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Foundations of a Theory of Machinima

Throughout Western history, when innovations in technology lead to new forms of media, an interesting pattern emerges: the technology is often first used to record existing media/communications, and only over time is its capacity for rich expression discovered. When writing first gained traction in the ancient world, for instance, in Greece around 700 B.C.E,
 it was used to record oral discourse
 and provide a mechanism for simple recordkeeping
; written discourse, and the birth of new disciplines of thought, most notably philosophy, appeared centuries later, around the time of Plato.
 In the nineteenth century, controversy erupted with the arrival of photography as to whether it constituted an art,
 the implication again is that it was understood primarily as a pure recording device. When Thomas Edison invented the phonograph, he envisioned that it would be used to record phone conversations.
 Early uses of film, especially the works of the Lumière brothers at the end of the nineteenth century, also simply recorded reality.
 Likewise, one of the earliest uses of the television was to show the actors of a radio play read their scripts in front of a microphone. It is therefore not surprising the machinima emerged as an unexpected side-effect of a record feature built into 1994’s Doom and popularized in 1996’s Quake and many games since.
 Nor is it surprising that at this stage of its development as a medium, simply recording events of interest remains one of its primary functions. 

Implied in the preceding summary is a view of a medium as a communication form with the capacity to alter or enhance human perception or experience of reality, as well as to express new messages.
 Moreover, it also implies that the early history of a medium is a (usually messy) progression from the mere recording of prior forms toward a form that imposes its own meanings on reality that has the capacity to enrich human experience and communication. One way to describe critically how people and media interact to transition from mere recording to a more sophisticated aesthetic state is to explore the emergence of a medium as the history of a confrontation between the agency of its technology and the intentions and responses of the humans/artists who use them. This strategy assumes that a medium is not merely a container for a message,
 but neither does it go so far as to suggest that the medium denies its human producers and consumers any agency of their own. Rather, we believe that the encounter between new technology and human expression has the potential to push a medium dialectically toward a richer, more expressive aesthetic. 

Defining such an aesthetic is a thorny philosophical problem in its own right, but drawing from the tradition of Western aesthetics, we operationally use an eclectic notion that we believe represents a reasonably mainstream notion of the aesthetic: The “aesthetic” arises when a referentially complex and cognitively rich,
 pleasurable
 symbolic expression is experienced
 in a “dense” or “significant” form.
 The key notions here are the formal density of the expression, the richness of its contents available to cognition, and the emotional or physical pleasure it arouses in the consumer through the experience of the composition. The intent of this paper is both to develop a better understanding of how the dialectic conflict between the pressures that machinima platforms exert and artistic responses to them give rise to aesthetic innovations, and also to propose an interpretive set of strategies for machinima criticism and aesthetics. 

Machinima authoring platform pressures can be divided into two categories. Where the platforms share common characteristics, they contribute to the formation of general characteristics of what might be called the “machinimatic language.” For example, all of the major machinima platforms today have reasonably sophisticated virtual camera controls; this camera combined with video editing software gives machinima the resources to reproduce the common cinematic patterns, such as master shot-cutaway and shot-reverse patterns, that define the grammar of cinematic language.
 The second category includes instances where peculiarities of individual machinima platforms lead to characteristics typical only of machinima films made with those tools. For instance, individual shots in The Movies are selected from a master list of shots, all of which are of a predetermined length; in contrast, shots in Halo are set up by the player-filmmaker and run as long as she or he wants them to. As a result, the range in shot lengths in machinima films made in The Movies is much lower than the range from Halo machinima. Such differences matter, because technical characteristics of shots significantly impact film meaning: for instance, film theorists such as André Bazin have argued that shots done in long takes with deep focus better reveal reality in all of its ambiguity, encouraging the audience to work harder to interpret the film, than films that emphasize the quick cuts of montage, which present reality in a prepackaged, pre-interpreted way.

Once we gain an understanding of ways that platforms generally and specifically shape the artifacts produced with them, we are in a better position to understand how artists working in the platforms respond to these pressures. Salen and Zimmerman write that “machinima producers deconstruct the game in order to play with it.”
 We argue that in doing so, both the game/platform and the artists share the agency of the end result, and moreover that the ways the platform and artist share the agency deeply affects the created work. We distinguish among three artistic responses to the pressures platforms exert: 

· Artists can succumb to the pressures of the platform, reproducing without adding much to its existing forms and meanings.

· Artists can resist the platform’s pressuring effects and subvert its form and meanings, often with symbolic forms borrowed from other arts.

· Artists can extend the platform’s pressuring effects, building on them to create a fuller language of expression. 

The first response, the artist’s succumbing, often yields less interesting machinima films, but it also most visibly reveals the pressures of the platform to the critic. The second and third responses (resistance and extension) are often the locus of innovation, which contributes to the emergence of a machinima aesthetic. Thus, all three responses are of interest to criticism, albeit for different reasons. 

Towards a Methodology for Machinima Criticism

Studying an emerging art form presents a number of challenges. Not only is a critical language unavailable for the specific medium, but the medium itself lacks the stability on which most theorists prefer to ground their ideas. Machinima has changed quite a bit in the last two years and doubtless will continue to innovate over the next several years. If a theory is to retain any relevance beyond the slice of time during which it was developed, it must be able to cope with such instabilities. In this section, we present and justify the critical methodology we developed. The following is an overview of our critical methodology:

1. Develop machinima literacy.

2. Systematically study the platforms as production tools.

3. Systematically study a representative sample of films as cultural artifacts.

4. Compare the platforms and representative movies, especially in light of the three ways artists can respond to the platform’s agency (succumbing to, resistance to, and extension of).
As we elaborate below, this approach provides a framework flexible and systematic enough to gain insight into the complex relationships between platform/medium agency and artistic response.

developing machinima literacy

The best strategy for gaining machinima literacy is, of course, to watch a large number of and diverse types of machinima. Finding a good sample of films among the thousands of machinima available on hundreds of sites is a challenge. However, many machinima are presented online in ordered interfaces, such as most- to least-recent uploads, or most- to least-popular downloads. Also, many machinima sites have community review and automated recommendation systems. These features make it easier to find influential movies and identify historical trends. The sites themselves are of interest as well. Interesting glimpses at the communities’ responses to machinima can be found in the about pages, forums, and any statistics (such as number of films, number of downloads, or number of community members). Many sites organize machinima films into genres, and the construction of genres—which amounts to an implicit, albeit amateur, genre theory—is of interest in its own right. Also accompanying the films are descriptions, usually written by their authors, about the films, and in some cases, viewer reviews (which often include amateur criticism, also of interest in its own right). 

Another strategy we recommend to improve machinima literacy is to develop machinima films oneself. We bought and/or downloaded many of the machinima authoring tools ourselves and produced machinima with them. This, along with studying manuals, tutorials, and FAQs, is the best way to discover how the tools actually operate. Even the most basic experience with tools leads to deeper insights or avenues of inquiry: For example, the Source engine, on which Half-Life 2 is built, contains a facial expression editor; Halo’s protagonist has no face (rather, it is hidden behind a mask) and therefore no affordances for controlling facial expression. One might hypothesize that Half-Life-produced machinima will feature more close-up shots, traditionally used to communicate character emotion, than Halo machinima; such a hypothesis is empirically verifiable, and indeed seems to bear out in the data we collected for this study.

a framework for the analysis of machinima platforms

Machinima viewing and producing literacy helps the critic identify trends and issues worth further exploration, but it does not provide any methodological approaches to continue that exploration. Our interest was to explore the nature and significance of machinima platform agency, and to do so, we sought a disciplined approach to the study of the operations of the platforms. This approach we constructed by gathering existing production technologies and practices in three precursor media arenas: film,
 digital animation,
 and video games (from the player’s, rather than the game developer’s, perspective).
 

For each major platform that we studied, we compiled a descriptive analysis of the following platform production characteristics:

· Camera. Virtual camera placement and controls, ability to control camera independently of actors, default camera distance from actors, presence of an HUD, and the ability to use interpolation to create smooth tracking shots.

· Acting. The ratio of in-game actors to real-world filmmakers and running clients as well as the availability of controls for emotive gestures and facial expressions.

· Mise-en-scène. The options for filmmakers to create, import, and/or position props; the world’s overall thematic setting and its ability to be altered; the presence and accessibility of object/behavior libraries; the visual appearance of textures; ability to control, introduce, or edit sounds; and the options for placing, manipulating, and animating lighting.

· Filming and animation. Real-time versus constructed from premade animation-units, presence of a timeline for organizing shot/animation sequences, ability to edit actors and objects independently of one another.

· Digital transfer. Features for outputting game play to video.

· Community. The community’s general awareness and participation in machinima culture, community support mechanisms for aspiring machinima filmmakers, the game/platform’s presence at machinima.com, and the existence of “canonical” films in that platform’s oeuvre. 

This framework represents an attempt to capture the major inputs to a machinima film that are mediated by the platform itself. 

We emphasize community during analysis of production platforms for a number of reasons. Most communities self-organize around platforms; that is, it is easy to find entire sites devoted to a single platform’s machinima, and where sites exist that host many forms of machinima (e.g., machinima.com), the movies and FAQs themselves are organized by platform. In addition, recent research has shown that social network structures correlate to the development of genres in amateur multimedia.
 This finding, along with our work on the platform’s role in determining the directions of machinima authoring, suggests a relationship among platforms, communities, and genre formation. More importantly, every platform we studied had at some point or other been modded by its community; therefore, the design of the platform itself is connected to its adaptation in communities. In the Halo community, for example, members were frustrated by the onscreen presence of its HUD during shooting as well as their own inability to create custom maps. Soon, mods, such as Halo CE, were released that made it possible to remove the HUD and create custom maps; further, mod releases are typically accompanied by FAQs and even video tutorials on their use.

a framework for the selection and study of machinima films

To understand the relationships between platform and artifacts, a collection of artifacts needs to be analyzed as well. Because our artifact analysis is time-consuming, we selected what we considered to be a representative subset of machinima films. To obtain a representative set, we used a number of objective and subjective criteria, including the following: genre (as defined on the site), length, user ratings, download numbers, canonical status in the community, production type (which we define momentarily), and overall quality. Such a selection process is guided by the judgment of the critic, another reason machinima literacy is an important prior step. The collection we used for detailed analysis broke down as follows: ten The Movies films, eight Halo films, seven World of Warcraft films, six Half-Life 2 films, five Unreal films, five Second Life films, two Machinimation films, and two Virtual Stage films, for a total of 45 films. 

One of the major selection criteria was the machinima production type. Early in the study, we distinguished among four categories
 of machinima production:

· Pure game: Machinima shot in this category are recorded from the game itself, as packaged. Unmodded Halo, Unreal, and World of Warcraft machinima are produced in this category. 

· Hybrid: Games that also include interfaces for the creation of machinima, such as unmodded copies of The Sims 2 and The Movies fall into this category.

· Mods: Machinima films that are made with modded games, such as Garry’s Mod for Half-Life and Halo CE, fall into this category.

· Pure tool: Machinima films produced in pure authoring tools, such as Virtual Stage and Machinimation, which are not games at all, fall into this category.

It is important to recognize that a given platform, such as World of Warcraft, may be used to create games in more than one category. The categories, therefore, are used to group individual films, not entire platforms. Our selection of films for the systematic study intentionally included films across all of the categories. Also, only four films were selected from the pure tool category, because they were the only four we were able to find.

To analyze the films, we wrote up structured descriptions of each film. Once again we took inspiration in our construction of the descriptive framework from an eclectic tradition of theory. Media, film, and literary theory from the twentieth century onward tends to incorporate (albeit with different emphases) the following kinds of issues: production technologies and methods, formal concerns, rhetorical strategies, authorial intention/biography, social/ideological functions, and audience reception. We strove, in our framework, to reflect these concerns. We tried not to privilege one theoretical tradition over another in this process, because it is not clear which, in the end, will inform machinima in the most critical ways. Nonetheless, film theory in its present form is the most immediately portable for describing machinima.

Our primary approach to the study of the artifacts was semiotic, because semiotics provides a critical vocabulary that is more or less medium-agnostic. In addition, a long tradition in film semiotics connects ways that semantic and syntactical phenomena relate to one another. Table 1 summarizes some of the characteristics we described for each film.

Table 1. Summary of Analytical Framework for Machinima Artifacts

	Semantic
	Syntactic
	Community and Ideology

	· Plot, characters

· Setting, props

· Narrative/non-narrative

· Generic characteristics

· Paradigmatic and syntagmatic connotations

· Number and type (e.g., wide, close-up) of shots
	· Film duration

· Use of temporal manipulation (e.g., accelerations, replays, slow motion)

· Relationships between sound and video 

· Use of parallel editing

· Use of deep versus shallow focus

	· Threat to society (if applicable)

· Use of determinate versus indeterminate space

· Self-reference to own platform and/or community

· Social nature of production



This framework gave us a sizable collection of data, some of which, such as counts of shot types, we input into spreadsheet form to allow for analysis, while the rest remained in prose. Though semiotics distinguishes among these categories (e.g., semantic, syntactic, and pragmatic), nonetheless each of the characteristics is deeply interrelated; that is, certain syntactical structures correlate to certain kinds of semantic meanings within a given community.

comparative interpretive analysis

The twin studies of platforms and artifacts provide the data needed to explore how the respective agencies of the platforms and artists interacted. This analysis is highly interpretive and therefore difficult to prescribe. Instead, we offer a sample reading of three Halo machinima films to illustrate how it might proceed. 

Three Responses to Halo: A Reading

We chose the three Halo films discussed below primarily because each largely represents one of the three ways we earlier identified that an artist can respond to the agency of the platform: succumbing to the pressures, resistance to them, and extension of them. 

halo as a machinima authoring platform 

Halo is a first-person shooter that takes place on a mysterious unnatural life-supporting ring that surrounds a distant planet. Halo’s rather minimal backstory is a science-fiction cliché: three intergalactic alliances battle for supremacy, each divided from the other by race and language, and enemies for no apparent reason. Players take the role of Master Chief, a massive cyborg warrior and ally of the humans; his face is obscured behind a mask and his person is largely unreadable as well. He has few gestures available to him that can be used to express his emotional responses to the events in which he finds himself. 

The settings in which play occurs involve spaceships and strange, colorful lands with futuristic alien architecture, which vaguely resembles contemporary industrial sites, without the pollution or crowds. Exotic geological structures and vehicles contribute to the environment. Without mods, players have no ability to customize maps or import/position props. Even with mods, constructing sets is non-trivial, and most machinima films that we have seen do not significantly alter the look or feel of the Halo settings. Options to control sound and lighting are minimal and custom lighting/sounds are not a significant part of Halo machinima.

Filming in Halo is relatively easy for small groups, because they can access private multiplayer servers, choose a map, and do what they want. As a first-person shooter, the camera is fixed inside the player’s head, so in many Halo films, designated camera operators capture, but do not participate in, the action. Shots are, therefore, generally eye-level. Action occurs in real-time, so either shots must be carefully staged and executed or they come across like amateur video. 

“prisoner of war”: succumbing to the platform 

The first film we consider is “Prisoner of War,”
 a low rated Halo film in which two Master Chief characters, one in white and one in black armor, encounter an alien Elite after an invasion. At first they try to communicate with the Elite, but he screams gibberish back at them and attacks. A chase scene, set to a heavy metal soundtrack, follows, in which different areas of the map are shown. The black Master Chief is killed, leading to a showdown between the white one and the alien Elite. After a dramatized face-off, the alien charges and is killed by the white Master Chief. The tone of the film is a humorless action adventure, more or less like Halo itself. Thematically, this film also recapitulates much of Halo: The machinima film is set just after a military invasion and involves a clash between two races that can only be resolved in inarticulate violence; the significance of the fact that the black Master Chief is killed and the white Master Chief is victorious also raises some questions about racial symbolism in Halo. The plot and mostly voiceless characters fit in with, without adding anything to, the existing Halo myth.

On the production side, the influence of Halo is also palpable. The credits list three actors and one filmmaker as participants in the project. That one of the participants was a camera operator is a common strategy for Halo machinima. However, whereas higher quality Halo machinima uses Hollywood-style camera positions, master shots, cutaways, and a reliance on non-moving shots to separate the camera operators from the action, the camera operator in “Prisoner of War” often inadvertently becomes part of the action. This is important, because when the operator is separate from the action, the illusion is created of a disembodied virtual camera, and the viewer relates to the depicted action as a voyeur;
 when the camera operator participates, his embodiment as a Master Chief and player becomes foregrounded, bringing the viewer into the action. In “Prisoner of War,” the camera operator’s unwitting participation is visible in several instances: with the exception of a cinematic establishment shot at the beginning, every single shot is at eye level; the camera operator follows his actors around corners in long, jerky takes; in one shot that tracks across the set, the camera bounces up and down as the operator steps over railroad tracks; most importantly, in the climactic confrontation between the hero and villain, the killing of the alien occurs offscreen because the operator gets too close to the action, loses the shot, and spends a few seconds looking around for the now vanquished alien. Halo’s placement of the camera in the head of the player, who is bound to the physics of the game, determines many of the shots taken in this film. The result is that the viewer sometimes relates to the action as a disembodied voyeur and sometimes as an embodied player, and the transitions back and forth are jarring. 

This film throws into relief some of the issues that Halo filmmakers have to deal with, if they are to do more than ape the platform’s clichéd science fiction action theme (which is more excusable for a game than for a narrative film), blandly depict its faceless hero, and burden its “camera” with a humanoid body subject to physics (and gunfire!).

“to heaven”: resisting the platform 

The next film we consider is a music video shot in Halo, which has a radically different approach to the pressures created by Halo: resistance. “To Heaven”
 is a music video with an artsy cinematographic touch and a theme of pensive sadness. The film depicts the violent death of a Halo Master Chief character through a frame tale; in the middle, the main part of the film, is a sequence in which the soldier walks among other people and places that vanish as he nears them. The soundtrack is a melancholic acoustic “In the Deep,” sung by Kathleen [Bird] York. Thematically, rather than glorifying battle, this video explores the experience of death as the loss of all one’s social contacts, one-by-one. In the final shot, as the broken body of the soldier lays on the ground and the song fades away, blue particles rise (Figure 1), in a possible reference to the soul-release featured in several high-profile scenes in Final Fantasy X, completing the promise of the title (“To Heaven”) and offering a pleasing, if melancholic, conclusion to the video. 
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Figure 1: In “To Heaven’s” final shot, blue particles (added in postproduction) rise from the body of the fallen soldier.

Perhaps even more interesting than its thematic resistance to Halo, this music video stands out in its visual resistance as well. While Halo is typically well lit and filled with bright, saturated colors, this video is shot on a campaign map, as opposed to the more commonly used multiplayer map, possibly in part because it takes place at dusk. Most of the shots occur in the shadows, creating a soft light effect that also dulls the colors and supports its message. A subtle filter appears to have been added in post-production, which gives the video a diffuse quality as well. In addition, while most of the shots are at the default Halo eye level, a number of the shots are taken looking down on the protagonist, diminishing him, while none of them are taken from below, which would magnify him. This video is also one of the rare Halo machinima—indeed rare machinima of any variety—that includes extreme close-ups and shots with soft focus, both of which express the affect of the protagonist, as do some creative gesture animations. In addition, the filmmaker added heavy motion blurs in postproduction to the framing (beginning and end) death sequences, making the violent crash dreamlike and distant. Pointing simultaneously to Halo (and Final Fantasy X), cinematic dream sequences, and fears of isolation; and taking the form of a music video with a nested narrative, “To Heaven” creates a symbolically sophisticated experience for the viewer.

Interestingly, this video has not been particularly embraced by its community. Despite a glowing introduction and recommendation from the site hosts, who gave it a 5-star rating and praised its unique take on Halo, the site users have given it only 3 stars, and its download count, while higher than average for that site, is hardly extraordinary. Metz, following de Saussure, writes that because a semiotic system is shared by a community, even though it can change, it cannot change overnight; utterances that deviate too far from the code cannot be understood. Instead, to innovate, the artist must use the code cleverly.
 Is Jamie98s’ confrontation of Halo simply ahead of its time, or has he pushed the machinimatic language of Halo towards an idiolect? 

“red vs. blue: episode 39”: extending the platform 

Among the earliest and most popular machinima of all time, the Red Vs. Blue series
 has completed at the time of this writing more than 75 episodes. It carries many of the themes of Halo, including the military setting and action-orientedness, but it adds to Halo a complex comic story. Halo—especially multiplayer Halo—features endless combat, which while fun to play in its own right, serves little narrative purpose. Game play, rather than story, rules Halo.
 Instead of trying to retell a Halo action story, as many especially weaker Halo machinimas do, Red Vs. Blue builds on the pointlessness of game combat to push it into a loving parody. Its opening episode features an existentialist discussion among a couple of its characters about why they are trapped in an exitless gulch locked in a death-battle with an unknown enemy. One reason the humor hits home is because it describes Halo quite accurately but it also surprisingly echoes our own condition (especially as described by existentialist philosophy
), born without our consent into an absurd world of conflict. Another aspect of the humor is its self-referentiality. For example, Episode 39 features a play-within-a-play narrative structure, in which two of the characters teleport into a random gulch and find another pair of red and blue teams battling it out, over and over. As the enactment parodies multiplayer battle scene and their social interaction—from complaints about camping to players squabbling over kills, all spoken in leet-speak—the main characters witnessing the action fail to grasp that they reenact the same conflict in their own space. Of course, by extension, the episode makes its viewers wonder as they watch the extent to which Red Vs. Blue is an allegory of their own lives. 

Red Vs. Blue also exploits, rather than falls victim to, the facelessness of its protagonist. Instead of depicting their characters as stereotypically manly heroes, as do many of the lower quality Halo films, the writers make use of Master Chief’s facelessness as a blank canvas on which to paint each character into a unique and largely comic personality. In the machinima, characters are distinguished by their armor color and voice actors. Characters persist and develop across episodes, resulting in sophisticated (if silly) personal histories, which only deepen with further episodes.

From a production standpoint, Red Vs. Blue successfully distances its camera operators from the action, such that it looks like a television sitcom filmed from invisible, disembodied cameras. Shots are taken from a variety of angles, suggesting that the camera operators climbed on top of props or squatted in depressions to get different-angled shots (Figure 2). Shot-reverse shot parallel editing is common, and camera movement is minimized, ensuring that each shot is well composed. Evidence of scripting and storyboarding abounds, with the juxtaposition of consecutive shots often forming the basis of its humor. The Halo game camera, in the embodied participatory sense, has been thoroughly suppressed with these techniques and given its filmmakers a flexible camera that not only depicts the action/dialogue, but which also establishes viewers as voyeurs of that to which the filmmakers direct their attention, helping to shape their responses to the events.
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Figure 2: Red Vs. Blue’s carefully composed shots give no indication of the embodiment of the game camera. 

As this brief reading of the three films as responses to Halo’s agency as a platform illustrates, aesthetic characteristics do indeed emerge in the course of going beyond merely recording presented reality. Whether Jamie98s’ resistance or Red Vs. Blue’s extension of Halo’s themes, formal structures, and production affordances is the future of Halo machinima is hard to tell; both offer viable directions, and the two are not mutually exclusive. In what follows, we explore the two responses likely to result in aesthetic innovation—resistance and exploitation/extension—across several different platforms in an attempt to understand machinima’s aesthetic trajectories more generally.

Aesthetics of Resistance: Subversions and Appropriations

Like Halo, Unreal is a science-fiction-inspired, futuristic first-person shooter. As such, it also features scarcely motivated violence. The senselessness of shooter violence poses an interesting problem for machinima filmmakers. For shooters to function as replayable games, they need to provide endless opportunities for combat, and the diegetic motivation for the combat can be paper-thin, because the true motivation is non-diegetic: it’s fun to shoot things. To the extent that machinima typically function as narrative films, depicted actions are assumed to have diegetic, causal explanations and resolutions.
 This contradiction, and ways to deal with it, become a common theme in machinima, especially in action-oriented platforms, such as Unreal and Halo. 

A film that embodies this contradiction is “Bot,”
 an Unreal machinima about a bot that is brought in existence, along with innumerable others, to fight and to die. However, this bot, who is mute yet gesturally quite expressive, questions the need to fight, turns his back on his fate, and instead ventures away from the control center to explore the world into which he was thrown. As he walks through a futuristic complex, which combines the visual elements of a factory and the inside of a computer, he eventually finds his way to a beautiful forest and fountain, apparently signifying his emancipation from the Unreal death-cycle into which he has been born. As he enjoys the green space, he realizes, in fact, that this green space is nothing other than a different game map, and that he has run away from one instance of a map only to find another, at which point he surrenders his life. As his body fades in standard video game fashion, it leaves behind a power-up, signifying his reabsorption into video game combat meaninglessness. In the closing shots, the power-up he dropped is picked up by a combatant amid a scene of pointless frenetic battle, and the camera pulls away from the action emphasizing the “mappiness” of the world as just another Unreal level.

“Bot” resists Unreal in several ways. Perhaps the most conspicuous is its pacing, which is quite slow; the film exceeds 25 minutes, making it longer than most other machinima, and it develops very slowly, with the bot walking and pausing frequently. His travels are lonely: he encounters no other sentient being from the time he leaves his preprogrammed march toward battle at the beginning and his death at the end. The machinima also features unusually expressive gestures for a machinima film, which enables the protagonist, a nameless bot, to express doubt, confusion, curiosity, and wonder—certainly not emotions seen in most Unreal battles (Figure 3). The Stoic fatalism at the end adds a philosophical touch to the film, which, coincidentally or not, suggests in much the same ways that Red Vs. Blue’s comic existentialism does, that we have no more agency than action-shooter bot-combatants. 
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Figure 3: Bot’s gestures enable him to express curiosity and doubt, both unusual emotions in an Unreal game.

Another work showing characteristics of platform resistance is “I’m Still Seeing Breen: A Machinima Music Video,”
 a well known and unusually well produced machinima music video, made in Half-Life 2. This film deserves more commentary than we can give it here, but we want to focus on one way it radically alters Half-Life. Manovich, in his discussion of digital compositing, describes a “resistance to montage” in contemporary games, in that they are “shot” in very long takes, in the sense that the game camera shows uninterrupted game play for several minutes or longer, with none of the cinematic camera’s signature spatial or temporal manipulations.
 At the opposite spectrum, the typical MTV video features a bombardment of cuts and optical effects. By recasting Half-Life as a music video, Marino already resists the platform’s vision of events, by chopping and reordering its parts, and with it the viewer’s relationship to them. But the extent to which Marino adopts the logic of the music video, featuring more than 250 shots and optical effects in four and a half minutes of video,
 dices footage into something barely recognizable as coming from a game at all. Instead, the footage serves the pulsing rhythms and guitar riffs of the heavy metal song, to which it has been set. Moreover, by exploiting the face editor, Marino turns G-Man, the mysterious overseer of player progress in Half-Life, into a glamorized rock star, featured in nearly one hundred close-ups and extreme close-ups. In short, a major way Marino resists the pressures of Half-Life is to move much of his workflow out of it, and the meanings and audience responses change along with the move.

Alongside its radical resistance to the Half-Life camera experience, “I’m Still Seeing Breen” reveals several instances of succumbing to Half-Life’s influence on the work. That is, a film can potentially resist its platform in some areas, succumb to it in others, and extend its logic in yet others. Marino’s music video is shot in the world of Half-Life, continues its themes, and relies on (without contributing to) its main story. In addition, the choice of a heavy metal soundtrack is consistent with the game’s own aesthetics. Had Marino opted to resist Half-Life at every turn, he might, for example, have set the video to a country and western song or a musical track from My Fair Lady. Had he made such a choice, he likely would have pushed the boundaries beyond what its audience could understand and the film would have lost much of its value.
Aesthetics of Extension: Developing Machinimatic Language

The pressures created by characteristics of game platforms are frequently exploited by machinima filmmakers to take the game’s meanings further than the games themselves encourage. One example can be found in the machinima-making capabilities of The Movies, a classical-era Hollywood simulation, which introduces simple machinima-making into its game mechanic. By making available a semi-independent version of its machinima editor (the Advanced Movie Maker) along with cheats to suspend many of the game’s built-in resource limitations, The Movies opens itself up for its community’s use. The availability of the Advanced Movie Maker aside, the game pushes its filmmakers to produce a certain kind of film: silly Hollywood B-movie genre parodies. It does this in several ways: at the beginning of a new movie, filmmakers must choose a film genre from a short list—romantic comedy, horror, romance, and sci-fi. Available sets are standards for these genres: old west saloons, spaceship bridges, Civil War/WWI battlefields, etc. Each set contains a library of shots, with default camera angles, actor blocking, and general semantics, e.g., “Enter Horror,” in which two actors enter a scene and react with comically melodramatic horror. The result is that it is quite easy to make postmodern B-movie parodies; the game even automatically frames them with genre-appropriate titles/credits at the beginning and end. If machinima-makers were simply dominated by the logic of The Movies, one would expect to see innumerable movies playing with classic Hollywood generic conventions in the same ways, making the joke become old, fast. (Indeed, one will find no shortage of such films in The Movies’ channel at machinima.com.)

But some filmmakers use The Movies’ overdetermined library to create more serious works. One example is the well publicized work of David Riedel, whose machinima film “Unfaithful”
 (among others) demonstrates what The Movies is capable of when given some help. Though this 17 minute psychosexual thriller also deserves more commentary than we can offer here, we will focus on what the filmmaker added to repertoire of filmmaking resources to achieve his vision. The film is built around a murder, shown as a remediation
 of Hitchcock’s famous shower-murder scene, some building blocks for which are available in The Movies. What is not available in The Movies, without which the scene is hard to depict with any seriousness, is a nude “outfit” for the characters. Riedel used a modded version of The Movies to get a naked actress (tastefully shot) into the shower. He also used post-production editing to double the length of the murder animated in the pre-built Movies animation shot (from the default 7 to the shown 15 seconds) with rapid cuts showing the same action from different angles, largely restoring the look and seriousness of its Hitchockian precursor (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: A modded nude skin combined with extensive post-production edits enables the Psycho shower murder to work in a serious film.
In a similar vein, Riedel found other ways to introduce elements into his films that The Movies does not strictly allow for. Lacking the classic eye-looking-through-a-keyhole shot, Riedel instead shot an extreme close-up of one of the actors and then added a keyhole mask in post-production. In doing so, he was able to convey to the viewer the awareness that the woman in the shower is being watched, without revealing the identity of the watcher, which was important to the telling of this thriller. The film also features including thematically appropriate custom titles to replace The Movies’ built-in titles, which are overloaded with B-movie humor. Riedel replaces The Movie’s built-in voice-acting, which is a silly Sims-like fake language, with credible voice acting. He also replaces its melodramatic music tracks with music composed for the movie. In all cases, Riedel extends the repertoire of film elements available in The Movies to create a language sufficient for his serious, non-absurdist storytelling style.

One of the hallmarks of a new medium’s arrival is the emergence of genres that are either unique to it, or at least ones that it can sustain unusually well. Our final example derives from one of these emergent genres, the “physics machinima,” in which play with the physics engine is taken to sport-like extremes. A classic example of this is “Warthog Jump: A Halo Physics Experiment” from 2002. This Halo machinima features the clever use of explosives to launch a jeep—and later players, and the game camera (and viewer) along with it—high into the air and over geological formations. Since then, physics machinima have evolved almost as a persistent conversation about sport achievements, with players launching all sorts of objects (including themselves) to any number of improbable heights.

While “Warthog Jump” is well edited and thoroughly entertaining, aside from the fact of the use of physics to provide interesting content, it adds little to the language of machinima. “Slapdash”
 is a very unusual Half-Life 2 film that uses physics play as the starting, rather than ending point, of its storytelling style. Using Garry’s Mod, its creators applied rag doll physics to the actors and then created a movie in which the protagonist engages in an elaborately (if strangely) choreographed fight with two people from his past, who die in the end when the owner of the building they are fighting in kills them with little explanation. What is so significant about this film is that it is staged as a string marionette show. That is, the rag doll physics (Figure 5) were the basis of an animation style, and various animation strategies (such as simulating the wooden puppet’s jaw-drop for speech) were used to reinforce the look. 
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Figure 5: Slapdash is a Half-Life machinima string marionette puppet show with Matrix-like fight choreography.

The staging of the marionette show in Half-Life 2 creates an interesting commentary on machinima. It suggests puppeteers as the metaphor for the relationship of both players and directors to avatars, undermining notions of identity and immersion, which are so prevalent in game theory
 and replacing them with a relationship of distance, instrumentality, and domination.  Once again, machinima films project images and situations with sophisticated philosophical implications. Simultaneously, the creators of this film move  machinima to absorb a new medium: puppet theatre. The juxtaposition of the medieval physics of string puppetry with modern computer-simulated physics is deliberately jarring—the film can be difficult to watch even while it is funny. In one scene, two characters (unsuccessfully) attempt to pass a bottle of wine to each other, which, with marionette-emulated rag doll physics, is a bizarre sight. The filmmakers thus create a radically new experience of Half-Life 2, which for all of its accolades, is in many ways a well executed but hardly revolutionary first-person shooter. With “Slapdash,” Half-Life becomes a platform for computer-simulated string puppet physics theatre.

The emergence of the machinimatic language is well underway. Beginning with the fusion of video games and filmmaking, machinima appears to be evolving toward a medium in which physics and unscripted play form a central part of its vocabulary. In turn, this new vocabulary of physics and play is often unexpectedly placed in intertextual relations with prior stories and forms of stories. The results are visually original, yet symbolically rooted and complex, experiences that do not merely take place in, but also suggest philosophical responses to, the game worlds in which they take place. One of the primary mechanisms for this evolution is the artist’s confrontation with the pressures of the game platforms (including their mods) that they are using. This confrontation is often characterized by resistance, in which filmmakers use existing film and other media languages against the forms and meanings put forward by the games; and it is also often characterized by extension, in which the vocabulary of the game is extended to enable the production of symbolic expressions that push the boundaries of the game’s existing forms and meanings. The end result is a medium that succeeds most when it gives its viewers entirely new ways to experience and play the games that they love.
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