (see the building block above). Other formal elements 
that we can look into are: 

 �  the number of obstacles and their frequency: how many challenges 
and how often the player has to deal with them can make a game 
more or less diffi cult. 

 �  the length of a level: the longest a player has to play in order to reach a 
milestone / save point, the harder it can be. 

 �  the skills needed to play the game: a game that requires quick refl exes 
may need training; we can check if the game introduces players to 
the skills needed bit by bit or expects them to already have them. For 

be. Give someone who does not play games in three-dimensional spaces a fi rst- 
person game. Games that do not require a lot of shooting may be prepared, 
such as the beginning of  Half-Life 2  (2004),  Portal  (2007), or the experimental 
game  Dear Esther  (2012). Alternatively, you can get someone to play a game 
they know with a different control scheme. How fast does the player fi gure out 
how to move (if at all)? What are the common issues that they run into? Ask 
the player what their expectations are, how would they want to use the con-
troller, and why. How does their supposed intuition match the control scheme 
they have to use?  
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puzzle-based games, which require more thinking than twitch refl exes, 
we can look into how the game helps the players acquire the knowl-
edge to solve the puzzles. 

 It may be the case that the game has variable settings for diffi  culty, which let 
players determine how they want to play. In modern games, this may be an 
indicator that the game is trying to attract diff erent types of audiences. For 
example,  Bioshock  () has four levels of diffi  culty: easy, normal, hard, 
survivor. In the easiest mode, enemy attacks do not hurt the player much; 
enemies do not have a lot of health points, making them easier to get rid 
of; using special powers (called  plasmids ) does not cost a lot of points, and 
helpful items such as weapons or power-ups appear frequently and are rela-
tively powerful. In the hardest mode (survivor), enemies are twice as strong 
and attack very accurately, and the helpful items are rather scarce. Th e easi-
est mode accommodates players who are interested in the story of the game, 
whereas the higher levels of diffi  culty are not only for more seasoned players 
of fi rst-person shooters, but also for those who may want to focus on honing 
their skills rather than exploring the environment and the stories in it. 

 Some games may be easy to learn, but diffi  cult to master, establishing two 
diff erent aspects to diffi  culty, as well as diff erent expectations for the player. 
Many of the games considered “addictive” share this trait, such as  Tetris  
() or more recently  Angry Birds  (). Other games have a steep curve 
in order to learn them, requiring the attention and work from players to 
even start playing them, such as  Microsoft Flight Simulator X (), Star-
craft  (), or  Dwarf Fortress  (). How diffi  cult it is to learn how to play 
also sets diff erent expectations for the player, because just starting the game 
supposes a signifi cant time investment. 

 Th e term  game balancing  refers to the process of adjusting the dynamics 
of the system (see block above) to make the game adequately diffi  cult to 
the intended audience, to create a rhythm and sense of progress, so that 
the game becomes more diffi  cult as the player gets better at it—hence the 
balance between the skills of the player and the challenge presented. Th is 
balance is not an objective, mathematical result—the factors listed above 
can explain how the diffi  culty increases, creating a pace in the game. 

  Flow  is often invoked as an ideal of game design, where the challenge is 
enough to keep the player interested, but it is not so easy that it becomes 
boring. Th is balance is diffi  cult to achieve, but it seems to be a goal of many 
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designers, because it keeps players focused on the activity—players are “in 
the zone” while they play, they become one with the activity (see   Figure .  ). 
Games that need fast refl exes, such as racing games or music games in a 
high diffi  culty, are designed to achieve that feeling of control and being able 
to use skill to overcome the challenge. It is a state that is associated with 
other pleasurable activities, such as yoga, meditation, or dancing.       

 Th e design aesthetic of some games, however, does not seem to seek to invite 
players to achieve a state of fl ow. For example, they do not seem to have 
increased challenges as the game goes, which may be the case of adventure 
games. In adventure games, the puzzles are part of advancing the story, and 
where the skill of the player is not as capital to advancing in the game as 
their capacity to solve puzzles and getting to know the world of the game. 

 Remember that determining how diffi  cult a game is should not be deter-
mined exclusively by how it “feels” to you—formal aspects are what will help 
you express the level of diffi  culty more precisely. 

 Questions to identify the formal elements that indicate the level of diffi  culty 
of a game: 

 �  Does the game have specifi c settings to change the diffi culty? 

 �  How frequent are the challenges? 
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  FIGURE 5.2  Illustration of the zone of fl ow fi nds a balance between 
the skill required and the diffi culty of the challenge. 
 Source: adapted from Csikszentmihalyi (2008) .
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 �  How much leeway does the player have to recover from a mistake? 

 �  What is the proportion between the powers/stats of the player and 
those of the opponents in the game? 

 �  Does the game teach the player how to get better at the game? Or 
does it expect previous knowledge and skills to play it? 

 �  Which elements of the game change as the game progresses to make it 
more diffi cult? Does the game become more diffi cult? 

 Further Reading 
 Asad, Mariam. “Making It Diffi  cult: Modernist Poetry as Applied to Game Design 

Analysis.” Th esis, Georgia Institute of Technology, , https://smartech.
gatech.edu/handle//. 

 Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Simon, Jonas Heide Smith, and Susana Pajares Tosca.  Under-
standing Video Games: Th e Essential Introduction.  nd ed. Abingdon: Routledge, 
, pp. –. 

 Juul, Jesper.  A Casual Revolution: Reinventing Video Games and Th eir Players.  
Cambridge, Mass.:Th e MIT Press, ,  Chapter  . 

 Wilson, Douglas, and Miguel Sicart. “Now It’s Personal: On Abusive Game Design.” 
In  Proceedings of the International Academic Conference on the Future of Game 
Design and Technology,  –. Futureplay’. New York: ACM, . 

 Exercise: Hard Games Are Fun Too 

  Some games are extremely diffi cult, and that is what makes them fun. In 
some cases, the diffi culty derives from early games where game balancing 

was not yet part of the vocabulary of design—games designed for home com-
puters in the 1980s, such as  Manic Miner  (1983), had players try each screen 
over and over again until they got the perfect sequence to overcome the chal-
lenges. More recently, there is a type of game identifi ed as masocore, which 
is precisely designed for players to develop the skills to perform precise and 
well-timed moves. Independent games such as  VVVVVV  (2010),  Super Meat 
Boy  (2010),  Hydorah  (2010), or  Limbo  (2012) can be labeled masocore; genres 
such as the so-called bullet-hell shooter, where players have to dodge showers 
of bullets while trying to attack the incoming enemies, or beat-matching games 
such as  BeatMania  (1998), or  Dance Dance Revolution  (1999) require exacting 
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�   REPRESENTATION	
VISUAL	DESIGN�	
SOUND	DESIGN�	AND	MUSIC� 

 Examining the formal aspects of the audiovisual presentation of a game may 
be familiar to those coming from fi lm, art, and music history. Th is is one of 
the building blocks that certainly benefi ts from the vocabulary of these fi elds, 
so in order to write about this block, this section will refer to the methods of 
these other academic disciplines, while pointing out some of the medium-
specifi c formal aspects that the discussion can focus on. 

 Th e representation of the game helps in creating a mood, expressing themes, 
as well as contributing to the narrative of the game. Th ose coming from the 
study of fi lm or literature may be tempted to analyze a game in the same way 
as they write about their usual subjects of study. However, limiting oneself 
to methods borrowed from other media usually ignores the specifi cs of the 
participatory nature of games, as I have been pointing out throughout the 
book. An analysis that goes beyond merely reading a game like a fi lm or a 
symphony should acknowledge what the player does in the game: for exam-
ple, as already mentioned, the musical score of  Metal Gear Solid : Sons of 
Liberty  () tells the player whether the guards are looking for the player 
character or not, and if they are, how long they have been searching for him. 
In this case, the music is both setting a mood and providing feedback to the 
player (as mentioned in the “Diegetic vs. Extradiegetic” building block). In 
 Puzzle Bobble  (), the music speeds up when time is running out or the 
player is close to losing, to deliver a sense of urgency, in both cases indicat-
ing that the game may be over soon. 

 At times it can be diffi  cult to divorce the audiovisual analysis from other 
building blocks, particularly the user interface (UI) design. Color-coding 
applied to objects, for example, can be both an expressive device and good 

moves in order to complete each challenge. These games are designed so that 
players fail a lot and keep trying.  

  The diffi culty of those games is too much to easily enter a state of fl ow—and 
yet, they can still be fun, although maybe for a reduced number of players. 
What makes them engaging? How can continual failure be pleasurable? Would 
these games be as successful if they were more forgiving?  
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interface design. For example, in the game  Ico  (), the save points are rep-
resented as an eerily white bench that stands out from the rest of the objects. 
Th e player character sits there to rest, which eff ectively pauses the game; the 
bench is a respite both for the character and the player, while the peculiar 
shade of white marks the location as a connection to the extradiegetic ele-
ments of the game, the saving menu in this case. 

 Th e audiovisual aesthetics of the game can evoke other media— Comix Zone  
(), for example, takes the panels from comics and transforms them 
into diff erent screens of the game; as the player overcomes a challenge, the 
player character moves from panel to panel. Th e independent game  Th ey 
Came from Verminest  () evokes American sci-fi  movies of the s, 
including a mode that can be played with D glasses (one lens red, one blue); 
the player can select a screen mode that imitates worn out fi lm stock.  Indigo 
Prophecy  a.k.a.  Fahrenheit  () evokes in its tutorial the aesthetic of fi lm, 
presenting the game world as a fi lm set and positioning the player as the 
director of the story. 

 Th e history of videogames is long enough that they can make references to 
the aesthetics associated with previous game genres or technological plat-
forms. A slew of current independent videogames evokes the pixel visuals 
and music of games from the s, such as  La Mulana  () or  VVVVVV  
(). In the case of  La Mulana,  it is a straightforward homage to an obso-
lete platform, the MSX, and a game that was released exclusively for it, 
 Knightmare II: Th e Maze of Gallious  (). 

 In short, the audiovisual representation is one aspect where the methods to 
analyze other audiovisual media can be directly applied; however, it is also 
important not to lose sight of the aspects of the representation that may 
relate to the medium itself, from technological constraints to the deliberate 
evocation of other technologies or media. 

 Questions to start the discussion of the audiovisual aspects: 

 �  How do the audiovisual aspects of the game indicate what the game is 
about? 

 �  How does the audiovisual design provide cues for interaction or help 
understand what is going on in the game? 
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 �  How do the audiovisuals take advantage of the technology of the game? 

 �  How does the game evoke the aesthetics of other media/other games/
other platforms? 

 Further Reading 
 Camper, Brett. “Retro Refl exivity: La-Mulana, an -Bit Period Piece.”  Th e Video 

Game Th eory Reader   (): –. 

 Grant, Barry Keith. “Screams on Screens: Paradigms of Horror.”  Loading . . .  , no.  
(). http://journals.sfu.ca/loading/index.php/loading/article/view/. 

�  RULE-DRIVEN	VS�	GOAL-DRIVEN	GAMES 

 Some defi nitions of games focus on their nature as rule systems    —there 
are other possible defi nitions, but this is the one that will be used in this 
particular block. Here is a refresher from previous building blocks: rules 
indicate which actions and events are possible; the mechanics constrain the 
player to doing things in certain ways. For example, the rules of  Monopoly  
() tell us which parts of the board are valid spaces to place one’s token, 
and how the tokens move (e.g., we cannot move them counterclockwise, 
we have to throw the dice to know the number of spaces). Th e outcome of 
the system is going to be diff erent each time—who gets which properties 
in  Monopoly,  how fast, how the properties are traded will change in every 
session based on the roll of the dice, the chance or community chest cards, 
and the decisions each player makes. 

  Emergence  is the term we use to defi ne how the events and outcomes of the 
game are generated by the player interacting with the system, specifi cally 
referring to gameplay.     Although related, this concept is diff erent from pro-
cedural content generation (see above), which refers to how the content is 
created by the computer. Emergence is the source of variability of the game, 
because it is the reason why we often develop strategies rather than come up 
with a series of specifi c steps to complete a game. 

 Games can also have goals, which are the conditions that defi ne how to 
advance or win. Scoring the highest points within a specifi c amount of time 
is the goal of sports games like basketball or handball, for example. Th ere 
can also be sub-goals, which are milestones that mark player progress in 
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the form of levels or stages that the player must complete to advance, for 
example. Th ese progression markers are common in games with a strong 
story component, where advancing in the game is paired with advancing in 
the story. Th is is the case of computer role-playing games (e.g., the  Fallout  
series (–)), where diff erent quests provide a set of goals for the 
player, or mission-based games, such as action-adventure games like the 
 Uncharted  (–) or  Grand Th eft Auto  (–) series. In a simi-
lar way, adventure games comprise a series of narrative puzzles that give 
way to the story of the game as the player solves them.  Progression  is the 
aspect of the game that regulates how the player advances in the game, and 
relates to its goal structure. 

 Th us,  emergence  refers to the aspects of the game that relate to the player 
making decisions, whereas  progression  refers to the goals and sub-goals of 
the game. Since most games have both rules and goals, most games also 
combine both progression and emergence, as Jesper Juul indicates;     some 
games lend prominence to either the rules or the goals. Non-digital games 
are usually clear examples of games of emergence because there is usually 
one goal (e.g., get a score higher than the opponent’s, get the combination 
of cards that means the highest score). Strategy games, such as  Starcraft  
() or  Sid Meier’s Civilization V  (), are also a clear example of games 
of emergence, where the player interacts with a complex game system to 
achieve a specifi c goal (become the dominant race or civilization). 

 A game where consecutive goals dominate gameplay may be called a game 
of progression—Juul refers to the adventure game  Th e Hobbit  () as a 
game of progression, because it requires solving one puzzle after another to 
complete it. Music games such as  Beatmania  () or  Rock Band  (), 
or rhythm games like  Dance Dance Revolution  (), are also games of 
progression, since there is a clear set of actions (hit the note or move in time 
with the music) that must be completed in order to succeed in the game. 

 Th e distinction between emergence and progression is more useful than 
using the terms  linear / non-linear,  which do not refl ect the nuance of the 
game design. Car-racing games may seem linear because they take place 
on a track, but they are really an example of a game of emergence: although 
there is usually a single path to get to the fi nish line, there is a single goal 
(get to the fi nish line fi rst), whereas how we get to the end of the line depends 
on how we drive, speed up, slow down, and interact with other racers. In the 
case of computer racing games, the player’s position may trigger diff erent 
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behaviors amongst the computer-controlled opponents—if the player is 
fi rst, the other cars will speed up, whereas they will slow down if the player 
is last so that the player can catch up and still compete.     In either case, the 
goal is to provide a challenge to the player, so that the game is not too easy 
in the fi rst case, or too hard and make the player give up. On the other hand, 
games that have branching paths, such as  Th e Walking Dead  (), have 
very limited emergence—they provide the player with moment-to-moment 
goals, and depending on how they are achieved (based on the player’s skill 
or choices), the story will take a diff erent course, but in the end the branches 
are pre-set, even if the system is complex enough to make it hard to repre-
sent them. 

 Th e contrast between rule-driven vs. goal-driven games also helps us to 
account for some examples that defy the preconceptions that we have of 
games.  Th e Sims  () was originally conceived as a digital dollhouse,     
where players come up with their own goals. Th e system is rich and complex 
enough that emergence is predominant. Th ere may be other cases where 
the game is open for players to come up with their own way of achieving the 
goals—a game like Charades is a competition where players have to com-
municate a word or phrase without sound, but rather by acting it out. In this 
case, the emergence comes from the openness of the rules, which players 
can negotiate (e.g., no pointing out to things or trying to spell the word), 
bend, or invent as they go. 

 Games of progression may seem to constrain the player to do a certain set 
of actions, but that is precisely why they are enjoyable—we synchronize to a 
set of actions, be it to a computer as in the case of  Rock Band,  or a song and 
movements, as in the case of the clapping game Patticakes. 

 Progression and emergence are two complementary ways of structuring 
gameplay; which one dominates will depend on the type of game, and it 
may change moment to moment. 

 Questions to help discuss emergence and progression: 

 �  What is the balance between how the rules and the goals dictate 
gameplay? 

 �  If you had to write how to complete the game, would it be a strategy guide, 
a walkthrough with a set of specifi c actions, or a combination of both? 
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 �  Does the gameplay change every time you play, even if the content is 
the same? 

 Further Reading 
 Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Simon, Jonas Heide Smith, and Susana Pajares Tosca.  Under-

standing Video Games: Th e Essential Introduction.  nd ed. Abingdon: Routledge, 
, pp. –. 

 Juul, Jesper.  Half-Real: Video Games between Real Rules and Fictional Worlds.  
Cambridge, Mass.: Th e MIT Press, , pp. –. 

 Exercise: Goal Structure 

  We have broken down the game you are analyzing in terms of modes, epi-
sodes, and quests (see “Context Inside the Game”p. 60) and verbs (see “Game 

Mechanics”p. 97). Now let us create a structure in terms of its goals in order to 
determine whether it is a rule-driven or goal-driven game. List the goals of the 
game you are analyzing, dividing them into the overall/long-term goal(s) and 
the moment-to-moment/short-term goals.  

  Let us contrast two extreme examples—an adventure game, which is predomi-
nantly goal-driven, and a strategy game, which is predominantly rule-driven. In 
the adventure game Loom (1990), the player discovers the goals while explor-
ing and interacting with the world. This would be a sample goal structure of the 
fi rst act of the game:  

 •  Discover the mystery of the player character’s birth (long-term goal).  
 •  Learn how to use the magic distaff (short-term goal).  

 °  Learn all the notes (mid-term goal).  
 �  Learn all the spells (mid-term goal).  

 –  Learn open spell (short-term goal).  
 –  Learn light-up spell (short-term goal).  
 –  Learn straw to gold spell (short-term goal).  
 –  Learn dye spell (short-term goal).  

 •  Leave the weaver’s village (mid-term goal).  
 �  Open the egg (short-term goal)  reveals information.  
 �  Open the shell (short-term goal)  gets a new note.  
 �  Open the skyes (short-term goal)  lightning makes a branch fall 

on the dock.  
 °  Use branch to leave village by sea.  

  The goals here are presented by the game itself; once they are fulfi lled, they 
usually have immediate consequences—usually opening up a new goal or 
allowing the fulfi llment of a longer-term goal.  
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�  LEVELS	AND	LEVEL	DESIGN 

 Th roughout this chapter, we have seen diff erent ways to segment gameplay—
from levels of diffi  culty to story chapters or quests. Many videogames are 
divided in  levels,  which are sections of gameplay marked by separate spaces. 
Levels divide what we called the rule-based space in the “Spaces of the Game” 
(p. ) building block. Each level can be identifi ed by having a goal, such as 
clearing all the pills from the screen ( Pac-Man  ()) to physically reaching 
the end of the level ( Super Mario Bros.  () and most platform games), or 
defeating a particularly diffi  cult enemy (the dungeons in  Th e Legend of Zelda: 
A Link to the Past  ()). 

 Level design is its own specifi c discipline in game development, because it 
refers to the specifi c moment-to-moment challenges, rather than general 
systems or overall goals. When analyzing the level design of a game, we 
refer to how the diff erent challenges are distributed in the space and what 
the diff erent goals of the game are.  Donkey Kong  () is a clear example of 
how level design works. Each screen has the same goal—get to the top of the 
screen to rescue Lady Pauline from the giant ape—but there are diff erent 
challenges to tackle. 

  In contrast, for Sid Meier’s Civilization V (2010), the goal structure is much 
more vague:  

 •  Long-term goal: become the dominant civilization in the world.  
 •  Mid-term goal (the player chooses to follow one).  

 °  Use scientifi c dominance.  
 °  Use cultural infl uence.  
 °  Use diplomacy and political strategies.  
 °  Use military strategies.  

  In this case, it is much more diffi cult to write the goal structure, because the 
game does not quite have one beyond its long-term goal. How to achieve it is 
up to the player—the mid-term goals are different strategies to achieve them; 
the short-term goals are determined by the player, and discovered through 
practice and experimentation or by looking at strategy guides.  

  If listing the given goals of the game is easy, the game tends to be goal-driven. If 
you can only list one or two long-term goals, and you realize that the moment-
to-moment goals are usually marked by the player, then you are probably deal-
ing with a game that tends to be rule-driven.  
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 �  The fi rst screen has the player character Jumpman going up the plat-
forms while dodging the barrels that Donkey Kong is throwing at him. 

 �  In the second screen, the platforms become conveyor belts that are 
continuously moving, and there are burning coals roaming the space. 
Thus the challenge consists of coordinating one’s jumps with the plat-
forms moving sideways. 

 �  In the third screen the climbing has to happen by jumping on elevators 
and dodging the springs that Donkey Kong again throws at Jumpman. 
The movement challenge is to time the jump to get on the right eleva-
tor without getting hit by a spring. 

 �  In the last screen, rather than reaching the top, the goal is to remove 
eight rivets that hold the structure together while dodging the burning 
coals; once the rivets are removed, the platforms will collapse and Donkey 
Kong will fall with them. Whereas in other levels the player may be able 
to avoid certain areas, here the player needs to reach eight specifi c spots. 

 Each level of  Donkey Kong  shows how the core mechanics—moving and 
jumping—can fi nd suffi  cient variation by providing diff erent challenges, 
such as jumping on a moving platform or an elevator. Th e layout of the plat-
forms, the frequency of the obstacles, as well as the distribution of items—
the hammer that allows destroying the barrels for a limited amount of time 
or items to increase the score—are defi ned by the level design. 

 Analyzing D platform games, such as  Super Mario Bros.  or  Rayman: Ori-
gins  (), is a good way to learn the basics of level design because the player 
is just supposed to go to the right and advance obstacles. Th ese games usu-
ally coax the player to move following certain paths and time their move-
ments well. When the virtual space becomes three-dimensional, discussing 
the level design becomes a bit more diffi  cult because the critical path may 
not be as obvious.  Super Mario Bros.  allows players to skip levels if they fi nd 
the hidden screens with the entrance to the shortcuts (called  warp zones  in the 
game);  Rayman: Origins  has secret areas with small challenges to rescue the 
little creatures Electoons to get more points. Th ree-dimensional spaces, on 
the other hand, allow players to traverse them in diff erent ways. 

 A quintessential example of this complexity is  Super Mario   (), the very 
fi rst game in the  Super Mario  series that featured a three-dimensional space. 
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Each level of the game is a separate space, which the player accesses through 
diff erent portals. Th e fi nal goal of each level is the same—pick up the golden 
star. After going through the portal, the player is presented with a title for the 
level, which gives a clue about how to obtain the star. For example, the very 
fi rst level the player can play is called “Big Bob-Omb on the Summit,” which is a 
hint for the player to climb to the top of the mountain in the level. What makes 
the game stand out, which later games in the series have not quite tackled, is 
that after fi nding the fi rst star, the player can go back and fi nd a diff erent one. 
Th e space remains the same, whereas the layout is versatile enough to support 
a variety of ways to traverse it and fulfi ll the diff erent goals of the level. For 
example, in practically every level there are fi ve red coins; if the player picks up 
all of them, a golden star appears and becomes the goal of the level. 

 Other elements that defi ne level design are the distribution of resources, 
such as power-ups, which provide the player with specifi c advantages that 
make it easier to play, often for a limited period or time. Ammunition or 
extra health work as power-ups, for example. As mentioned in the “Dif-
fi culty Levels/Game Balance” building block, how frequent or infrequent 
these resources are will determine how diffi  cult the level is. In terms of spa-
tial distribution, the closer these resources are to the critical path, the easier 
it will be; if there are hidden resources, it may be a sign of the game inviting 
players to explore and fi nd alternate paths to traverse the space. 

 Alternate paths and secret zones are also part of the level design. When the 
goal of the level is to get from A to B, part of the challenge is to open up new 
areas that allow the player to advance. Closing off  certain zones is a way to 
limit the player’s movements and make sure they stick to the critical path. 
Th is is very typical of the dungeons in the  Legend of Zelda: A Link to the 
Past.  While exploring the dungeon for the fi rst time, the player may pass by 
a door that is locked, or see an area across a chasm that is inaccessible. Th ese 
are indicators that there are areas the player needs to reach, and provides a 
sub-goal in the level—now the player needs to fi nd out how to get there, for 
example, by fi nding the fulcrum that will open a door. Using locked areas as 
part of the level design results in an interesting experiential paradox—while 
it is a tool for designers to dictate where players should go, it also makes 
players believe they are fi nding their own way, because they need to explore 
to fi nd how to open up the new area. 

 Another level design element that uses the space to create a challenge is 
choke points. A choke point is a narrow space the player must go through 
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in order to reach the goal, such as a corridor or a bridge. By forcing the 
player to go through a specifi c path, the level design fosters confl ict for the 
player. Choke points are common in shooter games, especially maps for 
multiplayer fi rst-person shooters. By creating a choke point, the designer 
creates the opportunity for confl ict. Players look for these points to ambush 
the other team because they know they have to go through it and they will 
have limited space to maneuver; so whichever team forces their opponents 
to the choke point will have the advantage. 

 Careful level design can also be an eff ective way of teaching the player the 
basic mechanics of a game, as an interactive instruction manual of sorts. 
Game designer Anna Anthropy explains how the fi rst few seconds of  Super 
Mario Bros.  teach the player what to do.     Th e fi rst thing the player sees is 
Mario on the left, looking to the right, so the prompt is to go right. As the 
player moves, the fi rst enemy shows up: a goomba walking directly towards 
Mario. Th e player needs to dodge, and the only action possible is to jump. A 
timely jump can result in one of several things: the player can dodge, land on 
the goomba and destroy it, or can hit on the fl ashing block with a question 
mark, which makes a coin pop up. After this fi rst discovery, the player sees 
that there are other blocks, so the level is inviting the player to keep hitting 
them. When the player hits the next block, a giant mushroom appears—if the 
player picks it up, Mario doubles his size and can jump higher. All this infor-
mation is contained within a couple of screens. Granted, it may take novice 
players a few tries to fi gure all these features out, but it is a clear example of 
how level design can be used to let players fi gure out the game by playing, 
rather than by having it explained. 

 A game like  Portal  () turns the incremental reveal of the mechanics into a 
feature. Th e player character, Chell, is presented as an experimental subject that 
must go through a series of tests, and each test takes place in a diff erent cham-
ber. Th e player learns one game mechanic at a time. In the fi rst chamber, the 
player learns that there are portals across space that allow non-topographical 
navigation, and that one can put cubes on switches to open doors; the second 
chamber shows that the portals can move, and there can only be two por-
tals open at a time; the next two chambers teach how to open one portal with 
a special gun.  Portal ’s core mechanics involve a type of spatial thinking that 
we cannot develop in the real world; these mechanics were innovative and 
uncommon; therefore, the progressive introduction of each mechanic is a way 
to present players with a new set of mechanics and problem-solving. 
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 A more specialized type of level design is  narrative design,  which means 
designing the space of the game and how it should be navigated as a way to 
construct a story. Apart from setting up the challenges, the level designer is 
also setting up objects and characters that tell the story, integrating narra-
tive and game design. As the player traverses the space, the game invites the 
player to interpret the objects and characters in the environment. Games 
such as  Portal,  again, or  Bioshock  () are notable precisely because of 
their environmental storytelling. In  Portal,  the player can fi nd traces left by 
other test subjects who have been in the facilities before.  Bioshock  makes 
environmental storytelling into its biggest boon by showing the story of 
the underwater city Rapture through its diff erent areas, and how it went 
from utopia to civil war in a short period of time. Th e beginning of the 
game provides continuous examples of how the environment constructs 
a story. After seeing a brief fi lm introducing the ideology that led to build 
Rapture, the player is thrown into a city ravaged by violence and confl ict. 
Th e player reaches an area where there are placards littering the fl oor, with 
slogans such as “Rapture is dead,” probably protesting the disintegration of 
the society and its values. Th e panel display listing the transports leaving 
the city reads “cancelled,” whereas the fl oor is littered with abandoned suit-
cases. Th e objects tell the story of the collapse of ideals and how citizens 
were trying to leave the city but could not, all as the player navigates the 
fi rst level. 

 Since level design defi nes moment-to-moment interaction, a breakdown of 
the elements of a level is a useful exercise for game designers, both novice 
and experienced, just as analyzing a poem word for word or a fi lm scene 
shot for shot can reveal the complexity and care of the work. Th is practice, 
however, requires knowing the level well; as we saw in the examples, the 
analysis does not only entail giving a detailed account of what happens, but 
also hypothesizes the rationale of the design, that is, why the level is laid 
out as it is. 

 Questions to analyze the level design of a game: 

 �  How is the space segment defi ning the level? 

 �  What is the goal of the level? Are there any sub-goals? 

 �  What are the challenges in the level? How are they distributed in the space? 
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 �  Is there a critical path, i.e., is the player expected to traverse the level in 
a specifi c way? 

 �  How does the level communicate to the player what to do? 

 �  Does the level try to integrate gameplay and story? Or is the story 
separate from the players’ actions (e.g., using cut-scenes)? 

 �  How does the environment relate to the story of the game? How does 
the level construct a story for the player? 

 Further Reading 
 Fernandez Vara, Clara. “Game Spaces Speak Volumes: Indexical Storytelling.” In 

 Proceedings of Th ink Design Play: Digital Games Research Association Confer-
ence .  Utrecht, . 

 Treanor, Mike, and Michael Mateas. “BurgerTime: A Proceduralist Investigation.” In 
 Conference of the Digital Games Research Association — DIGRA .  Hilversum, 
Th e Netherlands, . 

 Zagal, Jose P., Clara Fernández-Vara, and Michael Mateas. “Rounds, Levels and 
Waves: Th e Early Evolution of Gameplay Segmentation.”  Games and Culture  , 
no.  (): –. 

 Exercise: Wordless Tutorials 

  In the same way that we have provided a brief breakdown of the early 
moves in  Super Mario Bros.,  examine the fi rst level of a game, focusing on 

how it introduces the players to the core mechanics. Does the game tell the 
player about the actions, or does it invite the player to perform them instead? Is 
it a mix of both? Is it optional to perform the core mechanics or not?  

  It may be the case that the game does not really introduce the player to the 
mechanics, and expects the player to read the manual or fi gure them out on 
their own, as is the case for example of the  Mario Kart  series (1992–2014). If 
this is the case, what does the level assume the player knows about the game 
already? What makes the level more accessible than others later in the game?  

  The tutorials of story-driven games often have a special status—the fi rst level 
introduces the player to the fi ctional world of the game and to the mechanics. 
Justifying the process of learning the game is an interesting challenge, especially 
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�  CHOICE	DESIGN 

 Choice design relates to the building block above; it refers to how the player 
may be presented with choices and their consequences. Th ese choices can 
happen moment to moment, or can be a key part of the overall game design, 
where diff erent choices may lead to diff erent pre-set outcomes. 

 Salen and Zimmerman indicate that choices in games have fi ve phases:     

 �  the game in its current state; 

 �  the player is presented with a choice; 

 �  the player makes a choice; 

 �  the choice has consequences in the system; 

 �  the consequences are communicated to the player. 

 Th ese fi ve steps help us identify the choices of the game, evaluate their pos-
sible consequences, and how they are communicated to the player. 

 In rule-driven games, the player is constantly making decisions—see for 
example  Sid Meier’s Civilization V  (), where the player has to choose 
what to do in each turn, such as develop an area, a technology, or more 
units; give commands to units; or attack other civilizations. In goal-driven 
games, choices are less frequent and also often very specifi c; the conse-
quences tend to be pre-set from a limited number of options. Th e game 
will change in particular aspects as the player progresses, including diff er-
ent endings. In  Th e Walking Dead  (), the player has to decide at several 
key points which non-player character to save out of several, because it is 

because it usually bridges the fi ctional space with the play space—the game needs 
to refer to the controller that the player is holding. Using another set of terms, the 
game needs to refer to extradiegetic elements in order to teach the player how to 
play. How does the tutorial deal with the gap between the player and the world 
of the game? How does it narrativize the process the player is following to learn 
about the fi ctional world and the rules of the game at the same time?  
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not possible to save everyone. Th e main sequence of events will remain the 
same, but who the companions are and how they relate to the player charac-
ter will change depending on who the character went for. 

 At times a choice may be apparent, but there are no consequences—it provides 
the illusion of choice. Japanese role-playing games do this all the time.  Dragon 
Warrior  () is notorious for forcing the player to give a specifi c answer—
the princess who invariably needs rescue asks the player character “Dost thou 
love me, Kefka?” If the player chooses “no,” the princess responds “But thou 
must,” presenting the dialogue choices again until the player chooses to reply 
affi  rmatively.  Dragon Warrior  is a blatant example of how games at times give 
players the illusion that they are making a choice. Whatever the player decides 
is irrelevant because the consequences will always be the same. 

 Comparing the diff erences between choices can provide insight on what the 
game is about. Some games reward certain choices and not others, or there 
may be a value system attached to the player’s actions. Role-playing games 
such as  Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic  () or  Mass Eff ect  () 
have a system that keeps track of the players’ actions, from how they talk to 
non-player characters, to whether they choose to help them or not. Th e more 
actions of a certain type the player carries out, the more the player charac-
ter tends to become a good or bad character (or, in the case of each game, 
 paragon  and  renegade, jedi  and  sith ). Th e issue with choosing to be good or 
bad seems to be that it reduces morality to an obvious spectrum, and makes 
the decisions that push the player’s counter one way or another relatively 
apparent. Th e dialogue system positions the good, neutral, and bad options 
always in the same slot of the menu, for example, so it becomes clear what 
the moral consequences may be. Th e choice becomes a gimmick rather than 
an interesting exploration of moral values by making the choices too obvious. 

 Th e other extreme occurs when the choices are  not  obvious—the player 
is making a choice without realizing that specifi c actions will have conse-
quences. One example of this is the game  Penguin Adventure  (), where 
the player controls Pentaro, a penguin who must fi nd a golden apple and 
bring it to the royal palace to save the penguin princess. By default, the prin-
cess dies—the only way to get a good ending is to play the game from begin-
ning to end and only pausing the game once (no more, no less). Supposedly, 
the fi nal outcome is the result of the actions of the player, but there is no 
explicit mention of how these actions (which are extradiegetic) can have 
such dire consequences.     
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 Sid Meier, designer of the  Civilization  series, stated that games are a series 
of interesting choices.     How frequent these choices are, the extent of their 
consequences, and how obvious they are also determine how interesting the 
game may become. 

 Questions to evaluate the choice design of a game: 

 �  How often does the player have to make a choice? 

 �  What types of choices are there (e.g., a binary choice vs multiple 
actions from a menu)? 

 �  Are the choices obvious? 

 �  Is the relationship between the choice and its consequences clear? How 
far is the choice made from the resulting consequence, in space or in time? 

 �  Does each choice have a value attached to it? 

 Further Reading 
 Salen, Katie, and Eric Zimmerman.  Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals.  

Cambridge, Mass.: Th e MIT Press, . 

 Exercise: Examining Moral Choices 

  Choose a game where the choices are attached to a (presumed) moral sys-
tem, or where choices are the core mechanic that determines how events 

evolve, such as the  Planescape: Torment  (1999),  Mass Effect  (2007),  Heavy 
Rain  (2010), or  The Walking Dead  (2012).  

  • How obvious are the choices?  
  • Can players track the consequences of their actions to what they 

chose?  

  Examine what the function of the choices is: do the choices pat the player on 
the back to reinforce a worldview, or do they refl ect on the consequences of 
our actions?  
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�  CHEATS/HACKS/MODS/BUGS 

  Chapter   discussed how it is good to specify the version of the game we are 
analyzing, including whether we use any alternative modes to enhance our 
gaming capital, that is, our knowledge and profi ciency in the game. 

 Th ese non-standard ways to play may change the supposed critical path/
ideal experience, as already discussed. Th ese alterations aff ect the formal 
properties of a game, often making more evident how some of those for-
mal aspects aff ect gameplay. By being able to change the game, we can see 
how it is diff erent when certain formal aspects are changed or completely 
omitted. 

 Cheats are devices that allow us to change the game and make it easier, such 
as getting infi nite energy, hints, or skipping levels. Some of these cheats are 
codes that are already part of the game, because they are a tool develop-
ers use to facilitate testing during development. If they change something 
in a level late in the game, they want to have a shortcut to skip and play 
that level instead of having to play through the game from the beginning. 
Cheats can also be modifi cations done with external devices, such as a 
program that loads before the game, or a cartridge that allows the player 
to modify the game externally. Computer-savvy players may know how to 
modify the game by accessing the debug mode of the program (another 
development tool) or changing some of the settings in the confi guration 
fi les. By changing these settings, we can see what makes a game diffi  cult or 
engaging—is  Super Mario Bros.  () still interesting to play if you get rid 
of all the enemies? What happens if Mario could jump higher than in the 
standard game? 

 Hacks and modifi cations are alterations that can also help us think about 
the game diff erently, to the extent of providing a critique on it. For example, 
expert programmers fi nd ways to change the game to create new modes to 
play, or reveal content that is part of the code but is not accessible other-
wise. Th e mod can be as basic as changing character sprites—a programmer 
changed  Donkey Kong  () so that his daughter could play as the female 
character, Pauline.     By changing the images of the character, the hack cri-
tiques the assumptions made by many mainstream games where the pro-
tagonist is male and has to rescue the princess (see other Nintendo series 
 Legend of Zelda  (–) or  Super Mario Bros.  (–)). Th e name 
of the character evokes a prototypical damsel in distress, Pauline from  Th e 
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Perils of Pauline  fi lm serial (), who kept taking deadly risks and had 
to be rescued in every episode.  Donkey Kong  does not let players identify 
with a strong, adventurous female player, but rather with stumpy mustached 
Jumpman—the hacker found a way to let his daughter control a character 
that she felt comfortable playing and identifying with. 

 Game modifi cations ( mods ) can also be encouraged by the game itself, 
which may come packaged with tools for players to make their own content. 
 Doom  () was one of the fi rst games to include a level editor, which con-
tributed to its popularity; role-playing games such as  Neverwinter Nights  
() or  Th e Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim  () include a set of tools for play-
ers to create their own adventures. Th ese modifi cations can become games 
in their own right— Dear Esther  () started as a mod using Source, the 
 Half-Life   () toolset, which then garnered enough acclaim to be rec-
ognized as a game on its own. 

 Th e inclusion of tools for players is often related to the intent of wanting to 
create a community who will create additional content for the game. Game 
series such as  Th e Sims  () or  LittleBigPlanet  () put a lot of weight 
on the tools, because user-generated content can help them both grow the 
game and the community of fans behind it. 

 Going back to the tech-savvy players, hacks can unearth hidden content that 
is part of the code of the game, but is not accessible in a standard way. For 
example, a group of fans of the game Star Wars:  Knights of the Old Repub-
lic II: Th e Sith Lords  () managed to restore a series of quests and parts 
of the story that are in the code but were incomplete, recovering deleted 
scenes that gave new insight into the story. Revealing hidden content can 
be the source of controversy and problems—fans of the game  Grand Th eft 
Auto: San Andreas  () found out a discarded sex mini-game in the code, 
and made it available again in the modifi ed PC version of the game that 
they nicknamed “Hot Coff ee.” Th is hack of the game created a controversy, 
since the inclusion of sexual content would change its age rating, at least in 
the U.S.     After disastrously handling the situation by fi rst saying that the 
content was not there and then admitting it was, Rockstar, the developer of 
the game, was forced to change the rating of the game in the U.S. to Adults 
Only, thus substantially reducing the audience of the game.     A discussion 
of whether discarded features left in the code but not available in a standard 
way are part of the game or not can help us explore the role of hacks in game 
studies. 
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 Bugs can also open up non-standard ways of playing. A bug is a technical 
problem with a game, by which the program does not work as expected. At 
times, a bug can break the game in such a way that renders it unplayable; 
other times, it may make it too easy to play—that is called an exploit. In a 
third instance, the problems with the code create uncanny representations 
in the world of the game, even if the game is still playable. 

 An exploit (i.e., a bug that makes the game easy to play) usually means fi nd-
ing an easy way to get resources, skip diffi  cult parts, or make some aspects 
of the game really easy. A clear example can be found in the  game   Th e 
Elder Scrolls II: Daggerfall  (): if the player camps out in a store until 
it closes, the shopkeeper will leave, so the player can pick up all the items 
that may fi t in the inventory. What is more, the player can come back 
to the store to sell the shopkeeper the items back, making this strategy 
an easy way to obtain a large amount of resources. Th is makes it easy to 
acquire items and money, in a way that the developers probably did not 
plan for. 

 Bugs can transform our expectations about the game, often calling atten-
tion to the technology and its design convention.  Red Dead Redemp-
tion  () has notorious bugs which are easy to come across and can 
be rather uncanny. Some of them have to do with the game assigning 
animal animations and sounds to a human shape—thus we can fi nd the 
so-called “cougar man,” who moves around and attacks as a feline, or the 
“bird woman,” who fl ies around fl apping her arms.     Th e game seems to 
step over the line from Western to horror just because of these misallo-
cated animations. 

 All these types of alternative content, whether they originate in the game 
itself, or whether they are player modifi cations, provide the opportunity 
for rich discussion, since they allow us to see the game in a new light. If 
we compare games with literature or fi lm, the material can be similar to 
comparing diff erent versions of the same text or fi lm, or commenting on 
a homage or appropriation of a media text. Th e diff erence, particularly in 
the case of bugs, is that these alternative modes of playing may be an acci-
dent or derived from the technology itself, and probably not intended by the 
developers. 
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 Questions to discuss cheats, hacks, mods, and bugs: 

 �  If discussing a cheat, does the modifi cation of the standard way of 
playing derive from code from the developers or is it a modifi cation by 
a third party? 

 �  If it is another non-standard mode of playing, has it been developed 
using tools provided along with the game (modifi cation) or has it 
been developed using external tools by expert programmers (hack)? 

 �  Is the formal aspect being analyzed a programming issue that does not 
seem intended by the developers? 

 �  What does this modifi cation reveal about the game that is not observ-
able in the supposedly standard mode? 

 �  How does the modifi cation allow us to critique the game? How does it 
change the values and assumptions of the original game? 

 Further Reading 
 Lewis, Chris, Jim Whitehead, and Noah Wardrip-Fruin. “What Went Wrong: A Tax-

onomy of Video Game Bugs.” In  Proceedings of the Fifth International Conference 
on the Foundations of Digital Games,  –. FDG’. New York: ACM, . 

 Postigo, Hector. “Video Game Appropriation through Modifi cations Attitudes Con-
cerning Intellectual Property among Modders and Fans.”  Convergence: Th e Inter-
national Journal of Research into New Media Technologies  , no.  (): –. 

 Exercise: Fan Remakes 

  In the same way that literature and fi lm revisit the same stories and with 
different versions over time, game fans and developers also recreate their 

favorite games, or take the code of the original games and modify it as a way 
to provide commentary, as we have seen above. Find a mod or a hack that 
works as a critique on the original game. The  Donkey Kong  modifi cation has 
been mentioned already; other examples would be  Kaizo Mario,  a hack of  Super 
Mario World  (1990) that turns it into an almost impossible platform game.   37   

(Continued)
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�  TO	SUM	UP 

 Th is area has provided the basic building blocks to discuss the formal 
elements of games. Although I have tried to be as comprehensive as pos-
sible, this is a preliminary map of the diff erent basic concepts. Th ere are 
many diff erent types of game genres, technologies, and play approaches—
there are probably some games out there that already push the concepts 
described in these building blocks. Th e main takeaway of this chapter is to 
realize that, although some of the formal elements of games may overlap 
with those from other media, there are specifi c aspects that deal with their 
nature as regulated activities that players participate in that set them apart 
from fi lm and literature, and situate them closer to activities such as theater 
or sports. 

 Remember that the goal of this area is not merely to provide a breakdown of 
the elements. Th is is not a laundry list; it is a discussion where you are fi nd-
ing out something new about the game and communicating it to others. It is 
not about what is in the game, but how and why it is distinctive. 

 So now we have a whole box full of construction pieces. Th e possibilities 
are infi nite—we can talk about a variety of aspects, and we have a repertoire 
of basic concepts and terms. At this point, I would imagine that the over-
view of the building blocks has already given you some ideas about what to 
discuss. I would hope that you already have some notes, and that some of 
the exercises in this chapter provide the foundation for your analysis. Now 
you need to organize them to express a coherent set of ideas, focusing on a 
specifi c topic and knowing who you are talking to. 

 Alternatively, if you have the skills, you can create your own mod or hack of a 
game as a critical exercise. We have seen throughout the book different ways in 
which games can involve meaning, and in which players make sense of games; 
by appropriating the text and modifying it, fans and developers create new 
meanings as well.   38   

  Discuss how the changes to the original game can be considered a comment on 
it. What elements does the modifi cation take from the original game? What is 
changed—and why? Who is the audience of this modifi cation?  

(Continued)
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 Th e following chapter discusses how these building blocks can help con-
struct a variety of analyses depending on the goal and the area of study we 
come from. By putting things together, our analysis can help us and our 
readers understand better how games work, and how players participate in, 
appropriate, and transform them. 
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

 At this point, we have done our research and we are all ready to synthesize it 
as an assignment, a paper, an article or, if you are more ambitious, a thesis. 
In the previous chapter we have gone through all the potential pieces of our 
analysis, which can also become the center of our discussion; the fi nal stage 
is to select which pieces are the most relevant to what we want to get across. 
It is like playing with little plastic bricks—depending on what we want to 
build, we will choose diff erent shapes and forms, so that a space rocket may 
not use the same pieces as a castle or an ambulance. 

 Your analysis is going to be informed by the assumptions that may be asso-
ciated with your fi eld.     In journalism, the assumption is that our writing 
should inform and enlighten our reader by creating an accessible and clear 
narrative, being faithful to our sources. Some humanities writing, on the 
other hand, values subjectivity and the exploration of ideas as a way to 
reach insight, although always supporting it with evidence. If your train-
ing is in computer science or certain sections of social sciences, the scien-
tifi c method and statistics may be what you most value as sources. Th ese 
assumptions shape the strategies that we will use to understand our game 
better, as well as inform the specifi c methods in which we analyze it. Th e 
fi eld we are working within will share these assumptions, so we can appeal 
to them—or challenge them, if we feel ready—in our work. 

 � 
 Writing�the�Analysis 



 Writing the Analysis

 If you are writing an academic analysis, this is the stage where you want to 
do a literature review, that is, read pre-existing academic works that provide 
the theoretical concepts to help you analyze your game, or fi nd the adequate 
methodologies that will be relevant to your writing. For example, if you are 
writing about an online world, you probably want to read studies of virtual 
worlds. If you want to examine your game from a historical perspective, it 
may be useful to read historical analyses of diff erent artifacts, from digital 
games to media texts, to technological artifacts (e.g., old cooking utensils,     
or more relevant to our study, early home computers    ). In the fi eld of game 
studies, we should feel free to take inspiration and poach from other disci-
plines that have a longer tradition in comparison. In order to innovate, the 
key may be to fi nd unexpected but productive connections between our 
subject of study and pre-existing approaches, or to devise our own methods 
by transforming pre-existing ones. 

 As you read the notes you have been taking while playing the game and 
survey your secondary sources, remember not to be overambitious. Th is 
is the time to condense your ideas, to make a point. Making a contribution 
does not mean writing a whole treatise on your game, or demonstrating that 
you know everything about the game in question and then more. It should 
be possible to convey your insight in one or two sentences, as the core of 
what your analysis is about. Th is should ring a bell if you have done some 
essay writing already—it is the thesis statement of your analysis. Being able 
to express the main point of your analysis in a couple of sentences is not 
oversimplifying your ideas; it is making them clear. Th e thesis statement is 
the keystone that will hold your analysis together. 

 You are probably itching to write your analysis by now, so start by drafting 
the thesis statement, which should be one or two sentences at most. Yes, it 
is more diffi  cult than starting to pour your thoughts on a paper and show-
ing off  how much you know. If you start doing that, the result may end up 
being a jumble of ideas, not an analysis. Your goal is not to overwhelm the 
reader, but to explain your ideas clearly and persuasively—the best analy-
ses are not the ones that cram a lot of information in them, but the ones 
where we can remember what they were about. You may fi nd yourself shift-
ing your thesis statement as you write, and that is okay. It means that you are 
refi ning your arguments, which also includes refi ning and rewriting your 
thesis statement to make it stronger. By the way, if you consider yourself a 
budding game designer, transmitting your ideas coherently and intelligently 
will also be your greatest asset. Being able to break down and explain other 
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people’s games is training for communicating your own design ideas to your 
collaborators. 

 A good thesis statement is going to take you a long way, because the rest of 
the analysis is providing arguments and evidence to support it. Th e thesis 
statement will provide the focus; it is a beacon to guide you through the 
mountains of knowledge that you have accrued during your research phase. 
You may not get to show off  how much you know about the game, but you 
may demonstrate how you have found a compelling way to talk about it. 

 So what makes a good thesis statement? Let us see an example from Kristine 
Jorgensen’s article on the role of sound in digital games, which summarizes 
her topic in two sentences: 

 Music with no source in the game world but still has the ability to 
inform about events in that world is an example of what I will call 
 transdiegetic  sounds in computer games. This is a new theoretical term 
that emphasises the specifi c functional aspects of sound in computer 
games while explaining how sound in computer games deviates from 
the common understanding in fi lm theory of diegetic sound (sound 
with an origin in the fi lm world) and extradiegetic sound (sounds that 
stem from an external source).  4   

 Th e goal of this paper is to explore a new concept related to sound, which the 
author needs to develop because the concepts borrowed from fi lm studies 
of diegetic/extradiegetic do not quite explain it. Th is thesis statement does 
two things—on the one hand, it introduces the topic of the paper (sounds 
which have no source in the fi ctional world of the game, but are meaning-
ful in the context of the game). It also defi nes  transdiegetic,  a new term that 
she is creating, and presenting in the context of terms from fi lm studies. 
Th e thesis statement serves to contextualize the discussion and highlight 
the limitation of pre-existing theories when applying them to videogames. 

 Coming up with your thesis statement, however, is only half of the work. 
Th e other half involves framing your discussion, which means presenting 
it in a manner that is appropriate for your fi eld and therefore your audi-
ence. We speak diff erently depending on who is listening—you would not 
retell the events at the party last night to your friends the same way that you 
would tell them to your parents, for example. Knowing who we are talking 
to helps us select the building blocks and our words better, which again will 
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contribute to the ultimate goal of writing a clear analysis. It is better to get 
across to selected people eff ectively, than to convey a muddled message to 
the masses. 

 An important prompt as you start writing is to think about who you are 
talking to. If you are writing a class assignment, it may be tempting to write it 
just with your teacher/professor in mind. Th at also means that you are 
learning to talk to one person. Is that what you really want? If you believe 
you really have something to say about games, you probably want to speak 
to a wider audience. Maybe your audience is not everyone, but a reduced 
group—from fellow game critics to people who are interested in games but 
may not be familiar with many of them. One of the challenges for those of us 
studying and making games is to create a discourse that evidences the socio-
cultural relevance and artistic merit of games as a media form. We want to 
persuade those who still do not understand this with good academic, pro-
fessional, or journalistic writing, creating an inclusive forum instead of just 
preaching to the converted. 

 Talking to everyone can be intimidating, though. Diff erent people will 
have diff erent pre-conceived ideas, concepts, and vocabulary. Th e analysis 
wants to appeal to the knowledge they already have fi rst, in order to intro-
duce new insights. Th at is the strategy that I am following in this book. 
I am writing the same way I talk to my students, because that is who my 
audience is, and I want to make it accessible and useful to you. Th e teachers 
and researchers that may be reading this will notice that this book is not 
intended directly for them, since sections like these explain contents they 
may already know. 

 Your analysis then will probably be written within the conventions of the 
discipline that you are studying in. Th is is your opportunity to bring games 
to what you are studying, which should be pretty exciting. You can apply 
what you know about writing about fi lm to games, for example, bringing it 
together with the strategies that we have been discussing in this book. Th is 
is how you can show off  how much you know, since you will be able to pro-
duce a piece of interdisciplinary writing. 

 If you are writing a journalistic piece, it should be more brief and to the 
point, and without in-text citations. Academic papers, on the other hand, 
invite the reader to examine the sources used, so including your sources is 
essential. In either case, both are types of writing that need research and 
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documentation, and in both you need to use your sources accurately. In the 
case of academic papers, particularly in the social sciences, you also need 
to be explicit about your methods to demonstrate the scientifi c soundness 
of your paper. 

 Th ere are a lot of limitations and guidelines that we need to take into account 
as we are writing, but do not let that stop you. You are not going to write the 
perfect analysis all at once—it takes writing, and rewriting and revising. If 
you try to follow all the advice in this book at once, you will probably freeze 
and never fi nish. So write, then rewrite, and then rewrite some more. 

 � TYPES	OF	ANALYSES
	OVERVIEW 

 Th e versatility of what we write also means that there are many ways in 
which to put it together. Th is book cannot overview every single one of 
them, but it can present a few sample ones that will serve as prototypes 
for some of the most common types of analysis that will constitute a class 
assignment. An analysis can focus on a specifi c area, which involves specifi c 
building blocks; therefore the types of analysis that will be featured here will 
be organized according to the focus of the analysis. Th ere are diff erent types 
of analyses depending on their goal: 

 �  Journalistic review: the goal is to provide a critical overview to future 
players of a game. 

 �  Historical analysis: the goal is to understand the game as a historical 
artifact. 

 �  Game communities: the goal is to use a game to understand the people 
who play it. 

 �  Illustration of a theory: the goal is to provide evidence and support a 
theory through analyzing a game. 

 �  Interpretative analysis: the goal is to communicate how the game may 
stand or mean something beyond the game itself. 

 �  Personal account: the goal is to provide a subjective understanding of 
a game. 
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 In the description of each type, we will include discussion of what we can 
learn from that analysis, the fundamental building blocks it consists of, and 
examine some exemplary works. Each section points to the blocks that con-
stitute the core of the analysis; you will still have to use other blocks to sup-
port your thesis and construct your arguments. 

 Th ese are just a few models, but they are not the only possible ones. Th e type 
of analysis that you choose depends on who you are talking to, as we just dis-
cussed, as well as the point you want to make. Th at also means that you may 
want to fi nd your own confi guration of building blocks, or combine the dif-
ferent models. In the same way that the individual building blocks are at times 
diffi  cult to tease apart and end up being discussed in conjunction, at times the 
types of analyses merge and you may need to combine diff erent types to make 
a point. Many of the sample analyses referred to here are combinations of dif-
ferent models. Game analysis is not an exact science, but a critical and subjec-
tive exercise. Which ones are relevant to your discussion depend on your goals. 

 Exercise: Analyzing the Analysis 

  The previous chapter described the basic building blocks of how to analyze 
a game. Some of the building blocks are recurrent in every game analysis, 

of whatever type. Some others will only appear in certain types of analyses. 
A good way of seeing how they are assembled together is by breaking down 
the analyses into their corresponding building blocks.  

  Choose two game analyses from Appendix II, and identify the different build-
ing blocks. Which blocks are included? Which ones does the analysis focus on?  

  As an example, let us break down the building blocks of  Retro Refl exivity: La 
Mulana,  an 8-Bit Period Piece.   5   

  1 Context: discusses the relationships between:  
  technological context  
  socio-historical context  
  economic context  

  2 Game overview:  
  production team  
  game genre  
  gameplay experience  
  story  
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 � GAME	SUMMARY
	THE	KEY	SECTION 

 In order to get your reader situated in the discussion, any analysis needs 
to include a summary to allow us to identify the game. This section will 
be  common to all the analyses, because it helps provide a basic con-
text to our discussion. This summary condenses the following building 
blocks: 

 �  Context: Production Team 

 �  Context: Game Genre 

 �  Game Overview: Number of Players 

 �  Game Overview: Description of Gameplay 

 �  Game Overview: Gameplay Experience 

  3 Thesis statement: what sets the game apart  :
  representation and technological context  

  4 Supporting discussion  :
  technological context and representation  
  gameplay experience:  

  rules of the world  
  goal-driven game  
  relationship between the rules and the fi ctional world  

  production team: quotes  
  audience: reception  
  game modifi cations: fan translation  

  5 Application of theories to explain the game (remediation)  
  Application of the theory to the technological and economic context  

  6 Representation (discussion within the limits of the Technological 
Context)  

  7 Conclusion  
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 If the game is presented within a fi ction and has some sort of narrative, pro-
vide a brief synopsis based on these two building blocks: 

 �  Game Overview: Story 

 �  Game Overview: Fictional World 

 Th e following blocks are not always necessary, but can help us defi ne the 
game in more detail: 

 �  Formal Qualities: Diffi culty Levels/Game Balance 

 �  Formal Qualities: Control Schemes and Peripherals 

 �  Formal Qualities: Representation 

 Th is type of overview is not something that literary analyses usually do, 
since the writer often takes for granted that the reader is already familiar 
with the text and the analysis is a way to expand on it. Th e same may be said 
of cinema studies, although some analyses will include a brief synopsis if 
the fi lm is not well known and the purpose is precisely to call attention to 
its qualities. 

 In a game analysis, the overview helps us provide the context so the reader 
understands the game even if they have not played it. We cannot count on 
our reader always being familiar with the game, so we have to provide a 
frame of reference. Th is is particularly necessary when our audience is not 
knowledgeable about videogames, so we have to help them understand the 
basics of the game. Th e overview is a reminder that you are not writing this 
just for yourself or your friends, or even just your teacher—remember, your 
analysis should aim to speak to others. 

 We may be able to skip an overview in very limited occasions, as would be 
the case if we are talking about an extremely popular or iconic game, such as 
the  Super Mario  series (–) or  Pac-Man  (). Even then, you may 
want to highlight the aspects of the game that the analysis is focusing on—
you can always help your readers see the game in a new light. Imagine, for 
example, that our overview of  Pac-Man  becomes a bit interpretive:  Pac-Man  
could be understood as a game about a depressed man who has to take pills 
to forget about his problems, which are the ghosts that chase him. When he 
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gets an extra dose of the medicine, he can fi ght the ghosts back. Th e rest of 
the analysis could use the rest of the building blocks, such as the relationship 
between the rules and the fi ctional world, to support it. Mind you, this is a 
somewhat facetious interpretation, proposing more an exercise on style and 
provoking the reader, and it is probably hard to really sustain the interpreta-
tion with many building blocks. What I am trying to show with this extreme 
example is that our summary can encapsulate how we understand the game 
and how it diff ers from interpretations, for good or bad. 

 Th e summary should be a brief and succinct section to introduce the game. 
A good way to keep it short is to remember which are its distinctive features, 
what sets the game apart, rather than what is common, and what aspects of 
the overview are going to help you set up the discussion that supports your 
thesis statement. 

 � JOURNALISTIC	REVIEW 

 We are going to cover this type of analysis fi rst, because it is likely that you 
have read game reviews before. (If you have not, it is not a problem—there 
are plenty of other writings that can serve us as a reference.) It is also one of 
the most problematic modes of game analysis, which derives from being a 
type of writing that may not question its purpose as often as it should. It is 
hard to write a good game review, and we need better models. 

 If you consider yourself someone who is knowledgeable about games, you 
probably may have read your share of game reviews, and have that as the 
model of what game journalism is. Th is kind of writing is probably what you 
associate with analyzing a game before reading this book. As you were going 
through the building blocks of the analysis, you probably recognized some 
of them from having seen them in these reviews. Th e building blocks that 
journalistic reviews feature are usually the ones already mentioned under 
the game overview section, because in a way the focus of the overview is to 
present the game to a new audience. 

 �  Context: Production Team 

 �  Context: Game Genre 

 �  Game Overview: Number of Players 
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 �  Game Overview: Gameplay Experience 

 �  Formal Qualities: Diffi culty Levels/Game Balance 

 �  Formal Qualities: Control Schemes and Peripherals 

 �  Formal Qualities: Representation 

 Because of how the review is written, listing the elements above may 
not be analyzing a game. Th is is all useful information to describe the 
game, but does not provide the reader with insight about it, what makes 
it  interesting or engaging. If you write following this model of game 
review, you are basically writing a consumer report about specifi c generic 
features. 

 Th e goal of game reviews is usually to provide the reader with information 
about the game and its supposed qualities, in order to help the reader make 
the decision on whether they want to purchase the game or not. Th e key 
word here is  purchase —a summary of the kinds of information the writer 
believes the reader needs to know to buy a game. 

 Th is is a common discourse in North American reviews, because some of 
the people who are now writing for games grew up reading magazines such 
as  Nintendo Power  or  Playstation Magazine,  and that became their writing 
model. Yet those publications were actually marketing vehicles for console 
makers; they were advertisements that consumers paid for, rather than a 
work of journalism. Th e line between writing a game review and a veiled 
advertisement is quite blurry in some specialized websites and publica-
tions, although there is currently some pushback from journalists to write 
independent reviews.  Chapter   talked about how some game publications 
and specialized websites may depend on the income they get from game 
advertising; a negative review may lose a website some important advertis-
ing revenue or access to games before they are released, thus not having 
access to the latest content. Again, this economic model has already been 
put into question publicly;     alternatives are currently in the works, from 
magazines and websites based on subscriptions and donations, to websites 
making independence part of their mission statement.     Outside the U.S., 
this independence is usually more common, since these media outlets are 
based on diff erent revenue models and it is more common to have writers 
who are trained journalists. 
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 Which takes me to another issue of current games journalism: the need to 
review games well before they are released. Incidentally, this is not dissimilar 
to what fi lm journalism does, with previews and interviews with fi lmmak-
ers being featured in anticipation of new movies. Th e problem of writing at 
the service of selling game copies or tickets is that this type of writing falls 
into generating hype, and that often rubs out any critical approach that the 
writer may have initially intended. 

 Th e goal of your game review should not be creating hype, but reasoning 
with your readers about why a game may be worth their attention, and 
what they may get out of it. Game reviews should not be diff erent from 
other game analyses: they should provide insight about the game. If you get 
a job as a game journalist, then you will probably have to face the economic 
constraints of the trade. But if you are not getting paid, or if they pay you 
no matter what you write, you should strive to deliver a worthy piece of 
writing. 

 Th e good news is that there are enough game journalists in North America 
who have also realized this problem, and are working towards improving 
the quality of game reviews to provide insightful comment and to create a 
more sophisticated discourse. Game journalism aspires to be more than a 
consumer report, providing critical reviews which make players intrigued 
about a game because of its concept or – more interestingly – invite play-
ers to read the review after playing to engage in the critical discourse about 
the game. 

 One of the movements whose goal is to push for a new way to write about 
games is the so-called New Games Journalism. Kieron Gillen’s article points 
out the need to veer away from consumer reports and fi nd a new way to 
write about games; in this article he advocates the personal point of view 
of the writer as a way to evoke the methods of the New Games Journalism 
in the s.     Rather than appealing to the myth of journalistic objectivity, 
by which journalism only states facts and sidelines opinions, New Games 
Journalism tackles the subjectivity of the writing full on, making these 
pieces personal and supposedly more relatable. Th e goal is to write about 
games as an experience, rather than as a system or even a commercial 
product. Since reviews are not really objective anyway—they express the 
opinion of the writer—subjectivity becomes the main asset of this journal-
istic movement. Another milestone of New Games Journalism is the article 
“Bow, Nigger,” where the writer/player describes a session of playing online 
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 Jedi Knight II: Jedi Outcast  (); the article is a blow-by-blow description 
of the abuse that the writer/player received in one of his encounters.     

 Gillen’s manifesto and “Bow, Nigger” gave way to a series of writers—some of 
them journalists—who aimed at writing about games in a more thoughtful 
way, looking for new insights. Some of these writers aim at writing articles 
with an academic tone, creating theories and carrying out close readings 
of games. Others write breakdowns of games that are more relevant to the 
videogame industry, trying to speak their language. Initially, these writings 
took the form of blog posts, which appeared on the personal websites of 
journalists or aspiring game designers—this was their hobby, and yet, some 
produced criticism whose quality and insights were more interesting than 
writings found in commercial outlets. In the last few years, these writers 
have moved on to become professional journalists, game designers, and 
academics, thanks in part to these writings.     Although their work tends to 
use a more casual tone and does not follow rigorous academic standards, 
the drive for this type of analytical writing has brought a bout of fresh air 
into the public discourse on game analysis. Th is type of writing has been on 
the rise since , the date of Gillen’s manifesto, and is not seeping into 
larger outlets. We are seeing more game reviews in non-specialized outlets, 
from the  New York Times  to the  Guardian,      proving not only the relevance 
as a socio-cultural artifact, as well as the need to write for general audiences. 
Th e movement is also limited to the English-speaking sphere, with some 
of the stronger examples of this type of writing coming from outside the 
U.S. Th e main model of New Games Journalism writing will be expanded on 
below, in the personal account. 

 So what makes a good game review? Th ere are many ways to write one, 
in the same way that there are many ways to write a good fi lm or book 
review. Th e core of the analysis will still be based on the building blocks 
listed above, and we can use any of the models below to make the case of 
why we should care about the game. You will have to work within jour-
nalistic constraints, such as length, tone, and style. A journalistic article 
tends to be shorter and more straightforward in its vocabulary than an 
academic paper, for example. Also, although journalistic writing often fol-
lows the structure of an essay, you want to have a concise, clear summary 
of your key insights early on; the important information goes fi rst. Th is 
is not unlike other essay-like writing, except in journalistic writing you 
have to take into account that the reader is glancing through other articles, 
and may very well stop reading after the fi rst paragraph. Part of the art 
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of journalistic writing involves catching your readers’ attention early on 
to keep them reading. If you’re a journalism student, you probably are 
already used to it. 

 Writing constraints are not exclusive to journalistic reviews—every type 
of analysis has its own. Just make sure you are aware of what your con-
straints are. Journalists are still fi guring out what a good journalistic review 
of games is. In order to compare two reviews that recommend a game, let 
us look at two articles that we already talked about: Chris Dahlen’s review 
of  Cart Life  () “Chasing the Dollar”     vs. Joel Goodwin’s “Ahead . . . Th e 
Stars” reviewing the same title.     

 Th e goal of both reviews is to call attention to Richard Hofmeier’s  Cart 
Life,  an independent game where the player becomes a street-cart ven-
dor. Although the game can be thought of as a “retail simulation,” as the 
author calls it,     running the cart is only one of the challenges in the lives 
of the characters that the player can choose to become. Th e aim of both 
reviews is to persuade readers to play the game because they believe 
that its topic is unusual and it demonstrates how videogames can be an 
expressive artistic medium as well as call attention to social issues. For 
both writers, the game is important, and they want more people to play 
it.  Cart Life  had not been widely publicized or made available through 
widespread channels of distribution—the creator at that point depended 
on word of mouth since he had no access to popular distribution chan-
nels and could not market it on a large scale.  Cart Life  has gone on to win 
awards and gain recognition in several festivals, and is now available on 
the Steam online service. 

 Dahlen and Goodwin have different strategies to drive players to the 
game. “Chasing the Dollar” focuses on how the game helps players 
understand the value of money when you do not really have much, using 
money as a motif that holds together the critique of the game. Dahlen 
focuses on the mechanics of the game as a retail simulation rather 
than the story, which he avoids spoiling because he wants readers to 
go play and experience the emotional struggles of the game themselves. 
Throughout this article, Dahlen uses the second person “you” to explain 
what happens. 

  Cart Life  expects you to remember things. At the start of Melanie’s 
story, your protagonist is talking to her sister about her plan to open a 
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coffee stand. By way of a tutorial, the sister gives you a list of supplies 
to buy, the name of a woman who can sell you a cart and a location 
where you can set up shop. 

 By recurring constantly to the second person, the author is getting the 
readers involved in what happens in the game, emphasizing the personal 
experience. 

 In contrast, Joel Goodwin writes a journalistic blog post where he 
focuses on his own experience of the game, so that the review is closer to 
the personal accounts described a few sections below. Goodwin makes 
sure to acknowledge other reviews of the game to establish that he has 
something different to say about it. Rather than using a motif to hold the 
review together, Goodwin has an interpretation of the game, sustained 
by his own experience: “Cart Life’s message is not about the terrible lot of 
those people stuck at the bottom, but their determination and endurance 
in the face of that eternal wheel.” “Ahead . . . The Stars” uses examples in 
the first person to explain the experience, then compares how the author 
understands the game with how the developer has explained his artis-
tic goals in the game forums.     This review also sets itself aside from 
consumer reports by not caring about spoiling the game—part of  Cart 
Life ’s virtues are understood best by revealing some of the events that 
take place as one plays. This comparison shows two different ways to 
write about the same game, calling attention to its qualities using differ-
ent formats—while Dahlen uses an essay-like format, Goodwin uses his 
personal experience as a central motif that is reinforced using compari-
sons with other reviews, other games, and the statements of the author 
himself. 

 Th at means that there is room for experimentation, as well as myriad mod-
els of reviews of other media, events, and artifacts that we could learn from. 
Film reviews are usually hailed as one standard that game reviews should be 
held to, but there are many other types of reviews that we could learn from, 
such as theater and music concerts (another performance activity), sports 
(another competitive activity where spectators take sides), restaurants (a 
space where food and how it is served creates an experience). All these 
have established traditions—it is worth looking into how they are written in 
order to fi nd what kinds of discussions and arguments we can make about 
videogames. Experimenting on new modes of writing is not only allowed 
but necessary at this point. 
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 Exercise: Write a Retro Review 

  Choose a game that you have not played that is more than ten years old. 
Write a review, but rather than holding it to the current standards, do some 

research to learn more about the types of games, technological platforms, and 
design aesthetics of the time. Try to examine the game with borrowed eyes, as 
if you were a contemporary player. Be brief — from 500 to 750 words — as you 
would be in an actual review. After you have fi nished, fi nd a review for the same 
game that is contemporary to it. What kinds of things does the review highlight? 
Is there anything that they appreciated that you skipped, or vice versa? What 
is the purpose of the contemporary review? What is the goal of your review?  

 Imitating Bad Writing 

 As you write, whether it is a journalistic review or not, it is easy to fall into 
some of the traits that you have read in some of these reviews. So think about 

whether you are doing any of these things and, if you are, maybe you should 
do some revisions: 

 • Avoid hyping your game, resorting to over-emotional vocabulary. You 
are not selling the game, and even when you are calling attention to 
how good it is, provide clear ideas, not only big words. “Best X ever” is 
probably a clear symptom that you are sliding into hype mode. 

 • Casual or overly chatty writing can indicate that you are writing for 
yourself and your friends, imitating casual blogs or bad journalistic writ-
ing. Although a more casual style can help get across to your audience, 
it also means that you will not be using the more precise, nuanced lan-
guage that will help your analysis reach the level of sophistication we 
are aiming at in games discourse. 

 • Avoid listing the formal qualities or exclusively retelling the story prem-
ise of the game: although this may be a necessary part of the game 
overview, a laundry list is not the same as an analysis. Ask yourself: Why 
are these important? How do these make the game stand apart? How 
can the player engage with the game? 

 • Avoid repeating the terms and highlighting the aspects that are publi-
cized on the box or the game ads: by parroting commercial mottos, you 
are just echoing marketing messages, not being a journalist. 

 Finding your voice as a writer is hard and requires a lot of practice. Until then, all 
you can do is fi nd the kind of writing that you like, a voice that you feel comfort-
able imitating or following. The key to good writing about games is to be a good 
writer fi rst. It does not have to be a games writer—there are plenty of good writers 
in literature and fi lm criticism, journalism, philosophy, or media studies, to name but 
a few fi elds. So fi nd models that you want to sound like, read a lot, and write a lot. 
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 � HISTORICAL	ANALYSIS 

 Games are artifacts produced in specifi c socio-cultural circumstances, as 
seen in the previous chapter. As such, they can work as a snapshot of those 
circumstances, as well as provide insight on other contexts, such as diff er-
ent eras or across cultures. Th is is why, for example, Shakespeare is such 
a prominent fi gure in English-speaking cultures: we can learn a lot about 
Elizabethan culture and society by reading his plays and poems, but these 
works have also endured thanks to the ways that they have been replayed and 
understood later on, in the form of new productions, movies, translations, 
or appropriations by other cultures. Using a media artifact as a lens, we can 
learn about the people and the material circumstances that surround them. 

 Th e history of games, although long, has not always been thoroughly docu-
mented. In the case of board and card games, their rules were transmitted 
orally most of the time, so that the only historical remnants may be boards, 
cards, or game bits. Games have been part of a folk tradition, like folk songs 
or stories, but they have not been recorded as often. One of the earliest 
books on games was a thirteenth-century volume commissioned by the 
Spanish king Alfonso X of Castile,  Juegos diversos de Axedrez, dados, y tab-
las  ( Diverse Games of Chess, Dice and Boards ). Th is book records the rules 
for diff erent games, as well as certain Chess challenges, and includes illus-
trations for each game so the reader sees what the board looked like. Having 
a record like this is invaluable to learn about games, since we learn the rules 
and context for these games at a specifi c moment in time. In the same way 
that language changes through time, the way in which games are played 
also evolves, creating diff erent strands and families of games, as mentioned 
earlier in the book.     

 Digital games have a much shorter history; the earliest digital games that 
we have a record of were developed in the early s.     As computers have 
become cheaper and smaller, we now have digital games in home comput-
ers, consoles, and even our phones. Th e proliferation of the technology also 
means that the number of games released grows exponentially every day. 
Digital game history is taking place right now; some of it is being recorded, 
but it is not being told in a critical and systematic manner. 

 Game analysis can help us record that history, by selecting games that help 
us gain insight on how we make and play games, as well as the time in which 
we play those games. It also helps us gain a very much needed historical 
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perspective on games, particularly in the case of digital games. Digital tech-
nology is constantly evolving, forcing game makers to relearn how to make 
the best of the new technical possibilities. Having a knowledge of what has 
been done before will prevent the reinvention of the wheel, allowing us 
to move on from the design of games as a technical issue to focus on the 
human components of digital games. Th is perspective can also help us start 
relating digital and non-digital games, and understand games as an ecology 
that uses diff erent material means (or none at all—think of “I spy with my 
little eye”) to create an experience. 

 As a teacher, I have seen my students talk about a very narrow set of games, 
which usually was limited to the last ten years or less. It has always been my 
pleasure to show and discuss games that may have been pioneers in develop-
ing mechanics and themes, for example, with or without technology. At times 
it is easy to become entranced by astounding digital graphics or sprawling 
virtual environments, without realizing that games can be engaging without 
the latest gizmos, or even sophisticated electronics. For example, while the 
game  L.A. Noire  () may have been hailed as a novel and complex detec-
tive game, in the s several Infocom games already featured sophisti-
cated mechanics that allowed players to become detectives, such as  Deadline  
(),  Th e Witness  (), and  Suspect  (). Th ese games were text-only, 
no graphics. Th is sense of history is not only important to be able to see the 
evolution of games, but also for up-and-coming designers to acquire a wide 
design vocabulary and learn from other people’s designs, instead of redoing 
what has already been invented. By knowing our game past, we can discuss 
our current and future games in a more cultivated manner. 

 A historical analysis of a game is not only recording the rules of the game, as 
King Alfonso did, or discussing an older game. It is a discussion of a game  in 
context;  therefore the main building blocks that we will use all belong to the 
context area. Although not exclusively, these will be the key building blocks: 

 �  Technological context: discussion of the platform for which the game 
was developed and how it determines and relates to the game. A 
discussion of related technologies (contemporary, antecedents, prec-
edents) may also be relevant for the sake of contrast and to emphasize 
the relevance of the game in terms of technology. 

 �  Socio-historical context: the time at which the game was developed, 
and the relationship between the game and social and cultural events, 
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be it contemporary, or be it a revisitation or reinterpretation of past or 
future societies. 

 �  Economic context: how the game was economically produced and 
marketed and distributed, including whether the game was commercial 
or not, and how it may have been monetized. 

 It is important to note that the analysis should give a diachronic sense, 
i.e., refl ecting changes through time. Th e reader has to understand how this 
game represents a change in certain aspects of a genre or series of games. 

 When writing a historical analysis, we explore the relationship between a 
game and its historical context. Th us the kind of questions that we ask our-
selves when writing a paper of this kind are: 

 �  How does the game refl ect the affordances of the technology it uses? 

 �  How is the game an artifact that demonstrates the ideology and cul-
tural concerns of the time? 

 �  How does the game present a virtual recreation of a historical 
environment? 

 �  How do marketing representations condition the way that the game is 
received? 

 A variation can be a comparative analysis of games based on the same 
aspect through time. In that case, the thesis statement focuses on one spe-
cifi c aspect (e.g., genre) and how it evolved through time. Juul’s history of 
tile-matching games, which has already been discussed, is an example of 
this—tracing the origins of a genre by relating the formal aspects of diff er-
ent games.     

 Focusing on the socio-historical context of a game to analyze it is a famil-
iar practice for those who already have done some writing for the human-
ities. Th is kind of approach may be similar to certain types of writing in 
the  history of art, where the properties of the work are observed through 
the lens of the society and culture of its time. A clear example of this is 
Kocurek’s account of the game  Death Race  (), where the author focuses 
on the context of the game to provide a documented account of one of the 
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earliest controversies about videogame violence in the United States.     Th e 
running argument of the analysis is that there were games that were as vio-
lent released around the same time, but  Death Race ’s depiction of violence 
challenged the standards of what could be considered acceptable, which at 
the same time helped publicize the game and make it rather popular. Th e 
article hardly discusses any of the formal traits of the game—even the dis-
cussion of representation focuses on the cabinet of the game rather than on 
the gameplay. Th is is a fi ne approach too—it is a more traditional format to 
write about an artifact in its historical context. 

 Th e way a historical analysis of a game can be diff erent from analyzing other 
media usually refers both to how the game is played and how participa-
tion can change through time, and how the technology shapes the work. 
Documenting how players’ engagement with a game may have changed 
through time could illuminate the way attitudes and game strategies work, 
for example. 

 Th ere are good examples of analyses that use technology as the lens to analyze 
a game or specifi c set of games. Focusing on the materiality of the medium 
is something that art historians may already be familiar with, while literary 
and fi lm scholars tend to disregard the technical aspects of the medium they 
study. In the case of digital games, the technology is part of how the game is 
made and players interact with it; it can be hard to obviate the technology as 
we analyze the game. It would be hard to talk about  Dance Central  (), 
for example, without discussing how the motion-tracking of the Kinect 
device allows players to dance rather than pressing buttons. In the same way 
that art historians talk about the materials of a sculpture, or literary scholars 
discuss concrete poetry, in which the arrangement of the words on the page 
is as important as the words, the technical aspects of a game add another 
layer of signifi cation that we can break down and discuss. 

 Brett Camper’s analysis of  La Mulana  (), which has already been 
mentioned throughout the book, shows how the technical aspects of the 
game are part of its expressive devices.     Th e game utilizes contemporary 
computer and game technology to pay homage to a long outdated home 
computing platform (the MSX), not only through the game design, but also 
through the audiovisual representation that points to a technology of other 
times. Th us Camper’s analysis uses a historical perspective to understand the 
game, both in the context of the MSX platform, as well as contemporary 
games and how they evoke other platforms. 
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 We have already seen how platform studies can help us understand games 
at the level beneath the code when discussing the technological context 
(p. ). Th rough a nuanced discussion of how the technology works, we 
get to understand the design assumptions of the system, and how it aff ects 
the fi nal result. A detailed example of a comprehensive historical analy-
sis that is technology focused is Nick Montfort’s analysis of the Atari VCS 
game  Combat  ().     Th e goal of the analysis is to understand the game 
in its historical context, not only economic and critical (the game overview 
includes quotes from contemporary reviews), but paying special attention 
to how the game uses technology, breaking it down in fi ve layers, from the 
most material to the most external—the platform, the game code, the game 
form (how it plays), the interface, and the reception and operation. Each 
layer of the game relates to the next, so that the core of the article is to dem-
onstrate how part of the importance of  Combat  is precisely how it makes 
the most of the technology it was developed for, and how it compares with 
other games. 

 As you may have realized, there are many ways in which we can write a his-
torical analysis, all having to do with the context. In order to narrow down 
your approach, you may want to consider focusing on one of these aspects: 

 �  Production context: the discussion centers on how the game was 
made; how it was distributed. 

 �  Reception: research and discussion of paratexts (magazines and 
interviews). 

 �  Platform studies: focus on the hardware and how the game utilizes it. 

 �  Evolution: a comparative analysis based on the formal features of the 
game, and how they transform over time. 

 Th e examples here cited show how, by discussing a game in its historical 
context, we can not only understand better its reach and relevance, but also 
hypothesize about how certain design decisions were made or where some 
ways of playing may come from. A historical perspective can also help us 
understand the ecology of games through time and across cultures—part 
of the value of the humanistic study of games derives from being able to 
connect between one game and another, games and culture, and games and 
technology, among other relationships. 
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 � GAME	COMMUNITIES 

 An analysis of the communities that play a game tells us how the game is 
received and appropriated by its players, rather than the circumstances 
around its production or its materiality. In the case of game communities 
around an online virtual world, we will examine the social relationships of 
the players inside and outside the virtual world, how they make sense 
of it, and how they build an identity in the world. Th e study of player 
communities brings about a shift in perspective from our discussions so 
far—an approach that will be familiar to those coming from communica-
tion studies, sociology, or anthropology. We can use a game as a lens to 
examine the community of people that participate in it. As in the case 
of the historical analysis, by studying game communities we place more 
emphasis on the context rather than the formal aspects of the game. Th is 
shift of emphasis also provides a very necessary perspective on games 
as a human activity—game studies at times seem to overemphasize 
their  nature as systems and their materiality, overlooking that they are 
also a performance activity, by which there cannot be a game if nobody 
is playing it. 

 Exercise: Key Games 

  Choose a game that can be considered infl uential on other games, a refer-
ent or milestone in the history of games. The exercise for the building block  

“ Game Genre ” (p. 67)  already invited you to trace the historical tree of a par-
ticular genre; if you have already done that exercise, choose one of the games 
that appears as one of the origins of the tree.  

  The exercise can take two different forms:  

 •  The game was infl uential at the time of its release; it stood out in its 
context and was innovative in some way. Focusing on the contextual and 
formal blocks, argue why its infl uence has endured.  

 •  The game is infl uential because it created a new type of game, a new 
type of interaction, which has been picked up by other games. Focus on 
one specifi c aspect that makes it infl uential — e.g., a formal aspect of the 
design, or a way to engage players — and use a comparative analysis to 
make the argument. A comparative analysis is not resorting to the same 
building blocks twice, but drawing connections between both games to 
discuss them, including what they have in common or not, and present 
a hypothesis as to why this relationship can be traced.  
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 Th is type of analysis is probably one of the most complex and methodologi-
cally demanding, so a work of this kind is more likely to be an undergraduate 
thesis than a class paper. Whenever we start studying a game community, 
we have to plot a research plan carefully before we start—this is good prac-
tice in general, but it is essential here. You must ask yourself what it is that 
you want to learn from the community, as a general research question, and 
then consider which methods are going to help you answer it best. As Boell-
stroff  et al. explain, however, one’s methods must also be fl exible to accom-
modate changes and allow us to explore the possibilities.     Th is type of study 
is not a scientifi c experiment where we are trying to prove a theory, but 
rather we are exploring the answers to general questions, and we should 
let our subjects surprise us—if the answers we start getting challenge our 
preconceptions, then we are on the way to a discovery! 

 Designing the study carefully is essential to the success of your research; 
if you are in a North American institution, it is also likely that you have 
to prepare a research protocol to study players, since they are consid-
ered research subjects. You may be required to have your experiment 
plan (called protocol) approved by an IRB (Institutional Review Board) at 
your university before starting to gather data. If you are doing this type of 
research, be sure to consult your professor well in advance of the due date 
to check what the process at your institution is and whether you need a 
protocol or not. 

 Academics are not the only ones that perform this kind of study—developers 
and publishers also aim at understanding their audiences, so they will often 
carry out focus tests, send surveys, gather data with their games, or study 
game forums to appeal more to their consumers with each new game. Th e 
process of play-testing a game involves studying a group of people playing 
your game, so if your goal is to be a game developer, you should also be 
familiar with the approaches described in this section. 

 Th e building blocks that will be the most relevant to this type of study are 
the following: 

 �  Context: Audience: it points to the core of our study, because it helps 
us understand who the game may be for. This block is somewhat 
abstract, based on marketing and economics, in contrast with the 
“Game Communities” block, which deals with specifi c players and 
their practices. 
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 �  Game Overview: Game Communities: the specifi c groups that are 
formed in and around a game. This is obviously the core of this type of 
analysis, because we are examining a game through the players that 
engage with it. Each game community creates a culture of its own, 
from a series of behaviors, language, conventions, and expectations 
derived or inspired by the game; the community can also appropriate 
and transform the game from what was originally intended. That is, we 
analyze how a game brings people together, and how people make the 
game their own. 

 �  Formal Aspects: Cheats/Mods/Hacks/Bugs: here we want to focus on 
the  mods  (modifi cations) of the game, mostly because they are user-
generated content. Game communities not only play together and 
generate information, they can also create content for others to play, 
using tools provided along with the game, or creating their own. As the 
building block explains, including tools to generate content for a game 
already shows some intent to create a community around it. 

 We cannot dedicate this type of analysis the space it deserves, fi rst because 
it involves a complex research project, and also the methods and precepts 
of ethnographic research have been tackled in more detail elsewhere.     Th is 
section provides a brief overview of the issues that are specifi cally relevant 
to the study of games and their communities, which can be tackled from a 
variety of standpoints. 

 � QUANTITATIVE	VS�	QUALITATIVE 

 One of the fi rst things that you have to decide is what kind of data you will 
gather from your community, whether it is quantitative, qualitative, or a 
combination of both. 

 Quantitative Analysis   A quantitative approach is based on the 
assumption that the scientifi c method is the most reliable way of obtaining 
information. Using quantitative approaches requires setting up an experi-
ment or designing a surveying order to obtain data that can be quantifi ed 
and analyzed statistically.     Th us, this approach seems more adequate to deal 
with large amounts of subjects and variables, which can show us general 
trends and commonalities of a large group of players, and give us the chance 
to hypothesize where these come from based on correlations in the data. 
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 A quantitative analysis establishes a series of values that defi ne the com-
munity and can be measured, and will be based on survey or data gathered 
from the games. A typical survey of this kind consists of a multiple-choice 
questionnaire or a scale to evaluate how much the subject agrees with 
a statement. For instance, Nick Yee created a forty-question survey to 
evaluate the variety of motivations of MMORPG players; his sample was 
  players.     He not only showed the nuances and interdependencies 
between motivations, from competition to role-playing or socializing, but 
also the diff erences between the motivations between male and female 
players. 

 Games can also have embedded systems to gather information on player 
activity, such as how long they play, their score, or where they get killed on 
a certain level. Th ese values give us data that is measurable, and therefore 
easier to compare when we are dealing with large data samples. Th e indus-
try and some branches of social sciences prefer quantitative studies because 
they follow the scientifi c method and believe that numbers provide objec-
tive results. Th e truth is, data still has to be interpreted by the researcher, 
who has to select what aspects are signifi cant and hypothesize the reasons 
for certain correlations. 

 Qualitative Analysis   In contrast, qualitative approaches help us 
with smaller player samples where each participant is interviewed in 
depth. Th is can provide us with a more personal view of the community, 
where diff erent voices can demonstrate both the heterogeneity of its mem-
bers and the common traits in their behavior, as well as making it possible 
to understand the causes of those behaviors fi rst hand. Th e subjectivity 
of dealing with human subjects also makes qualitative analysis friendly 
to those in the humanities who want to borrow methods from the social 
sciences. 

 A qualitative study of a game community involves selecting a subset of 
players, interviewing them or playing with them; it may also involve wad-
ing through public forums to fi nd what players may have posted about the 
game. Players provide their own experience, and by gathering a meaning-
ful sample their testimonies will display a variety of approaches to playing 
the game. Interviewing game players is a sobering exercise to realize one’s 
own subjectivity when analyzing a game, which can also help to debunk 
myths about who plays games and how.     Because of the subjectivity of this 
approach, the privacy of the subjects can be a concern of the researcher, so 
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you must consider how important it is to protect the identity of the people 
you are interviewing—this will be part of your protocol as well. 

 Another option is using what we call  mixed methods,  where we combine 
strategies in order to obtain the information we are looking for. For instance, 
Olson and Kutner’s  Grand Th eft Childhood  used a large-scale survey in order 
to learn which games children – years old played, as well as their play-
ing habits.     Th en they set up group interviews with a much smaller sample 
to gain insight on the correlations that the data showed, as well as learn in 
more detail about the specifi cs of how this population plays together. 

 � THE	ISSUE	WITH	VIRTUAL	WORLDS 

 Apart from the type of data that we can gather, there are also two basic types 
of game communities that we can study: communities around a game and 
communities within a virtual world. 

 �  Communities around a game create a space to discuss it together, or 
play it together, either physical or online. For example, Mia Consalvo 
studied the reaction of fans of hidden-object games to the game  Return 
to Ravenhearst  (2008) by reading forums posts.  28   Other times we can 
observe players playing together in the physical space: for example, 
Nicholas Taylor studied boys and girls playing  Guitar Hero  (2005) 
together,  29   while Mikael Jakobsson studied a console game club playing 
 Super Smash Bros. Melee  (2001) and how they regulated the game.  30   

 �  Communities in a virtual world are formed in the virtual space of a 
game; in the case of masssively-multiplayer online games (MMOGs), 
the world is so large that there will be many different types of commu-
nities that gather in it. Studying a virtual world usually involves becom-
ing part of it as an inhabitant. Unlike a quantitative study, in which 
surveys and mined data give an abstract general idea of the workings 
of the world, this type of analysis requires us to become ethnographers 
to obtain information about specifi c people and situations that can 
provide insight on the general workings of the community. Studying 
the communities created around this virtual world, such as player-made 
tutorials, going to fan conventions, or interviews in real life, may be 
an additional resource to understand the community itself, but not the 
core of it as is the case above. 
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 Th e second case requires us to become ethnographers and resort to poten-
tially insightful methods we can apply to study game communities, namely, 
 participant observation.  Th e researcher becomes a member of the com-
munity, often self-identifying as such as part of the research methods. Par-
ticipant observation is particularly common in the study of online games, 
mostly because we must also play the game to meet the people we study 
and understand how participants interact with each other through tech-
nology. Th is also may require identifying oneself to the participants as a 
researcher to players as part of the research protocol. If you do not disclose 
your identity to players, you need a good reason not to do it, and still be 
approved by the IRB. Th e identity of the researcher can even be broadcast—
Professor Amy Bruckman had her students research  Second Life  (–), 
requesting that the avatars donned lab coats in the virtual world to indicate 
the purpose of their visit.     Being part of the community usually implies an 
expertise on the game and its workings, something very necessary in the 
case of complex, ever-changing virtual worlds such as  World or Warcraft  
(–) or  Guild Wars   (–). 

 Participant observation also invites subjective analysis, and letting one’s 
love—or hate—of a specifi c game can eclipse the careful methods that one 
must lay out before starting the study. Although the personal point of view 
may be one of the boons of participant observation, it should never be 
an excuse to justify one’s gameplay—maybe excessive or compulsive—as 
research. Participant observation requires a lot of introspection, thinking 
about how our choices may aff ect the results of the research, why we are 
playing a certain way, and how our experience may be diff erent from other 
players’. How the researcher presents herself/himself in the world has social 
and emotional consequences,     so this type of study is far from the mind-
less entertainment that videogames are often identifi ed with and more of an 
exhausting and meditative process that requires documenting yourself as 
well as your subjects. 

 Again, this is just a brief overview of the implications of studying game com-
munities. Fortunately for us, the social sciences already provide us with a 
good repertoire of strategies and methods to analyze a game from the stand-
point of the people who play it. Th at means that if this is the type of analysis 
you want to carry out, you should complement this book with manuals that 
describe those pre-existing strategies in more detail. 
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 As Boellstroff  et al. argue, ethnographic work relates to journalism in many 
ways, but it also diff ers in a few key specifi c aspects.     First, a journalist does 
not have to become part of the community that she is studying, or need 
consent from the people that she will talk about in the article; a journalistic 
article usually takes the form of a story and is prepared in a relatively short 
amount of time in most cases. However, it also depends on the type of jour-
nalistic article—some recent game journalism has started to resort to the 
personal account as a way to highlight the subjectivity of the experience in 
ways that may seem related to ethnographic research, although with some 
key diff erences, as we will see below. 

 Exercise: Expert Players in Online Games 

  This is a brief qualitative exercise to study online communities, so you can 
get a sense of how this type of analysis works; in spite of its small scope, it 

can be an elaborate experiment. Choose an online game that has a competi-
tive component, particularly of players against players. Your goal is to interview 
expert players (whom T.L. Taylor calls power gamers   34   ) and understand how 
they play and what motivates them. Through interactions with the community, 
and looking at game forums and websites, identify two or three people that 
you think may help you learn about how to acquire expertise and why. People 
who write strategy guides, for example, may be good people to interview.  

  The specifi c questions of the interview depend on the game of choice, but these 
are some of the general areas you may want to learn more about:  

  • How long have your subjects been playing?  
  • How many hours a week do they play?  
  • What kinds of strategies have they developed in order to become expert 

players?  
  • How do they relate to other players? Who do they compete with? Who 

do they collaborate with? Who do they ignore?  
  • What drives your subject to become a top player?  

  If it is not a game you already play, you will have to become familiar with the 
game itself in order to be able to understand how it works before fi nding your 
subjects. Remember to check if you need a protocol approved by the IRB before 
starting your research.  
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 Close Reading 

 A method that will be common to some of the following analysis methods is 
using close reading, that is, selecting a specifi c aspect of a game and break-

ing it down into its basic elements. Close readings are in-depth analyses, and 
provide us with very specifi c examples to sustain our argument, be it explaining 
a high-level theory, an interpretation, or helping to deliver our personal account 
and approach to the game. The following three types of analyses (interpreta-
tion, illustration of a theory, and personal account) use close reading as their 
driving method, allowing for a study that resorts to detailed examples and dis-
cussion. The differences between them are defi ned by the goal of the analysis 
and who is going to read it, as explained in the introduction to this chapter. 

 Specifi c examples are key to any analysis—they support how you understand 
the game and help get it across. It may be easy to discuss games in abstract 
terms, but this also means that, while you are writing, you are too much in 
your own head. As you write, you are probably thinking of specifi c examples 
that you may think everyone knows. But not everyone is you, and the types of 
games and play are different enough that you want to ground your arguments 
with specifi c examples. That is why a close reading can help you ground and 
solidify your analysis. 

 Your examples need to be relevant to what you are analyzing—by carrying out 
a close reading, we make sure that the discussion is grounded. I have read more 
than one paper that supposedly discussed games where there was not a single 
game mentioned and all the examples were fi lms. (I will avoid embarrassing 
the authors in print.) The authors were discussing games only in the abstract—
the paper lacked the grounding that really made it a game studies paper. This 
whole book is advocating the use of game analysis to understand games and 
their culture better, so remember to not lose sight of your subject of study. 

 In doing a close reading, you still want to be selective. A close reading of an 
eighty-hour game like  Demon’s Souls  (2009) could be an encyclopedia and end 
up being diffi cult to follow. As with any other analysis, fi nding the core of the 
argument and providing supporting evidence is key to making your analysis 
readable, clear, and fi nished on time. For example, in the case of  Demon’s Souls,  
we could focus on how the main theme of the game is death as punishment. This 
theme is embodied in the mechanics (players can only save in specifi c points; 
players can see the ghosts of other players and see how they died; if the player 
kills any key non-player characters, then merchandise and wares will be unavail-
able and make it really hard to complete the game) as well as the fi ctional world 
(there has been a war and the world has been ravaged; the enemies are mostly 
living dead). Although it can be a fascinating exercise, not everyone has the 
occasion to write an in-depth analysis of a whole game.  Killing is Harmless,  a 
book-long close reading of  Spec Ops: The Line,  is a rare tour de force, and in 
spite of its length, it limits itself to a specifi c core argument (nothing is what it 
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 � ILLUSTRATION	OF	A	THEORY 

 Th eories are abstractions that try to fi nd commonalities and patterns in the 
world and ideas. Th ey help us explain our world in almost any area—in biol-
ogy, there is the theory of evolution; quantum theory in physics; economists 
study macroeconomic and microeconomic theory. In the humanities, dif-
ferent schools of philosophy present us with diff erent ways of making sense 
of the world, whereas the varieties of literary theory emphasize diff erent 
aspects and approaches in the study of literature, from deconstructionism 
to studies of genre, or cultural studies. 

 We can resort to pre-existing theories to frame our understanding of 
games; we can also use games to illustrate our own theories. Since game 
studies is a relatively new fi eld, we are still developing frameworks to help 
us understand our subject of study. However, developing new theories, 
although tempting, is also an advanced process more typical of masters and 
Ph.D. studies. So unless you are an advanced student, you will get a better 
head-start by applying pre-existing theories to the study of games. 

 A reminder, again—always keep in mind what makes games diff erent from 
other media. Th eir nature as performative, interactive, participatory media 
makes them diff erent from a fi lm or a novel, for example; in the case of vid-
eogames, digital media also changes the nature of how we play. 

seems; the game challenges the player’s perception), and limits its references 
to other media to songs and a couple of aspects of the fi lm  Apocalypse Now  
(1979).  35   One could write a different analysis of the game by drawing compari-
sons between the game and two of its source texts, the same movie and the 
book that inspired it, Joseph Conrad’s  Heart of Darkness  (1899). 

 Close readings of specifi c sections of the game help in getting the point across. 
The basic building block that becomes your starting point is the “Context Inside 
the Game” building block, which helps situate the moment you are discussing 
and what happens. This should be followed by the point you want to make—
why is this example important? How does it contribute to the main argument 
you are making? The rest of the close reading can use any of the building blocks 
that relate to the game overview and the formal elements, either focusing on a 
single one across the game, or selecting a specifi c section and breaking it down. 
The key is to understand each section in the light of something else, such as 
pre-existing theories or metaphors, as the following sections explain. 
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 Game studies as a fi eld started with a controversy that put into question the 
application of literary theory to the study of games. Espen Aarseth vehemently 
criticized scholars who studied digital games as if they were novels, for exam-
ple, arguing that literature and fi lm would treat games like novels and fi lms 
and lose sight of what sets them apart, without taking the time to fi gure out 
how the study of games may be diff erent from other media.     Aarseth’s cri-
tique was to the point—one of the most exciting things about being a games 
scholar is to realize that we need new frameworks and concepts to under-
stand them. On the other hand, this should not preclude resorting to other 
fi elds to help us explore the vast fi eld of games, both digital and non-digital. 

 Pre-existing theories can help us draw relationships between games and 
other fi elds, as well as put those theories to the test and show how they 
explain something novel about games—or not. If the theories do not quite 
apply to games, that usually means an invitation to come up with new theo-
ries and revisions to address the gaps or problems discovered as we tried to 
apply these theories to games. 

 Resorting to pre-existing theories to understand a text is probably familiar 
to most humanities students, since theory classes already use a variety of 
texts to exemplify it. Th ink of Genette’s  Narrative Discourse,  which uses  À 
la Recherche du Temps Perdu  to illustrate the diff erent ways in which nar-
rative can organize a sequence of events, focusing on diff erent aspects of 
temporality.     In fi lm theory, Laura Mulvey illustrates the concept of the 
 male gaze  with an in-depth analysis of the fi lm  Vertigo  (), where the 
camera assumes a male point of view, watching the woman and manipulat-
ing her image without giving her the chance to act.     Th ese concepts and 
theories have been applied to games too: Helen Kennedy used Mulvey’s 
theories when discussing Lara Croft,     while Diane Carr resorts to Seymour 
Chatman’s and Genette’s narrative theories to explain the narrative strate-
gies of  Baldur’s Gate.      Th eories help us understand the world better; we use 
examples from the world to illustrate and get them across, while theories in 
the abstract never get very far. 

 Th e key of this type of analysis is fi nding the theory that will be relevant 
and potentially insightful. You may start by applying a pre-existing theory 
that you have studied in class or that you may have read about already. Your 
teacher or university librarian can also help you fi nd pre-existing literature 
that relates to specifi c approaches or topics. My fi rst forays into studying 
videogames started in my doctoral courses of literature, when I read a late 
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eighteenth-century short story that read like a videogame, “Sir Bertrand, 
A Fragment.”     A knight fi ghts a living armor, and when he defeats it, the 
armor transforms into a key; the knight uses the key to open the door to 
the next room. My professor at the time, Manuel Aguirre, was kind enough 
to listen as I wondered why videogames were still reproducing the events 
of an eighteenth-century story, so he directed me to the theories of Rus-
sian literary formalist Vladimir Propp and American anthropologist Joseph 
Campbell.     My fi rst videogame paper used these theories to understand the 
event structures of games as recreating those of folk tales, including how 
they both appropriated and challenged the structures proposed by Propp 
and Campbell. For example, the trope of the princess who needs to be res-
cued comes from folk tales, and it is recurring in videogames (e.g.,  Prince of 
Persia  (),  Th e Legend of Zelda  series   (–),  Super Mario  series 
(–)). Th ese games tend to focus on the story elements that encour-
age action, rather than character development; that is why players can only 
control the hero after they have left their home to start the adventure until 
the princess is rescued. Some other story elements, such as defying a pro-
hibition (e.g., “do not take the golden feather”)     or initially refusing the call 
to adventure, result in a calamity that the hero needs to remedy.     Many of 
the story elements that both Propp and Campbell describe in folk tales are 
left out from the gameplay—they may be described or be part of the cut-
scenes—which indicates that the types of narratives that we fi nd in video-
games are not only the most essential human narratives, but also that they 
are included in a rather shallow way. 

 Th is type of analysis usually provides a summary of the theory, to make 
clear not only the theoretical concepts but also our own understanding of it. 
In explaining the theory, we demonstrate a capacity to synthesize complex 
ideas in a few paragraphs, focusing on the core terms and ideas of the theory 
(see text box below: “Defi ning Your Terms”). 

 Th e part where using a game to illustrate a theory gets tricky is the selection 
of the building blocks. Depending on the type of theory, the building blocks 
will be diff erent. If the analysis is in the style of literary or fi lm analysis, the 
formal qualities of building blocks will be the most useful. Th e social sciences 
will more likely focus on the building blocks that refer to audience and game 
communities. Let us provide an example to illustrate how this would work. 

 Paul Martin tackles  Th e Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion  () with theories of 
the sublime and defi nitions of the pastoral in order to explain the function 
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of the landscape throughout the adventures of the player in the realms of 
Tamriel and Oblivion.     Th e core argument is that the landscape initially 
stirs a sense of the sublime, the delightful fear as defi ned by Edmund Burke 
and Immanuel Kant,     which throughout the game is defused and becomes 
picturesque, still delightful but now mundane, as the player takes action 
and becomes familiar with the space. Incidentally, the discussion of the sub-
lime in digital games is not unusual; see, for example, Simon Niedenthal’s 
analysis of  Silent Hill   () and  Resident Evil   ().     It is an engaging 
concept precisely because it refers to the experience of facing something 
that cannot be immediately grasped by our logic. Martin defi nes his terms 
( pastoral, sublime,  as well as the role of space as part of gameplay) in order 
to make his argument—in the same way that the reaction to the sublime 
disappears as the spectator takes action, the feeling of the sublime set up by 
the expanding landscapes of  Oblivion  diminishes through the interaction 
with the game. Th e analysis focuses on the audiovisual representation of the 
game, although it also references game reviews, specifi c story events, and 
the role of the player character within the story, all in reference to under-
standing the space of the game. For example, after describing the player 
character creation and comparing it to other games, Martin brings the dis-
cussion back to discussing the landscape and by extension the core topics 
of the article: 

 There is little possibility in the dialogue trees to really inject the hero 
with a unique personality. While the possibility of the hero becoming 
a compelling character exists, particularly for the genre fan, the hero 
can equally stay at the level of a functional object. The avatar’s main 
function is not to develop the character of the hero, but to discover the 
character of the landscape. 

 Th e biggest challenge of applying pre-existing theories to the study of games 
is to demonstrate their relevance. Martin focuses on the landscape and then 
resorts to philosophical ideas that were devised to explain the reaction to 
magnifi cent, imposing, overwhelming spaces and nature, thus managing to 
connect nineteenth-century concepts to a digital game in the early twenty-
fi rst century. Th ese concepts are not the only connection—the examples 
from the game as well as other citations help to strengthen that relationship 
and make the concept relevant. 

 Pre-existing theories can also be integrated within the discussion with-
out being its core, as it is in this example. Below shows how an analysis of 
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 Head Over Heels  () defi nes immersion and interactivity based on the 
works of several authors to explain how the player makes sense of the chal-
lenges of the game and identifi es with the two characters that the player 
controls in the game. Th eoretical concepts, in this case, support the over-
all discussion to interpret the game. Th eories can also provide tools that 
we resort to in specifi c sections to make a point; on the other hand, we 
should not use somebody else’s work to avoid having to make an argument. 
Remember to ask yourself why the theory is helpful to make your point, and 
whether you would be able to make the point without it. In the end, writing 
a game analysis is an art—the good news is that it is no diff erent from other 
humanistic writing. 

 Defining Your Terms 

 In the same way that you need to determine who the audience of your 
paper is and what discipline you are writing within, you also have to consider 

the specifi c terms you are using to explain yourself. This is no small thing—a 
good part of the early days of game studies was spent trying to defi ne  game  
or whether one could consider games a type of narrative or not. The defi nition 
of academic terms invokes a tradition and situates your work as part of the 
pre-existing academic discourse; those terms will be the tools that you use to 
construct the argument of your analysis. 

 Defi ning your terms means explaining the theories and explaining the basic 
terminology that you are going to use through the paper. This is important 
because terms can mean different things depending on which discipline or area 
you come from. 

 Term defi nition should take place early in your writing, probably right after you 
present your thesis statement. These terms are the main concepts that will be 
your tools to construct your argument. By doing this, you demonstrate a famil-
iarity with the pre-existing academic discourse, as well as preventing ambiguity 
or confusion about what you are talking about. Even if your reader does not 
understand the terms the same way you do, by explaining how you understand 
them you are preventing potential confusions or ambiguities. Even though you 
could get away with saying something like “ fl ow  as defi ned by Csikszentmi-
halyi”  48   or “ index  as defi ned by Peirce”  49   without including an explicit defi ni-
tion, it is always good to devote a few lines to explaining your terms. 

 Making your terms explicit is essential when discussing games for several rea-
sons. To begin with, a good part of the early days of game studies was spent 
in defi ning the most basic terms. The recurring arguments about defi nitions 
can also be due to the interdisciplinarity of the study of games, where scholars 

(Continued)
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(Continued)

come from a variety of backgrounds and provide a variety of perspectives. For 
example, the term  ontology  can be used by people coming from philosophy or 
computer science, so depending on who invokes it, the same word will mean 
different things. For philosophers, ontology is the study of existence, of how 
things come into being, of reality, and how it can be classifi ed, whereas for com-
puter scientists ontology is a structural representation to organize knowledge 
and information. Even though conceptually related, if a researcher works on an 
ontology of game design components, it will sound confusing—and probably 
unfeasible—to a philosopher, so it is better to clarify what it means even before 
starting to describe the research.  50   

 How do we defi ne our terms? By listing them and providing a brief defi nition. 
It is fi ne to stop your discussion for a second and introduce your little glossary 
of terms; many of the exemplary analyses referred to in this book do that. For 
instance, Lisbeth Klastrup, in her analysis of  Everquest  (2003), characterizes her 
work as a  poetics  of virtual worlds.  51   She spends a whole section defi ning  poet-
ics,  by invoking how others have used the term (from Aristotle to narratologist 
Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan  52  ), and then providing her own defi nition. In order to 
make clear that the defi nition is important to the paper, she devotes a single 
paragraph to it, in italics. Her defi nition is based on Rimmon-Kenan’s concept 
applied to virtual worlds rather than literature, and this is what it looks like: 

 My point here is not to argue that virtual worlds are literature (or art, 
yet), but rather that if we replace “literature” with “virtual worlds” and 
“poet” with “developer” in the above quote, the contents of a pos-
sible poetics of virtual worlds emerges. As a guideline, I have rephrased 
Rimmon-Kenan: 

  A poetics of virtual worlds deals with: the systematic study of vir-
tual worlds as virtual worlds. It deals with the question “What is a 
virtual world?” and with all possible questions derived from it, such 
as: How is a virtual world an aesthetic form of expression? What 
are the forms and kinds of virtual worlds? What is the nature of 
one world genre or trend? What is the system of a particular devel-
oper’s “art” and “means of expression”? How is a story constructed? 
What are the specifi c aspects of instances of virtual worlds? How 
are they constituted? How do virtual worlds embody “non-fi ctional” 
phenomena?   53   

 In this case, Klastrup has come up with her own defi nition based on pre-existing 
work; this is an advanced example of what you should do. It is more likely that 
you will have to give a more straightforward defi nition, where you can quote 
the source directly or provide your own summary of the concept. By providing 
your own summary, you demonstrate how you understand the concept. For 
example, Consalvo needs to defi ne the concept of  cultural capital  in her book 
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 � INTERPRETATIVE	ANALYSIS 

 Th is is the type of analysis that we usually associate with literature, less often 
with fi lm. Th e text is read as representing something else, as a symbol of 
the undercurrent of cultural and social concerns that surround the text. 
Beware: an interpretation is not just your opinion. Interpretative analyses 
are exercises in observing the world, learning something new, and transmit-
ting it to others in a persuasive manner. 

 In a way, almost any analysis of a game is going to be an interpretation 
of what it is about; we provide new knowledge by examining one specifi c 
aspect of a game. When the focus is the interpretation, the emphasis is pre-
cisely in fi nding new relationships between the game and what it means, or 
at least how it may be signifi cant. Interpretative analyses can be as much 
about the game as about our capacity to argue our way of understanding it 
as valid and enriching. 

 Th is kind of analysis is highly subjective, and the easiest to dismiss (and even 
ridicule) if not done properly. It is easy to fall into intentional fallacy, misat-
tribution, or plainly irrelevant interpretations. On the one hand, connect-
ing a game as an allegory of something else can provide novel and relevant 
insights, pointing to what parts of a text may resonate with its audience. On 
the other, one can miss the point. For example, Janet Murray talks about 

on cheating, as a foundation to defi ne her own novel concept  gaming capital  
(which was discussed already in  Chapter 2 ).  54   

 [“Gaming capital”] is a reworking of Pierre Bourdieu’s “cultural capi-
tal,” which described a system of preferences and dispositions that 
ultimately served to classify groups by class. Of course such a system 
was not apolitical, but Bourdieu’s intention was to investigate how 
certain interests, pastimes, or preferences were conveyed (and kept) 
among groups, while kept carefully distinguishable from other inter-
ests or pastimes. 

 In both cases, defi ning the terms helps in setting up the discussion, as well as 
establishing relationships with previous works by quoting them. It is good aca-
demic practice, and it also helps you stop and think about the vocabulary you 
are using, preventing the use (and abuse) of buzzwords, which I have already 
warned about in previous sections (see  Chapter 3 ). 
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 Tetris  () as “a perfect enactment of the over tasked lives of Americans 
in the s—of the constant bombardment of tasks that demand our atten-
tion and that we must somehow fi t into our overcrowded schedules and 
clear off  our desks in order to make room for the next onslaught.”     Th is is a 
fantastic insight on why the game may have resonated with American play-
ers in the s: it evokes something that rings true. It is also a controversial 
statement, which has been called out before,     because it implies a certain 
intentionality in its creation—the game was created by Alexei Patjinov, a 
Soviet scientist, in the s, and was not even intended as a commercial 
product.     Qualifying one’s statements and what we are referring to is key in 
providing an interpretation, including examples to support it. 

 Th is type of analysis mostly resorts to the blocks in the formal qualities area; 
it is predominantly a formal analysis in which we examine how the formal 
qualities may point to socio-cultural concepts and events, or may construe 
a message, contributing to a coherent concept that explains the game. In 
some cases, it is always good to ground our interpretation with building 
blocks belonging to the context area to avoid unfounded interpretations. 
Th e relevance of context to justify and strengthen the interpretation is clear 
when we examine the  Tetris  case above—in the context of American cul-
ture, Murray’s interpretation makes sense because the activity of the game 
matches with a specifi c aspect of the lifestyle. However, in the context of 
how it was produced, from the developer to the economic context in which 
it was initially conceived and distributed, the interpretation falls apart and 
does not seem as relevant.     

 Th e issues derived from understanding games as messages or how they are 
texts, because they are a participatory, performative medium, have already 
been discussed. Th e block of “Values/Procedural Rhetoric” dealt briefl y with 
how a game can express ideas persuasively as a system; the representation of 
the game and how it positions the player can also be interpreted and read. 

 Jan Van Looy carries out a close reading of  Head Over Heels,  “a D isometric 
arcade/puzzle game” developed in the UK in .     Th e author focuses on 
the relationship between interactivity and signifi cation, emphasizing that it 
is an interpretative analysis, whose core argument is how the interaction and 
representation in the game resonated amongst (British) players at the time 
because of the references to contemporary events as well as other games. 
In order to make that point, the author gives a very detailed overview of 
the context of the game, from the technology and the engine of the game, 
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quotes from interviews with the developer, reviews from the time it was 
released, as well as a good game overview—the game was relatively popular 
in Europe at the time, but chances are that current readers around the world 
have not heard about it. In order to clarify the argument, the article also 
includes copious screenshots to explain the game, as well as a brief defi ni-
tion of theoretical terms in order to understand the argument being made. 

 In this case, the context and set-up seem to take more space than the inter-
pretation, mostly because the author needs to provide a solid overview since 
the reader is mostly unlikely to have played the game. By giving the reader a 
detailed picture of the context, we can understand why the game was popu-
lar at the time, why it was innovative, and how it commented on diff erent 
aspects of popular culture that may be lost to players now. 

 Th is  Head Over Heels  analysis demonstrates how examples and context help 
in legitimizing our interpretation of a game. In this case, Van Looy is analyz-
ing a game where the player controls two diff erent characters with comple-
mentary skills: “[Head (. . .)] can jump twice his own height and control his 
slow descent using his vestigial wings. Heels [. . .] has legs like pistons and 
is a powerful runner capable of leaping his own height.” Th e core of the 
article is discussing how controlling two characters is what makes the game 
remarkable, because it uses the interaction to create meaning, as exempli-
fi ed by the moment where the two characters meet and can combine, as one 
character sits on top of the other to move around together: 

 Now that Head and Heels are together they combine strengths and 
lose weaknesses; “Head Over Heels” can run as fast as Heels and 
jump as high as Head. This entails, however, that they can jump 
further because of the faster take-off run and more easily escape from 
monsters, because they can jump over obstacles Heels alone would 
not dream of jumping over. Furthermore, they can solve more complex 
puzzles; for example, when one of the two guides the other across an 
electrifi ed platform or when Heels builds a tower of boxes so that with 
Head’s high jump they can go to the next room. [. . .] Once joined, 
the couple is stronger than ever, but fi nishing the quest together is not 
self-evident. One of the two may die in the attempt or one may get 
stuck and give up underway. Interestingly, on this second allegorical 
level the player is no longer one of the protagonists or both, but rather 
unifi cation itself. She fi nds the two forced to separate and she has to 
bring them back together. On the fi rst level, the aim of the game is to 
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avoid monsters, solve riddles and liberate planets. On the second level, 
it is to lead a fulfi lling life with a loving partner. 

 Van Looy goes on to discuss how this may have resonated with British play-
ers at the time with further evidence. Th ere is a statue in the game (a “chess 
piece” according to the article) that looks like a caricature of Prince Charles, 
which the player can move to reach places. Th e metaphor explained above 
is extended through this representation—the Prince has become a token 
the player manipulates, just like Princess Diana allegedly manipulated him; 
his missing other half in comparison with Head over Heels points to how 
their marriage may be dysfunctional, something that was starting to become 
evident to the public at the time. Although this last interpretation may be 
reading more into the game than is there, the example is set up in such a way 
that the relationship is evident to the reader. 

 An interpretive analysis is rather diffi  cult to get right, as the examples here 
evidence. As with other types of analysis, what is key here is to defi ne our 
terms very carefully, setting up our discussion by explaining how we are 
going to approach the game. Th en, using a close reading, we select the sec-
tions that help us make our point as concretely as possible, and explain how 
they connect—in the example above, the parallels between the interaction 
of the two player characters and the appearance of Prince Charles in the 
game are set up as a point of comparison. It is hard to write a bulletproof 
interpretation of a game, but if the points of comparison are convincing and 
well supported, we can make a relevant contribution to the discourse of the 
game and its relevance in the cultural context. We do not need a complex 
hyperrealistic game to encourage interpretation—we have seen how we can 
interpret arcade games and platform games and hypothesize on how they 
resonate with us, thus emphasizing the evocative potential of games. 

 � PERSONAL	ACCOUNT 

 Another form of analysis that can resonate with readers is the personal 
account. Th is has become a popular mode of writing in which criticism takes 
the form of a discussion where the point of view of the writer/player is empha-
sized. Th is type of analysis is becoming popular amongst game journalists, 
mostly in online sources, as a way to address the experiential aspects of games; 
some scholars have also fl irted with this format (see Gonzalo Frasca’s review 
of  Th e Sims     ), as a way to emphasize and reveal the role of the writer/player. 
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 Personal accounts are one of the features of New Games Journalism, which 
aims at breaking off  with the types of commercial consumer reviews dis-
cussed in the “Journalistic Review” section. New Games Journalism cele-
brates the subjectivity of the writer/player and does not hide it, letting the 
point of view guide the writing. 

 Th e building blocks used, as in the other models based on close reading, can 
vary. A personal account is a detailed description of the gameplay experi-
ence, discussed in the game overview, using other blocks as examples to 
support it, mostly taken from game overview and formal elements. Th e 
personal account is an overview of the game where the subjectivity of the 
writer/player is emphasized to enrich and humanize the analysis. 

 Th is may seem like the easiest analysis to write, since it appears to be one’s 
own experience of the game. But do not be deceived—it is probably the most 
complicated of them all. Th e key is not just to pour your thoughts on the 
game on paper, or transcribe everything that goes through your head as you 
go. A personal account is not about just writing a stream-of-consciousness 
account of your gameplay. Why should we care about what you think? It is 
easy to ramble; the challenge is to actually say something that makes your 
own experience unique and appreciative of the game. 

 What makes this type of writing potentially insightful is its relationship with 
 participant observation,  which was dealt with in the “Game Communities” 
analysis section. Using one’s own experience and know-how can be the 
method to provide insight into how we understand and engage with video-
games, with the possibility of providing the kind of nuanced breakdown a 
close reading allows. A subjective point of view helps in dealing with the less 
systematic human factors of games—we cannot really measure “fun” objec-
tively; by providing a personal approach to game writing, we can tackle and 
show the variety of ways to play. 

 One of the fi rst examples of this type is David Sudnow’s  Pilgrim in the 
Microworld,  a book-long account of the author’s obsession with the Atari 
 version of  Breakout.      Th e text is fascinating, fi rst because Sudnow 
was a pioneer, and also for the exhaustive detail in which he explains his 
understanding of the game. Th e value of the book, however, has only been 
proved many years after its initial publication. Compared to how we play 
games now, Sudnow is certainly a naïve player, who thinks that he can 
perform the perfect  Breakout  game by fi guring out the sequence, rather 
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than understanding the game as a dynamic system that includes a certain 
level of randomness to keep it unpredictable and engaging. Sudnow tackles 
 Breakout  as if it was a diffi  cult melody to play on the piano—he was a piano 
teacher—which one masters and performs perfectly. In his obsession with 
the game, he even interviews one of the developers in the hopes he will 
help him fi nd the solution to get rid of all the bricks on the fi rst screen. 
Th e developer gives him a detailed description of how the program works; 
a lot of this information, Sudnow admits, goes over his head: which types 
of shots to avoid, how the paddle is segmented, and how each segment 
has a diff erent eff ect if it touches the ball. Th e key piece of information, 
however, is that there is nothing random in the behavior of the ball, which 
makes Sudnow believe that he can truly fi gure out the optimum game of 
 Breakout.      

 Sudnow’s book, in the end, is more about him than the game, since he was 
using it to cope with other issues in his life at the time. He describes his 
actions in detail, from how he drives to a place, to setting up the console, to 
giving a beat-by-beat narration of his thought processes while playing. It is 
more about the experience than the game, and that is why we appreciate the 
work. Sudnow uses  Breakout  as an artifact to think with, exposing more of 
himself than revealing much about the game. 

 Because of the personal nature of this type of analysis, it also requires a lot 
of discipline and mindfulness about what one is doing in the game, just as 
in ethnographic analysis. Again, this is not simply your opinion—everyone 
has one, and we can agree or disagree—and the goal is to support it with an 
argument, just as in a regular essay-form type of writing. Just because it is 
personal does not mean you can stop being systematic. Th e goal is to relate 
your experience in playing, how you played the game, and what factors 
shaped that experience, from how the game may set up specifi c responses 
to how your personal background conditioned your reaction and interpre-
tation of the game. 

 As is often the case in writing for the humanities, there is not really right 
or wrong, but it is something that you need to consider. How are you por-
traying your experience? What do you mean when using  you  instead of  I?  
Are you assuming that you are the ideal player? Why would you want to 
emphasize your subjective point of view? Why would you like to moderate 
your own voice? Th is refl ection is important, because we must acknowl-
edge that, as writers/players, we tend to generalize our way of approaching 
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the gameplay. It is not uncommon—I do this often in my own work when I 
talk about aspects of the game that may seem given, which the player can-
not get away without doing. As an adventure games scholar, I have written 
about solving puzzles in a specifi c way, because most times there is only one 
way to overcome the challenge. Generalization can help us connect with the 
reader, but it can also be a way to assume that other people are going to play 
the game in the same way. 

 Writing a personal account does not mean that you take notes as you play 
and then you simply repack them as an essay. All throughout this book, we 
have been dealing with how rich and complex the analysis of games can 
be—playing a game is one (crucial) source out of many. 

 In  Killing is Harmless,  a book-long analysis of  Spec Ops: Th e Line,  Brendan 
Keogh constantly talks about having played it multiple times, and using vid-
eos of other players’ play-throughs to double-check on what happens in the 
game, or how other people may make diff erent choices and their results. He 
did not play alone—he worked with students who helped him explore the 
game and all the possible options in it. As part of his research, he also refer-
ences the work of other game critics, whose take on the game is diff erent 
from his own.     

 So how does one write a personal account? Th e notes that you take are 
essential, yes; the process of converting them into a personal account is a bit 
more sophisticated than just presenting your experience as a narrative. Th is 
type of writing is yet another essay, where you have a core idea that you want 
to elaborate and support; your personal point of view, your perspective, 
serves as the foundation of your argument. So before you start writing, try 
to articulate what it is about your experience that provides a special insight 
on the game: what makes it signifi cant. What is more, what makes you dif-
ferent as a player that can bring a fresh perspective on the game? Figuring 
out your premise early on, as is the case with all the other models, helps to 
keep your writing focused. Th en the key is supporting that idea with specifi c 
examples from your play experience, moments of the game as well as what 
you were thinking, in the hope that how you played and understood the 
game resonates with your readers’ experiences. 

 We can see this in Brendan Keogh’s exhaustive account of  Spec Ops: Th e Line  
(), a game set in a war confl ict in Dubai whose subject is not what it 
may appear. Keogh writes from the point of view of both a videogame critic 
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and an academic; in a way, this analysis feels like an experiment in writing a 
personal close reading of the game, trying to fi gure out the process of what a 
full-length analysis requires. Th e book takes the reader from the beginning 
to the end of the game as an idealized walkthrough—if the reader has not 
played the game, they get a sense of what it is like; if she has, she can con-
trast her own experience with Keogh’s interpretation. Th e analysis also takes 
the time to show what happens at specifi c points of the game if the player 
chooses to do something diff erent, thus giving a sense of how the player 
may have diff erent options to play the game.  Killing is Harmless  is a worthy 
exercise, as it fi nds the repeating images and contrasts of the game, drawing 
comparisons with some of the other media works that inspired the game 
(namely, Joseph Conrad’s  Heart of Darkness  (), and the fi lm  Apocalypse 
Now  ()). Another constant motif the book reveals is how the lyrics for 
the songs that play throughout the game provide a commentary on the play-
er’s actions. In spite of its exhaustiveness, however,  Killing is Harmless  still 
focuses on a few ideas that are elaborated through the book—nothing is 
what it looks like, the game is all about the player, the events of the story are 
probably the delusions of the player character after a certain point. Th ere is 
a core that drives the lengthy study, which provides the coherence that helps 
the writer get across. 

  Killing is Harmless  is remarkable in its detail and exhaustiveness precisely 
because it takes advantage of its subjectivity.  Spec Ops: Th e Line  is a shooter 
game whose main trope is subverting the expectations of the player, fore-
shadowing events with information that may seem irrelevant, and com-
menting on the action through songs and references to popular culture. Th e 
relevance of the game comes from paying attention to how the game slowly 
creates a hallucination for the player. By providing a personal interpretation, 
Keogh is highlighting how much the game toys with player expectations, 
and how it tricks players who may not tackle the game critically. Th e book 
also provides recurring references to its methods, such as noting that it is 
the product of multiple replays, as well as viewing online videos of other 
players both for reference and contrast. 

 Th e value of the personal account depends on the purpose of using subjec-
tivity. As we have seen, in spite of the method, the subjectivity of personal 
accounts is not explicitly acknowledged often, and yet it drives all their 
content. What is often missing, though, is supporting some of the affi  rma-
tions with more scholarly or educated texts—New Games journalists often 
cite each other, and may refer to scholarly affi  rmations from a blog rather 
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than its original scholarly source. Th e legitimacy of this type of analysis can 
be grounded with scholarly work, but that does not quite happen—this 
could be a good vehicle to introduce players to a more complex academic 
discourse. Remember—your analysis is as good as your sources, so self-
awareness combined with solid, well-researched journalistic or academic 
references is the best way to ground your view and get it across. 

 Exercise: Rewrite the Analysis 

  This chapter started by identifying the different building blocks of a game 
analysis; it will fi nish with a challenge. Find a game analysis of a game you 
know, or that you can play, or the one that you may already be analyzing. 
Write an analysis of the game from a different perspective — from history to a 
personal account, from a community to demonstrating a theory. What aspects 
of the original analysis can inform your own? What building blocks would you 
lose? Which ones do you need to add? How does your analysis provide a dif-
ferent perspective?  

  This exercise is also good training both for writing analysis and other work in 
general. Your writing is part of a larger discourse, so it is always worth spend-
ing a moment thinking about how our work extends or makes a contribution 
to the fi eld.  

 � PUTTING	IT	ALL	TOGETHER 

 As we have seen in this chapter, there are many ways to write a game analy-
sis. At times, it seems unavoidable to combine several types of analysis, even 
though our goal may be predominantly one. When this is the case, ask your-
self why you need this multi-faceted analysis, what the role of each section 
is, and how the diff erent approaches will relate to each other. 

 If you fi nd yourself thinking of writing a holistic analysis that includes 
several types and you have not done this before, step back. Combining 
diff erent approaches is something you will do comfortably when you 
become familiar with writing about games and media in general. Also, 
being overambitious as a novice writer will probably result in a superfi cial 
analysis or a piece of writing that you will not be able to fi nish on time. 
So focus. 
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 Th e multi-faceted approach seems better suited for long-form analysis, such 
as theses or books, which may use diff erent types of analysis to highlight 
diff erent aspects of the game in depth. Pearce’s in-depth analysis of the com-
munity of  Uru  players,  Communities of Play,  uses two chapters to intro-
duce the theories, another one to provide the historical precedents of the 
game being studied , Myst Online: Uru  (–; –; –), 
and another to explain the history of this short-lived MMOG, before talk-
ing about the community itself.     Th is is particularly necessary because the 
version of the game that is being analyzed is not available online anymore, 
even though there is a fan-run version live at the time of writing.     Th is is 
why the author needs to give readers a holistic perspective, so they can 
learn about the game and its community without having played. Pearce’s 
approach also manages to combine ethnography with a personal account—
she credits her avatar Artemesia as the co-author of the book—which now 
that we have examined the relationship between both does not sound 
far-fetched. 

 Th is chapter has provided an overview both of some of the key sections of an 
analysis, as well as a selection of diff erent models. Writing the analysis means 
zeroing-in to specifi c aspects of the game, so we know which building blocks 
are going to be relevant. We start by formulating what the goal of the analysis 
is (e.g., calling attention to a little-known game, writing a journalistic review, 
doing some videogame archeology to understand a game in its historical 
context, to understand a game better through its players) and being well 
aware of who we are writing for. Introspection and knowledge of who we are 
as players, as well as identifying our voice as writers, can be challenging, but 
it is only for the best—writing about games often involves resorting to our 
own experience, so we have to know how to make the best of it. Your best 
allies to convey your ideas to your reader and construct a solid work are clear 
defi nitions of your terms and specifi c examples—for this type of analytical 
writing, the particulars of a game or games can help us develop higher-level 
concepts and theories that will advance the fi eld of game studies. 

 Th e best thing about game analysis is that we are still trying to fi gure out 
the best practices to write about games. Th is book is a compendium of what 
I have learned after researching and teaching game studies for more than a 
decade, and I feel I have barely scratched the surface. Th e more we write and 
experiment, the better we can all become at writing for videogames, reach-
ing the level of sophistication that other disciplines already have. 
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 So you have written your analysis. What now? 

 Well, you are not done yet. In order to check whether your research and 
writing process has gone well, try to explain what your assignment/paper/
thesis is about in a couple of sentences. You have been thinking about your 
game for a while now; synthesizing your ideas is a sign that you are close 
to learning something new. If writing a couple of paragraphs is too diffi  cult, 
it probably means your ideas are still too fuzzy. You should start writing 
anyway and see where your ideas take you—then revise and synthesize. 

 Start by checking for consistency and reread your essay. Is there a conclusion 
that summarizes what you have learned from this process? Does your con-
clusion match your thesis statement? Th e conclusion addresses the issues 
that you called attention to in your introductory paragraph and thesis; if 
your thesis was formulated as a question, the conclusion should summarize 
the answer. It may be the case where your thesis and conclusion may not 
match—do not panic. Probably as you were writing, you were also thinking 
through your argument and your evidence, so when you reach the end, you 
have refi ned what you are discussing. Th at is perfectly okay; the mismatch 
means that your thesis statement is in the last paragraph, and you have to 
move it to the introduction and rewrite. 

 � 
 Wrapping�Things�Up 
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 � THE	ART	OF	THE	REWRITE 

  Chapter   has already mentioned the need to budget time for rewrites—
now is the time for them. Preparing any type of writing includes spending 
some time taking care of its fi nal presentation before it reaches the reader. If 
you are studying game design, this will ring a bell—in the same way that you 
iterate and revise your game after you get feedback from players, your writing 
also needs revisions in order to be in the best shape possible. Th is last phase, 
although it does not take as much time in proportion with the rest of the 
process, is what diff erentiates a committed writer from an amateur. 

 Apart from rereading and revising what you have written, another good 
writing practice—of any kind—is to get feedback from others to make your 
analysis as good as it can be. In school, the writing cycle is usually cut short 
because of time constraints—you write an essay, give it to your teacher, 
teacher gives feedback and grade, and that is the end of it. Some teachers 
give students the opportunity to rewrite their essays based on feedback, but 
that is relatively rare. You do not have to wait for your teacher to give you 
a grade—getting together with other students in your class and providing 
feedback to each other helps you learn how the paper gets across and have 
the chance to make it better, as well as helps you develop a critical vocabu-
lary by having to explain to others what you think about their work. All writ-
ing is rewriting, so if you can squeeze in a rewrite before handing it to your 
teacher, your work can only get better. 

 � INCLUDING	YOUR	SOURCES 

 One of the hurdles of writing academically about games is fi guring out 
how to include citations. What is worse, since game studies is an inter-
disciplinary fi eld, there is a wide variety of citation formats that we may 
end up using. In my own papers I have had to use citation formats from 
the humanities (Modern Language Association (MLA)), social sciences 
(American Psychology Association (APA)), computer science (Association 
for Computer Machinery (ACM)), and engineering (Institute of Electrical 
and Electronics Engineers (IEEE)). Th e Digital Games Research Associa-
tion (DiGRA), the main international organization dealing with game stud-
ies, has its own formatting style based on the Chicago Manual of Style—the 
same used in this book. Each citation style also includes guidelines on how 
to format the paper, including font type, size, and page layout. Writing a 
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game studies paper requires being ready to learn all the formatting tricks 
of your text editor of choice. 

 Th e main problem is that none of the citation standards listed above has 
a citation format for games, digital or non-digital. Th e citation format 
includes the types of artifacts that one would expect to study in the fi eld: 
MLA has guidelines to cite interviews, speeches, paintings, sculptures, 
formats, fi lms, TV broadcasts, and sound recordings; the digital types are 
PDFs, MPs, JPEGs, and webpages. But games are more than fi les and are 
not always found on a webpage. On the other hand, the ACM format does 
not have any citation guidelines from anything media related other than 
video recordings. Th e APA style on the other hand does have a way to cite 
digital programs, which may be one of the reasons why it is frequently used 
in game studies. 

 As a way to fi ll this gap, DiGRA suggests the following reference format for 
digital games for the papers submitted to its conferences: 

 Developer. (Year). Title. [Platform, Version], Publisher, Release City/
State and Country: played day month, year. 

 What does this information indicate? Why do we need it as part of our 
work? 

 �  Developer: the people who made the game. Would be the equivalent 
of the author of the work; in the case of games developed by a team, 
it is preferable to name the team who made it. In some cases there 
may be more than one team developing the game in conjunction. 
Some people put the designer in this section, but that means making 
a value judgment about what authorship of a game means. 

 �  Year: when the game was released. In the case of virtual worlds, 
whose development is ongoing, or may have been available only 
for a limited period of time, the date indicates the year it started; if 
the virtual world is closed, it is useful to indicate the year it ended. 
Throughout this book, I have included a dash after the year to 
indicate that the world is still open, e.g.,  World of Warcraft  (2004–) .

 �  Platform, version: this is the equivalent to the edition of the book. A 
game may have different versions even for the same platform; e.g., 



Wrapping Th ings Up 

Sony re-releases bestselling games as “Game of the Year Edition.” This 
may mean the game has extra content, for example. 

 �  Publisher: who distributes the game in a specifi c area. The same game 
may have different publishers in different parts of the world, which 
may also mean that the game is a different version. 

 �  Release City/State and Country: these references have been handed 
down from printed sources; in the realm of digital media geographical 
locations seem less meaningful, particularly if the release is through 
online distribution. For consistency’s sake, here you should state the 
country where the game was acquired, which should be the country 
of the publisher. 

 �  Played day month, year: another inheritance, this time from web 
resources. In a web resource, this information was included in the 
reference to provide a timestamp of when the page was last available. 
In this case, it ensures that the writer has played the game recently, or 
at least played the game. The problem with this is that not all of us keep 
track of when we have played each game, or may not have the chance 
to replay it while writing and refresh our memory by looking at videos or 
reading walkthroughs. As we saw when in the discussion of secondary 
sources, there may be times when we cannot have played them because 
we do not have access to the games or the games referenced in our 
sources. Filling out this section proves that you have played the game; 
the practicality of this information with reference to research is unclear 
yet. This is information that is not included in the references here. 

 When you have to provide the reference to a digital game, and the style 
that you have to use does not accommodate software programs or games, 
use the list above to fi nd how a book would be cited, and fi ll it out with 
the equivalents above. It may be good to have a separate section for all the 
games (a “ludography” like the one at the end of this book) if the format 
allows it. If not, at times the citation format allows including the type of 
medium that you are citing. Current MLA formatting includes “Book” or 
“Film” as the last element—so including “Game” would fi t within the guide-
lines of the style. 

 In a way, non-digital games are easier to cite. Role-playing books can obvi-
ously follow the citation format of books. Commercial table-top games 
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usually have a designer ( inventor  in old-fashioned jargon) and a publisher/
year, as well as indicating diff erent editions. One invaluable resource to 
learn about the diff erent versions of a card or board game is the website 
Board Game Geek, where users maintain a large database of board games, 
including photos of diff erent editions of the same game.     

 Once your sources have been accounted for properly in your paper, it is now 
ready to go. 

 � WHAT	NEXT? 

 You may have noticed that this book is way longer than the assignment you 
have to write. Th is is because the goal of this book is not to help you write 
one essay, but to introduce you to how to write about games, whichever 
your discipline is. Writing about games, like any other skill, takes time and 
dedication. You will probably not get it right the fi rst time around. I cer-
tainly did not, and this book is the result of years of fi guring out how to write 
about games and then working with students. Th e advice here is meant for 
you to avoid some of the pitfalls that I have come across and that I have seen 
my students struggle with, so you can fi nd your own way to express yourself 
in writing. 

 Th is is the end of the book, but I would hope this is the beginning of your 
own way to fi nding more persuasive, engaging, and innovative ways to write 
about games. I will not be the one to write the sequel to this book—that will 
have to be you. 

 � NOTE 

   Th e portal to the community of Board Game Geek is http://boardgamegeek.
com/ (accessed December , ). 
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 Th is appendix includes a few examples of game analysis of the same game 
( Th e Secret of Monkey Island  ()) from diff erent standpoints: a review, a 
historical analysis, using the game as an example of specifi c theories, and a 
personal account. Th e fi rst analysis focuses on the remake of the game for 
iPad, whereas the historical analysis and the example of theories deal with 
the DOS version; the personal account is based on the Spanish translation 
of the game, using my own experience as a guide to understand the impact 
of the game on my generation.     Th e thesis statement of each analyses is in 
bold, so you can easily identify it. 

 Th ese are all short focused examples, which are closer to the kind of assign-
ments that one may do in an undergraduate class. Given its complexity, 
there is no sample of a game communities analysis here—you can refer to 
Appendix II to fi nd some exemplary discussions of game communities, as 
well as in the references to other works throughout the book. Th ese samples 
are all skewed towards design analyses too, partly because it is one of the 
aspects that other fi elds may not discuss in as much depth. 

 � SAMPLE	ANALYSIS	�
	JOURNALISTIC	REVIEW 

 Almost twenty years after its original release, the point-and-click adven-
ture game  Th e Secret of Monkey Island  () gets a facelift for current 
gaming platforms with new graphics and voice acting. Th is new version 
wants to attract new players to a classic game and allow fans of the genre to 
play it again on their new gadgets, the iPad in this case.  Th e game seems 
more geared towards players who have not played before, leaving the 
elements to please nostalgic players almost as an Easter egg.  

 Th e player is Guybrush Th reepwood, a wannabe pirate who arrives in Melee 
Island in order to learn his trade. Pirating is on hold, however. Th e ghost pirate 
LeChuck is now attacking pirate ships and turning their crews into his ghost 
slaves, so everyone is marooned until he is out of the map. Before Guybrush 

 Appendix�I 
 Sample Analyses 
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can face the ghost pirate, he has to pass the three trials that will qualify him as 
a pirate: master the sword, fi nd treasure, and steal a valuable idol. 

 Th e exploits of Guybrush Th reepwood are a referent in the history of video-
games. Many players still remember the lines, especially when learning how 
to swordfi ght turns into a battle of wits. Th e witty writing also trickles down 
to the puzzles, which are often amusing or surprising, and require the player to 
come up with off -the-wall solutions that still make sense in the context of 
the game. Although some of the puzzles and the interactions may feel old-
fashioned,  Th e Secret of Monkey Island  still retains all the charisma that has 
turned it into a recurrent in-joke in more recent games. 

  Th e Secret of Monkey Island: Special Edition  () is yet another re-release 
of classic adventure games for tablet PCs, such as  Beneath a Steel Sky  (). 
What sets  Monkey Island  apart is the complete overhaul of the pixilated 
graphics, which now sport a comic-book style, as well as a new graphical 
user interface. Th e new cartoonish style is closer to Telltale’s sequel  Tales 
of Monkey Island  (), rather than artist Steve Purcell’s original covers. It 
feels as if some graffi  ti artists have redone the graphics—a painterly styliza-
tion that seems to cover up the old graphics but does not quite fi t or provide 
depth, an awkwardness that will be more evident to those familiar with the 
early s version. 

 Th e hilarious dialogue is now delivered by voice actors; most of the cast has 
already worked in several of the sequels, which lends a nice continuity to 
the series. Listening to the dialogue demonstrates how well the writing has 
withstood the passage of time; although it is obvious that it was not origi-
nally written to be performed, it is still a delight to hear the actors 

 Th e renovated aesthetics are not the only shiny thing for new players—a new 
user interface and hint system adapt the mouse clicks into a touch interface 
that is more accessible to new players. Th e game selects the default action in 
most cases, so that if the player touches a closed door, the automatic action 
will be to open it. Some puzzles require actions that are a bit more com-
plex, such as giving an object to someone, or pushing/pulling objects, which 
requires using an action from the menu and then the object one wants to 
interact with. Th is means that the interface is more complex than games 
that use a native touch interface. Th e game requires a precision that touch 
interfaces do not quite allow—for example, early in the game, in the Scumm 
Bar, it can be tricky to fi nd the spot that allows going back and forth between 
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the front and back of the house. Overall, the user interface remake strikes 
a fi ne balance between old and new, although the touch interface can occa-
sionally get in the way. 

 Th e major addition to the game is the hint system, which gives the player 
pointers about what to do next. In a way, this feature is in keeping with 
the  Tales of Monkey Island,  where players can choose whether to get hints 
or not, and the game would detect when the player clicks around without 
knowing what to do; the hint is Guybrush thinking aloud what to do next. 
 Th e Secret of Monkey Island: Special Edition  is not as subtle: hold three fi n-
gers and a banner provides a hint; hold it again, and a huge arrow will tell 
you where to go. Although the original  Monkey Island  features fi nely set up 
puzzles for the most part and the solutions are mostly logical, some of the 
original clues may not be evident to those who do not usually play adventure 
games, hence the bold hints. 

 So what is left for the old-school fans? Th e new graphics can be a bit off -
putting, and the new interface may feel a bit strange. Th e “classic version” of 
the game is available but it is more of an Easter egg. Th e menus provide no 
indication of how to play the game in its original form; after some experi-
menting I found out that holding two fi ngers on the screen swaps between 
versions. Seeing the old pixilated graphics on the iPad screen is endearing, 
but the charm is fl eeting the moment one tries to play. Th e classic version 
keeps the cursor pointer, which the player needs to drag and then pat in 
order to imitate the click, making it practically unplayable on a touchscreen. 
Th ese unwieldy controls are probably the reason why there is no direct 
access to it, as if burying a feature that does not quite work. 

 In short,  Th e Secret of Monkey Island: Special Edition  is a worthy revisitation 
for the iPad game, and a must play as one of the cornerstones in the history of 
adventure games. For those who want to revive old days, the writing and the 
puzzles retain their allure, while the voice acting can enhance the charm; the 
new graphics can feel a bit alienating, but in the end it is a matter of preference. 

 � SAMPLE	ANALYSIS	�
	HISTORICAL	ANALYSIS 

 Adventure games have one of the longest traditions in digital games. Th ere 
are many milestones in this history:  Adventure  () is the fi rst game in the 
genre and gives it its name;      Mystery House  () is acknowledged as being 
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the fi rst adventure game with graphics.      Th e milestone that marks the 
design aesthetics of many of the point-and-click adventure games that 
encourage exploration are the games  Loom  and  Th e Secret of Monkey 
Island,   both released in . What started as a novel design philoso-
phy became a referent for adventure game designers in later years that 
still endures.  

  was the heyday of graphic adventure games. Th ere was a plethora of 
companies dedicated to adventure games on both sides of the Atlantic, such 
as Sierra On-Line, Legend Entertainment, and Coktel Vision. Other com-
panies were including adventure games as part of their catalogue, such as 
Access Software, Westwood Studios, or Delphine Software International.     
With so many developers devoted to the genre, the generalization of point-
and-click interfaces, and the continuous improvement of graphic and sound 
capabilities, every adventure game usually brought some innovation or 
improvement (as well as some failed experiments). It was an exciting time 
to be an adventure game fan, with so many topics and developers to choose 
from. 

 Th e games division of Lucasfi lm—later renamed Lucasarts—had also made 
some incursions in the genre, with  Labyrinth  () and  Maniac Mansion  
(); the latter was the first game to create a landmark.  Maniac Man-
sion  featured the SCUMM system (Script Creation Utility for Maniac 
Mansion), a development tool that made it easier to develop adventure 
games in a team and for multiple platforms.  Maniac Mansion ’s point-and-
click interface was another attempt at making the input of commands more 
accessible by allowing players to select them from a menu, and then clicking 
on the object or character they wanted to operate on. 

 SCUMM is the engine that both  Loom  (released in January ) and  Th e 
Secret of Monkey Island  (October ) use. While  Monkey Island  uses a 
command menu similar to that of  Maniac Mansion, Loom  turned the input 
command into a musical instrument. Th e lower part of the screen features 
a musical distaff  divided into segments; each segment would play a note 
when clicking on it. Rather than clicking on a command, players had to 
play a short melody as an incantation to perform the action, from open-
ing or closing things, to dying things green or white, or turning straw to 
gold. Th e player has to learn the magical melodies through the game, a novel 
mechanic at the time that has later appeared in games such as  Th e Legend of 
Zelda: Ocarina of Time  (). 



Appendix I: Sample Analyses 

 Both games stand out for their unusual fi ctional worlds.  Loom  takes place in 
a fantasy world where diff erent city-states are led by diff erent guilds, such as 
weavers or blacksmiths. Th e player is Bobbin Th readbare, a young weaver 
apprentice who is about to learn about his origins while the world is on the 
brink of the apocalypse.  Th e Secret of Monkey Island,   on the other hand, takes 
place in the Caribbean. Th e player character is Guybrush Th reepwood—
both games have protagonists with peculiar names—a young pirate appren-
tice who is learning his trade while all pirating has come to a halt, since the 
fearsome ghost pirate LeChuck threatens to turn any pirate ship crew into 
his ghost slaves. Th e two games share a coming-of-age premise, in which 
players learn about the world and grow along with their player characters. 

 What sets both  Loom  and  Th e Secret of Monkey Island  aside, however, is 
not their interface—other developers were coming up with their own point-
and-click solutions to make input more accessible; for example, Sierra On-
Line had deployed its Sierra Creative Interpreter (SCI) back in  with 
 King’s Quest IV: Th e Perils of Rosella.         Th e novelty was the design philoso-
phy, important enough to appear in the manual of both Lucas Film games. 

 We believe that you buy games to be entertained, not to be whacked 
over the head every time you make a mistake. So we don’t bring the 
game to a screeching halt when you poke your nose into a place you 
haven’t visited before. We make it clear, however, when you are in a 
dangerous situation. 

 We think you’d prefer to solve the game’s mysteries by exploring and 
discovering, not by dying a thousand deaths. We also think you like to 
spend your time involved in the STORY, not typing in synonyms until 
you stumble upon the computer’s word for a certain object. 

 Unlike conventional computer adventures, you won’t fi nd yourself 
accidentally stepping off a path, or dying because you’ve picked up a 
sharp object. There are a few dangerous situations where Guybrush 
can die, but to anticipate them takes a little common sense, not exces-
sive paranoia. Save the game when you think you may be entering a 
dangerous area, but don’t assume that every wrong step will result in 
death. Usually you’ll get another chance.  6   

 Th is design philosophy was an overt jab at the adventure game designs of 
other companies, specifi cally Sierra On-Line, which had turned killing the 
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player character into an art. In some of their series, such as  King’s Quest  
(–) or  Space Quest  (–), making the wrong move usually 
meant the player character died instantly. Whereas killing the player char-
acter is a clear way of telling the player that the action will not have any eff ect, 
it can be frustrating if one has not saved the game recently. In these Sierra 
games, there are times where the death seemed unwarranted because the 
player was just exploring, and it was not clear that the situation was danger-
ous. In some cases, the player character has to die in order to learn that some-
thing is not possible or is dangerous. For example, in  King’s Quest V,   released the 
same year as Loom and Th e Secret of Monkey Island, there is a cave full of 
treasure. Th e player can only take a brass bottle and one gold coin—trying to 
pick up any other treasure will kill the player character instantly because it 
is cursed. If the player spends too much time in the cave, it will seal off  and 
also again kill the player. Neither of these impending dangers are quite com-
municated to the player. 

 Both  Loom  and  Th e Secret of Monkey Island  allow players to explore and 
fi gure out how the world works, without having to save every fi ve minutes. 
Th is also means that at times players can wander around without knowing 
what to do next, because there is no feedback pointing to what they are 
missing or doing wrong. In the long run, this design approach also means 
an emphasis on exploring of the world, and letting the players fi gure out the 
puzzles and reveal the story at their own pace. 

 Th e jab at Sierra On-Line was not only in the manual of these games— Th e 
Secret of Monkey Island  took advantage of its comedic tone to include an 
irreverent joke about their competitor’s games. In the last act of the game, 
the player can fall from a cliff , which makes a “death screen” appear in the 
fashion of Sierra’s games. Th e card reads “Oh, no! You’ve really screwed up 
this time! Guess you’ll have to start over! Hope you saved the game!” After 
a few seconds in which players were in shock, the player character bounces 
back to the cliff  and says “Rubber tree.” Years later, Sierra would return the 
poke in the manual of  Space Quest V: Th e Next Mutation  () with a 
fi ctional job ad from “Scumsoft,” although rather than making fun of the 
design, they critiqued how overworked the Lucasarts game designers were, 
as well as their lack of profi ts. 

 In the end, the Lucasarts school of design seems to have prevailed: most 
point-and-click adventure games now let the player explore and do not force 
players to save constantly. Games such as  Ben Th ere, Dan Th at!  (), the 
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 Blackwell Legacy  (–) series,  Ceville  (), or  Botanicula  () 
emphasize exploration and let the player get the puzzles right on their own. 
It has become an identifi able aesthetic of adventure games, which allows 
establishing certain expectations from players. Also, not having to save con-
stantly seems to fi t better with how other genres deal with save games, since 
the auto save feature is becoming more common now thanks to game con-
soles and mobile platforms. Th is also means that there are other types of 
design aesthetics rising up in adventure games:  Kentucky Route Zero  () 
is an adventure game with no puzzles, focusing on exploration;  Th e Walking 
Dead  () features diffi  cult choices and time limits. Th e Lucasarts model 
has been very infl uential for many years, but it is also time for new design 
paradigms to appear. 

 �  SAMPLE	ANALYSIS	�
	GAMES	AS	EXAMPLES	
TO ILLUSTRATE	A	THEORY 

 Puzzles hold a special status in game design—whereas game designers often 
talk about systems and balancing, puzzle design means providing the player 
with a challenge that has one solution, and requires thinking rather than 
skills. Th ere are many diff erent types of game genres that incorporate puzzle 
elements, such as  Th e Legend of Zelda: A Link to the Past  (), which 
requires a specifi c sequence of events to open doors or reach a switch. In 
platform games such as  Rayman: Origins  () the player needs to get from 
the starting point of the level to the end by fi guring out the path, so that the 
player does not only need to have the skills to move on time, but also to plan 
the path in advance. 

 Adventure games thrive on puzzles, but most of them are of a diff erent 
type—the puzzles are part of the events of the story. Th e player has to give 
an object, fi x a machine, open a door, which are all events in the story. 
Th erefore, we can call this type of challenge  narrative puzzle,  which brings 
together literature and game design. Th e relationship between adventure 
game puzzles and literature or word play is not new: while Graham Nelson 
referred to interactive fi ction (a.k.a. text adventures, the origins of the genre) 
as “a narrative at war with a crossword”,     Nick Montfort has also traced the 
relationship between interactive fi ction and riddles.     

 Th e hybrid nature of narrative puzzles also makes them a prime source 
to understand how we think when we solve puzzles. Adventure games 
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encourage  insight thinking,  that is, the type of thinking that leads to 
new knowledge. With this analysis, we will demonstrate that narra-
tive puzzles can encourage all types of insight thinking, which is not as 
common in other genres. 

 In order to illustrate how narrative puzzles exemplify all these diff erent 
types, this analysis focuses on  Th e Secret of Monkey Island.  Th is game from 
 is particularly apt to illustrate this theory because of the variety of its 
puzzles; it is also a referent in the adventure game genre, with many of its puz-
zles having served as a template or inspirations to many games afterwards. 

 In this game, player is Guybrush Th reepwood, a wannabe pirate that arrives 
on Melee Island in order to learn his trade. Pirating is on hold, because 
the Ghost Pirate LeChuck is now attacking pirate ships and turning their 
crews into his ghost slaves, so everyone is marooned and cowering in fear. 
LeChuck has also fallen in love with Governor Elaine Marley, although she 
seems to have been able to keep him in check. Before he can face the ghost 
pirate or fi nd the words to talk to the Governor, Guybrush has to pass the 
three trials that will qualify him as a pirate: master the sword, fi nd treasure, 
and steal a valuable idol. 

 Before analyzing the puzzles, let us understand what  insight thinking  is 
and how it plays a part in solving puzzles. Puzzles are a mystery, an open 
question that the player has to answer.     When a player faces a puzzle, the 
key to coming up with a solution is using one’s knowledge in order to 
fi nd that piece of missing information. Th e moment the player fi gures 
out the piece of information is what we call the moment of insight, also 
known as the “a-ha” moment, or  Eureka moment  for those familiar with 
Archimedes’ story. 

 Th e knowledge to solve the puzzle usually belongs to a specifi c domain, such 
as carpentry, driving, or fi shing, to name but a few. In adventure games, the 
fi ctional genre of the game can appeal to specifi c domains.  Th e Secret of 
Monkey Island,  with its references to pirate stories and voodoo, relates to 
domain knowledge such as sailing, sword fi ghting, using magic, as well as 
other more mundane knowledge, such as cooking or economic transactions. 

 When the knowledge gets very specifi c, it may be the case that the play-
ers may not be familiar with it. For example, the fi nal puzzle of  Monkey 
Island  requires the player to fi nd a root to create a magic potion that will 
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defeat the ghost pirate LeChuck. Which potions are eff ective against ghost 
pirates is a domain that is not part of everyday knowledge, and it is limited 
to the fi ctional world of this particular game. Th erefore the game sets up this 
information so that the player knows that the root is the main ingredient the 
player needs to defeat the villain—in a cut-scene, the ghost pirate LeChuck 
asks his henchman to lock up a root, indicating that it may be something 
valuable; later on, the cannibals on Monkey Island tell the player character 
Guybrush that LeChuck stole the root from them and that the root is rare 
and they use it to make an exorcism potion. Without the root, they cannot 
concoct the potion to drive the ghosts away. Th is information provides the 
player with a goal (get the root) as well as with a solution to the problem of 
getting rid of a fearsome ghost pirate (make a potion with the root). 

 Setting up specifi c domain information like this is what sets  Th e Secret of 
Monkey Island  aside from other adventure games, where the information 
necessary to solve some puzzles was either really hidden or completely 
absent, requiring the player to guess what the designer was thinking, and to 
solve the problem with random actions in the hope that one thing would work. 
Bob Bates calls this a “designer’s puzzle,” which is a notorious game design 
element that many players associate with their frustrations with adventure 
games.     In  Th e Secret of Monkey Island,  we can fi nd the information needed 
to solve every puzzle somewhere in the world, as part of the dialogue or in 
the descriptions of objects; the information placement at times may be too 
subtle, particularly for players who believe that dialogue and descriptions 
are “fl avor text” rather than potentially useful information. 

 Once the domain has been identifi ed, coming up with the solution is much 
easier. It is a matter of identifying what specifi c information will help solve 
the puzzle—that is when insight happens. According to Sternberg, there 
are three diff erent ways in which insight thinking uses refl ective memory, 
which is the type of mental process that leads to fi nding the solution to a 
problem. 

 �  selective encoding: making apparently irrelevant information relevant; 

 �  selective comparison: using analogies and metaphors, in order to draw 
a non-obvious relationship between two pieces of information; 

 �  selective combination: combining two items in order to form a novel 
one.  11   
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 Selective encoding means that the information is hidden, often in plain 
sight, and the player has to decode the information to achieve insight. Th e 
example above which described how the game tells the player the key ingre-
dient of the potion to defeat LeChuck is an instance of selective encoding. 

 Disguising important information is what most adventure games do, since 
players need to have that information, but if it is too evident, it would not 
be a challenge, nor would players experience a moment of insight—they are 
told what to do and they just do it. 

 Selective comparison means fi nding similarities between two pieces of 
information, so that the insight derives from fi nding a new relationship 
between them. Th is type of insight thinking is one of the most obvious links 
between narrative puzzles and literature, since literary metaphors are an 
example of selective comparison. A metaphor represents an object or con-
cept (the  tenor ) in terms of another object or concept (the  vehicle ) that has 
some proximity or relation of similarity to it. For example, in the metaphor 
“three mouths to feed,” “three mouths” is a vehicle for the tenor “three peo-
ple.” Specifi cally, this type of metaphor is a synecdoche, where one part rep-
resents the whole. Riddles are often metaphors, where the riddlee needs to 
identify the tenor based on the vehicle. For example, in  Th e Hobbit,  Gollum 
poses this riddle to Bilbo: 

 This thing all things devours: 

 Birds, beasts, trees, fl owers; 

 Gnaws iron, bites steel; 

 Grinds hard stones to meal; 

 Slays king, ruins town, 

 And beats mountain down.  12   

 Given their relationship with literature, adventure games can also use met-
aphors that the player needs to read correctly. In a way, it is another way 
of hiding information; the diff erence lies in that the insight comes from 
realizing what the relationship between the information and the solution 
is. Th ere are multiple examples of selective comparison in the design of 
 Th e Secret of Monkey Island;  one of the most obvious happens early in the 
game. A circus needs a test subject to see if their cannon works—and Guy-
brush needs the money. Th e owners of the circus, however, will not let him 
take the job unless he provides his own helmet. Th e problem is that there 
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are no helmets on the island; however, a cooking pot where “someone has 
cooked a headcheese,” according to the description, is good enough. Th e 
circus runners agree that the pot is close enough, and give Guybrush the 
human bullet job. Here the similarity in shape and consistency between a 
pot and a helmet is the relationship that the player needs to draw in order 
to solve the puzzle. 

 Selective combination means incorporating two separate pieces of infor-
mation to obtain a new one. Th is type of puzzle is probably the most com-
mon in adventure games. For example, lock-and-key puzzles are a typical 
example—the player needs to fi nd the information that will provide access 
to a new location, such as a key, a password, or a disguise. In  Th e Secret of 
Monkey Island,  recipes are a clear example of selective combination. For 
example, the Governor’s House is guarded by a pack of fi erce poodles who 
chase away intruders. In order to get rid of them, the player must prepare a 
stew with meat and a special type of fl ower—by combining these two items, 
the player obtains the means to put the poodles to sleep and access the 
house. Incidentally, the game uses selective encoding to indicate that the 
fl owers are part of the recipe—the name of the fl owers is “caniche endormi,” 
which means “sleeping poodle” in French. 

 Sternberg’s types of insight thinking help us understand diff erent types of 
puzzles and how we reach the solution. Th ey also show how we resort to dif-
ferent kinds of thinking in order to solve puzzles, and how at times diff erent 
types of thinking can be combined every step of the way, each puzzle being 
a step closer to fi nishing the game. What is more, by understanding how the 
diff erent types of thinking work, designers can also understand better how 
to create their puzzles, by making sure that the design sets up the knowl-
edge the player needs to solve the puzzle, and by understanding how players 
may try to make sense of the puzzle. 

 Th ese types of insight also reveal the particularity of narrative puzzles, 
since they can require all three types of insight thinking. Selective com-
bination can be fostered through other types of puzzles, such as jigsaws, 
but the other two are more common and particularly apt for narrative 
puzzles. In particular, selective comparison puzzles are relatively rare 
in games outside of adventure games—they not only have strong ties to 
riddles as a narrative form, but are puzzles that require players to inter-
pret the information, in the same way that poetry can require readers to 
decode its metaphors. 
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 Puzzles in other videogames may be based on trial and error as well, as is 
the case for example of platform games, where the player may fi gure out 
the most effi  cient path after several attempts, each attempt providing incre-
mental information about how to reach the goal. Th is gradual way of fi gur-
ing out the path eventually leads to insight, but not quite as revelatory as 
fi guring out an adventure game puzzle, where the whole point is to make the 
connection between two pieces of information. 

  Th e Secret of Monkey Island  also exemplifi es how the moment of insight can 
be pleasurable, because at times, on top of being able to connect two pieces 
of information, the relationship is original and amusing. We saw this with 
the pot-as-helmet example—the image of using a pot as a security helmet 
is ridiculous, and yet selective comparison tells us it makes sense. Apart 
from the “a-ha” moment, the player also gets to see Guybrush being shot 
out of the cannon and crash into one of the circus’ tent poles, extending the 
pleasure of fi guring out the puzzle with a funny short scene. 

 Adventure games encourage a variety of insight thinking, as  Th e Secret 
of Monkey Island  demonstrates, whereas other genres may stick to one 
single type. On the one hand, this is probably due to the puzzle-driven 
nature of adventure games, where solving puzzles is the core mechanic. 
On the other, the fact that they are a story-driven genre links them to a 
tradition of other literary games, such as riddles or mystery stories. Th is 
richness of adventure games is often overlooked—it is games like  Monkey 
Island  that exemplify the range and nuance needed in the design of nar-
rative puzzles. 

 � SAMPLE	ANALYSIS	�
	PERSONAL	ACCOUNT 

 One of my favorite classes to teach is how writing dialogue can also be 
game design. I show two examples in that session—a repartee between 
Beatrice and Benedict from the fi lm version of Shakespeare’s  Much Ado 
About Nothing  (), and the sword fi ghting from  Th e Secret of Monkey 
Island  (). In this session, I get to demonstrate how my background in 
theater and fi lm is relevant to studying and making games, and how much 
I love both. Both works have a dear space in my heart, and have marked 
my professional career through the years.  Th e Secret of Monkey Island  is 
far from holding the canonical space in Western culture that Shakespeare 
does, but the way in which the game resonated with me when I fi rst played 
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it can explain its infl uence on other players and game developers, as well as 
its enduring appeal. 

 In  Th e Secret of Monkey Island,  I played as Guybrush Th reepwood, a young 
boy who wants to become a pirate. Th e action starts in Melee Island, where 
soon it becomes obvious there is something wrong. Pirating is on hold, and 
all the pirates are taking refuge at the Scumm Bar. Early in the game, we 
learn about how the ghost pirate LeChuck is now attacking pirate ships and 
turning their crews into his ghost slaves, so all the pirates are too scared to 
go sailing while he is around. Apparently, LeChuck has also fallen in love 
with Governor Elaine Marley, although she seems to have been able to keep 
him in check. Before he can face the ghost pirate or fi nd the words to talk to 
the Governor, Guybrush has to pass the three trials that will qualify him as a 
pirate—master the sword, fi nd treasure, and steal a valuable idol. 

 I belong to a generation of Spanish videogame players who grew up playing 
point-and-click adventure games, and who still remember the insults and 
their corresponding ripostes in the sword-fi ghting section of  Th e Secret of 
Monkey Island.  Th e game somehow made an impression on the collective 
minds of young Spanish players in the early s, as well as in other coun-
tries.  Why this game is such an important reference for me and for other 
people of my generation has to do with its accessibility, the world, and 
the writing.  

 Th e Lucasfi lm adventure games have had a stronger infl uence on Spanish 
players because they were translated into Spanish—the Sierra On-Line 
games, which are a stronger referent in the U.S., were translated into Italian, 
German, and French. Th e Castilian Spanish translations did not appear 
until a few years later— King’s Quest V  was the fi rst one in —and some 
of them were never translated, such as  Gabriel Knight: Sins of the Fathers  
(). In a country where dubbed fi lms are the norm and understanding 
English is a specialized skill, translating a game into the local language could 
take it rather far. At the time of playing the game Monkey Island, my English 
would not have been good enough to understand what to do. 

 Apart from the socio-economic circumstances,  Th e Secret of Monkey Island  
also managed to engage me as a young player in ways that now I realize are 
marks of the quality of the game. First of all, a game about pirates was rather 
unusual, even if it was not unique—I had played a graphical text adven-
ture based on Stevenson’s  Treasure Island  () a couple of years before. 
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Although the home computer games I played before that featured more var-
ied themes than most current games (from being a naughty child in  Jack 
the Nipper  () to a magical fairy in  Elidon  ()), wanting to be a pirate 
sounded exotic enough. 

 Th e writing is what really got me, though. Th e game is funny from the very 
fi rst scene, when the player character Guybrush Th reepwood appears on 
the scene: 

 Guybrush: “Hi! My name’s Guybrush Threepwood, and I want to be a 
pirate!” 

 Lookout: “Yikes! Don’t sneak up on me like that!” 

 Guybrush: “Er . . . I’m over this way.” (Turns out the lookout of the 
island is blind.) 

 Th ere is something about the absurd humor of the game that also translates 
well, from the blind lookout to the buff  pirate with two hooks for hands who 
is terrifi ed of his own parrot. It may have to do with the tradition of Span-
ish absurdist humor, where the jokes are based on off -the-wall references 
or changes of tone. Th e irreverence and casual tone of the game, where the 
characters speak more like one’s neighbor instead of having semi-literary 
aspirations, also fi ts in with how Spanish parody treats the myths from 
other cultures. Th is is particularly evident in comics: the Spanish response 
to James Bond is  Mortadelo y Filemón  ( Mort & Phil  in English), two clueless 
spies who can never get anything right; whereas the counterpart to Super-
man is  Superlópez,  a clumsy superhero who looks like a sour civil servant.     
Th e irreverence of Monkey Island and Spanish parody seem to be attuned to 
each other, in spite of coming from diff erent countries. 

 Perhaps the part that has made the game endure in the common memory of 
players, especially in Spain, is that many of us played it with other people. 
I  played most of the game and its sequel with my brother, side by side. 
Part of the fun is reading the dialogue aloud, which is even more enjoyable 
because it has a healthy range between being witty and silly. Since adven-
ture games are puzzle-driven, and depend on mental challenges rather than 
skills, we sat down and played together, giving suggestions and trying to 
solve the puzzles together. When we got stuck, we would ask other friends 
or family who had played for help. Th e game does lend itself to communal 
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play, so that the interpersonal experience reinforces the memories of deal-
ing with the challenges in the game. 

 Some of the friends and family that I exchanged tips with on the  Monkey 
Island  games are now jealous that I made a career that allows me to ana-
lyze and replay it and write about it for books. My view of the game is cer-
tainly biased, based on happy memories and personal enjoyment, so I have 
to remind myself to retain some critical distance. I have been lucky enough 
that the game is rich enough that it allows me to make the best of it and 
learn from it—something that I unfortunately cannot say of other games 
that I played before and after that. 

 � NOTES 

   I analyzed  Th e Secret of Monkey Island  for another article, with an analysis 
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 Th is is a list of diff erent game analyses which have been published in other 
sources, from books to journals. Th ese examples are more complex than 
what you are probably expected to do, and they use a wider array of building 
blocks. Th ese are the kinds of analyses that you can aspire to write once you 
feel more comfortable writing. 
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  AAA games  Commercial digital games with a very large budget, devel-
oped by large teams that are usually supported by large publishers. Th ey are 
distributed using mainstream channels and often are supported by sizable 
marketing campaigns. Th e term is usually used in opposition to  indepen-
dent games.  

  adventure games  Story-driven games, where the player controls a player 
character and the challenges are mostly puzzle-based, which are usually 
part of the story. Th e player needs to explore the fi ctional world of the game 
and experiment to gather information on how to solve the puzzle. 

  aff ordance  A term borrowed from psychology, it is the property of an 
item or artifact that allows us to carry out a specifi c action. For example, a 
padlock can be locked and unlocked, or a music volume slider allows us to 
turn the volume up or down. 

  alternate reality games  A cross-media game that blurs the boundaries 
between the game and everyday life. Alternate reality games use a vari-
ety of media technologies to create its fi ctional world, from websites and 
email to phone calls and physical artifacts. Games such as  Th e Beast,  tied 
to the fi lm  A.I.: Artifi cial Intelligence  (), and  I Love Bees,  tied to the 
release of the game  Halo   (), are two well-known examples of this 
type of game. 

  ARG  Th e acronym can refer to  alternate reality games  (see above) or 
 augmented reality games  (see below). 

  augmented reality games  Games that use digital technology to copy and 
augment reality, usually by capturing an image of the real world and provid-
ing a layer of information and interaction. For example, the Nintendo DS 
gaming console comes packaged with a set of games that allow players to see 
mini-games on top of fl at surfaces in the real world. 

 Glossary 
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  avatar  Th e confi gurable anthropomorphic representation that the player 
controls within the fi ctional world of a game. Th e player can change its 
properties, such as its appearance or statistics. Often used in opposition to 
 player character.  

  bracketing  A term borrowed from phenomenology, it is the process of 
suppressing the observer’s beliefs in order to study the essential qualities 
of the real world. In practical terms, this means being able to identify and 
separate our world view from the subject we are studying. 

  casual games   A type of game whose core mechanics are easy to pick 
up, features accessible interfaces (such as a touchscreen interface), and 
can be played in short, interruptible sessions. Casual games are also asso-
ciated with having a lower level of diffi  culty at the beginning, making 
them more friendly to new players; they often do not require specialized 
hardware to play them. Th e term is often used in opposition to  hardcore 
games.  

  checkpoint  A specifi c point in a game level where the player saves the 
game state when reaching it. Th e game is usually saved automatically. 

  choke point  A narrow, limited space in a game level that players are 
forced to go through in order to reach a goal. A choke point usually pro-
pitiates confl ict that players have to deal with, since it physically narrows 
navigation and coaxes the player to stick to the critical path. 

  core mechanic  One of the basic actions that a player has to perform 
repeatedly while playing a game. Every game usually has a set of core 
mechanics that make up a repertoire of actions. For example, the core 
mechanics of  Super Mario Bros.  () are  walk, run, jump,  and  pick up.  
Th rowing fi reballs and swimming although are both part of the mechanics, 
are not core mechanics because they are possible only in certain parts of the 
game. See also  mechanics.  

  critical distance  Refers to the process by which the writer/researcher 
carrying out a study separates himself from the object of study. Th e dis-
tance can be achieved through diff erent processes, such as not being per-
sonally invested in that object, or by tackling an event after a certain time 
has passed. See also  bracketing.  
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  critical path  In certain videogames, the optimum way of traversing a 
game from beginning to end, which game designers have anticipated and 
designed for. Th e term also refers to the gameplay events that players have 
to participate in by necessity. 

  DiGRA  Digital Games Research Association, an academic and profes-
sional organization that encourages the research of digital games and related 
phenomena and promotes the spread of that knowledge. Th e study is inter-
disciplinary, although the social sciences and the humanities are dominant 
in the types of research that the association promotes. 

  direct manipulation  A term introduced by Ben Shneiderman to defi ne 
the type of human–computer interaction that involves continuous represen-
tation of the objects that the user interacts with, and rapid, reversible, and 
incremental actions and feedback. In this type of interaction, the user can 
visualize the actions, and see immediately whether the action will be suc-
cessful or not, as opposed to a command line interface, where the player has 
to type the action and wait to see the result. 

  dynamics  A term from the MDA framework, it refers to the behaviors 
that take place in the game as it is being played; the system of the game in 
action, including the relationship between players and the system. 

  e-sport  Short for  electronic sport;  refers to competitive professional play 
of videogames. Th e genres that most commonly foster this type of play are 
fi rst-person shooters, fi ghting games, real-time strategy games, and mul-
tiplayer online battle arena (MOBA) games. E-sports favor games where 
players start at an equal level and can gain an advantage through their own 
prowess. 

  emulator  A virtual machine, that is, a type of program duplicates or imi-
tates the behavior of one computer system inside another computer system. 
In the study of games, emulators can allow access to certain games when the 
original hardware is not readily available. 

  fi ctional world  An imaginary world; in games, the world in which the 
actions and events of the game take place. Th e fi ctional world includes a 
space, the characters who inhabit it, and the actions and events that take 
place in it. 
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  fi rst-person shooter  A game genre where the core mechanic is shooting, 
and the world is seen from the point of view of the player character. Th e 
space is usually represented in a three-dimensional space. 

  FPS  See  fi rst-person shooter.  

  gameplay  Th e process of playing a game, that is, players interacting with 
the system or with each other. 

  gamer  Said of an individual who plays videogames, especially someone 
who plays them assiduously and for whom videogames are a way to defi ne 
themselves. 

  hardcore games  A type of game that requires signifi cant investment to 
play it, be it developing skills, investing time voluntarily, or purchasing spe-
cialized video gaming hardware. Th ey are often defi ned in opposition to 
 casual games.  

  independent games  Games—often digital—with a limited budget, devel-
oped by an individual or a small team, which do not count with a publisher 
or large publisher while they are being developed. Th ey tend to have limited 
distribution and/or marketing to promote them. Th e term is often used in 
opposition to  AAA games.  

  indie games   See  independent games.  

  interactive fi ction  A type of adventure game where the input to the game 
is exclusively textual; the representation of the fi ctional world is also done 
through text. Also known as  text adventure.  

  interface   (Usually  user interface. ) Th e material objects or visual repre-
sentation that serve as the point of communication between the player and a 
computer program. A mouse or game controller are diff erent types of hard-
ware interface between the player and the computer; a drop-down menu or 
a text prompt are software interfaces for the player. 

  kill screen  Th e fi nal level in a game before the software stops working. 
Specifi cally, they are the last possible playable stage that could be played 
in vintage arcade games from the s before a software glitch made the 
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program stop, since the game developers had not included any further 
stages after that. 

  LARP  See  live-action role-playing.  

  level  A spatial segment of a videogame, separate from the rest of the 
game, which has at least one goal. 

  level design  Th e discipline in game development that consists of confi g-
uring the layout and item distribution within a level. Th e term also refers to 
the fi nal result of creating a level. 

  live-action role-playing  (Usually abbreviated as  LARP. ) A type of non-digital 
role-playing game where the players enact the actions of their characters in 
the fi ctional world. It brings together games with improvisational theater. 

  masocore  A type of game that is very or excessively diffi  cult, and forces 
players to fail repeatedly in order to learn how to play; the gameplay consists of 
continuing trial and error. Th e term is a portmanteau word that combines 
“masochist” and “hardcore.” 

  meaningful play  Actions that the player is allowed to carry out and that 
have a consequence, either because they change the game state or because 
they provide a reward to the player. Dusting off  a Chess piece is not mean-
ingful, whereas moving a rook along a fi le where there are no other pieces in 
the way to get to a checkmate position is a meaningful movement. 

  mechanics  . Th e rules of the game that refer to what the player can do, 
as opposed to the parts of the game system that act independently of player 
input. See also  core mechanic.  . According to the MDA framework, the 
data representation of the game, its rules. 

  MMOG  Short for massively multiplayer online game. 

  MMORPG  Short for massively multiplayer online role-playing game. 
Th is game genre allows for large numbers of players to play and interact 
with each other in a virtual world, usually by controlling an  avatar.  

  narrative design  Th e game development discipline that combines game 
design with storytelling, so that the game elements and progress are framed 
and can be understood as a story. 
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  non-player character  A character in the fi ctional world that is not con-
trolled by the player, but rather by the computer or the game master (in the 
case of a table-top role-playing game). 

  platform  In videogames, the system that runs the game. Although it is 
often identifi ed with the hardware in which the game is played, platform can 
also refer to the operating system (e.g., Windows ) or a specifi c standard 
software (e.g., an Internet browser). 

  platform game  (Also known as  platformer. ) A game genre where the player 
controls a  player character,  and the challenge consists of traversing a  level  
from beginning to end by jumping between elevated platforms and avoiding 
obstacles. Th e  core mechanics  of this genre are running and jumping. 

  platformer  See  platform game.  

  player character  Th e non-confi gurable anthropomorphic representation 
that the player controls within the fi ctional world of a game. Th e player can-
not change its properties, since they are usually determined by the design. 
Often used in opposition to  avatar.  

  port  Th e version of a game for a platform that is diff erent from the one it 
was originally developed for. It usually requires translating and adapting the 
game for the new target platform. 

  power-up  A game item that provides the player with an advantage or 
additional ability to tackle the challenges of the game, often for a limited 
period of time. For example, in  Super Mario Bros.  (), a mushroom 
grows the player character to twice its size, allowing it to jump higher and 
destroy bricks. In  Doom  (), fi rst-aid kits help to restore health. 

  primary source  A source of information that is original and has not been 
modifi ed or distorted. In game studies, playing a copy of the original game 
is considered a primary source. 

  procedural generation  In programming, the use of algorithmic pro-
cesses to create content during the runtime of the program, rather than as 
pre-generated content in the form of data. 

  procedural rhetoric  According to Ian Bogost in  Persuasive Games: Th e 
Expressive Power of Videogames,  the use of computer processes in order to 
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create persuasive arguments, where the system embodies a set of values that 
the player interacts with. 

  role-playing game  A game genre, both digital and non-digital, where the 
players take on the roles of characters in a fi ctional world; the challenges 
of the game and the way that the players tackle them become a narrative. 

  RPG  See  role-playing game.  

  save game  A videogame feature that allows players to keep the state of 
their progress to be able to revisit the game at a later time. 

  secondary source  A source of information that provides an interpreta-
tion or modifi cation of the original material we need for research. In game 
studies, a walkthrough of a game is a secondary source, in lieu of actually 
playing the game. 

  serious games  A type of game whose goal is to have an eff ect on everyday 
life, be it to educate or persuade players to change their behavior. 

  space of possibility  Th e potential actions and events in a game; what the 
player could do and the potential results of those actions, as opposed to 
actual specifi c actions that have already been carried out. 

  survival horror  A game genre that uses the horror genre as an inspiration 
for its fi ctional world and its events, in which the resources to fi ght enemies 
back are scarce. It is the one videogame genre where the fi ctional world is 
part of what defi nes it. 

  text adventure  See  interactive fi ction.  
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