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Abstract: This article discusses the possibility and problems &gsdc

with the concept of “documentary games” and the potestredrgence of

such a genre of games — games that attempt to place ykesgla specific

historical moments using increasingly realistic behavianal visual

simulations. Several specific games are used as exaafytas trend,

including theMedal of Honorseries, Kuma Reality Gamek:;K:

ReloadedWaco Resurrectigrand911 Survivor Comparison is made

between traditional film and video documentary formefmic

simulations, and experimental or subjective documesstarie
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The referential power of games — both visually andrms$eof underlying
simulation — has grown dramatically in recent yeai#here once games played primarily
in the realm of abstract or exaggerated scenariogr&aow beginning to see game
scenarios that attempt to represent and/or re-cresitwibal events & situations. The
modeling of real-world systems and interactions in gamestling new, of course —
simulation is, of course, at the heart of most gayseems -- but the specificity of these
particular models is what makes them interesting. ddgdr are we looking at a generic

battlefield filled with anonymous soldier units, or evelnl@k of properties

“representing” in only the loosest manner the strelefglantic City. These new games
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— if we can still call them games — simulate historgadnts as tragic and momentous as
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, the assassiobfionn F. Kennedy and the
September 11 attack on the World Trade Center, and asonfaamd topical as the
tragedy at the Waco complex of the Branch Davidianslahd Kerry’'s Silver Star

mission in Vietnam.

Figure 1: Documentary Games?

While there is a great interest these days in gansstiiress “serious” subject
matter, and also in games that take on topics of sseigiaificance, there is no currently
acknowledged genre of games addressing specific historicat®jbje genre of game
play that approximates the concept of documentary indiichvideo. But several of the
designers of the games I will look at in a moment hagele reference to such an
emerging genre, by calling their products “docu-games” or &aeng their “historical

accuracy” in the product literature. These claims gitémalign the play experiences of



these games with non-fiction media, a form thatieamnvith it a set of heavily coded
cultural expectations and values. It is because oafpgational pre-naming of such a
genre that it becomes an interesting question to tryiaddrstand how the documentary
form in film and video might intersect with these gaexperiences, now and in the
future.

“Documentary” itself is not a simple concept to defirfg&nce the very moment a
camera was first turned on a scene from life — feediogbg, workers leaving a factory,
a train arriving at a station — questions of objectivigfestion, omission, intent, narrative
and the nature of reality have stalked this “non-fictigenre of filmmaking like a
paparazzi. Many of these issues have roots going back iophése towards realism in
other arts. The persuasiveness of film as a mediuweVer, and its (seeming)
ontological connection to its subject, has tended todrdmase questions as a discourse
surrounding problems of audio/visual representation: ta&aeship of the filmed
image to the subject, the “real,” to science, to histetry,

As a basis for comparison with the games I'll be loglah, I'd like to introduce
four fundamental tendencies of the documentary form@soged by Michael Renov in
Theorizing Documentaryhat he calls “rhetorical/aesthetic functions htttable to
documentary practice.” These are: 1) to record, rexgaleserve; 2) to persuade or
promote; 3) to analyze or interrogate; and 4) to expRssqv, 21-25). The first
tendency is the one most generally associated withdbementary genre — i.e., the
“replication of the historical real.” It is, on tlmme hand, the most problematic of these
four aesthetic functions when applied to the notion ofe€m and, on the other hand, the

stated goal toward which the games | am interestedivefcstrive.



Figure 2: A range of documentary content and styles.

Games obviously cannot lay claim to the type of ontoldgelationship with

their subjects in the manner of photography or film. Batmany writers have pointed
out, Renov included, this relationship is not as sacrosanit might first seem. The
issues of selection, mediation, and intervention erelveady alluded to assure that no
matter how sincere our efforts, “the indexical chagaof the photograph can guarantee
nothing” (Renov, 27). In his discussion of this persuasigeuntenable relationship
between the “real” and the photograph, Renov quotes i&tbkan John Tagg: “That a
photograph can come to stand as evidence, for examsgie na on a natural existential
fact, but on a social, semiotic proceg8). This idea that the documentary nature of a

photograph or filmed image is not inherent to these ntbeimselves, but is actually a



socially negotiated sense of the image’s “believabilayphenomenological artifact of
our understanding of how images are made, relates ditedihe ability of simulations to
stand as similar evidence.

An example of how this social negotiation of whatstgates “evidence” might
impact the emergence of a documentary genre of gamé®aen in the evolving
status of computer simulations and animations in courtraattsigs over the past 15
years. These detailed models, created by forensic expaste gone from being highly
suspect and potentially prejudicial, to being consideredapiraillustration of actual
events. Jason Fries, COO of Precision Simulatiaay Area company that makes over
100 forensic animations every year and has a 100% courtrdmissbility record for
those simulations, says that in the early 90s, aroundrtte that the first simulations
were being submitted as evidenit®re were stringent rules that objects depicted had to
be very generic — a car could not have any specific daekatis make or model, a person
must be depicted as just a biped — no distinguishing chastice This was to make
sure that it was clear to the jury that their focusudth be on the underlying physics and
behavioral models rather than on the visual represensa(Fries).

Today, however, as both judges and juries become morkafawith these
simulations, the rules have changed. If foundational ecelexists for more specific
details, these are allowable within the simulation, &collision between a yellow
Corvette and a pick-up truck, for example, may now bectieghiusing models of these
particular cars, rather than generic, car-shaped blogks, people may be depicted

with distinguishing characteristics including gender, agee ead even specific colors or

! According to Fries, one of the earliest trials tooive the use of computer simulations was the 1992 trial
of pornographer Jim Mitchell, convicted of killing hisother.



styles of clothes if these facts can be substauatiby other evidence. According to Fries,
the representational quality of these evidentiary sitimrla now approaches “Toy Story”
level animation.

Are these near photo realistic simulations probativerejudicial at this point?
Both, Fries says, but that is why they are so poweBgcause they can communicate so
clearly to the jury what the forensic expbédlieves to have happenbdsed on their
analysis of the foundational evidence. This brings ok bathe idea of this socially
negotiated sense of an image’s — or in this case simmiatio“believability.” The fact
is, is that whether it is warranted or not, as both jadgel juries have become more
accustomed to the concept of computer simulations, riilegaence and admissibility
regarding simulations have changed. A perceptual shdkisg place, the ripple effect
of which is being seen in this example of courtroom evidentes. This shift is
illustrative of how we may someday embrace the posgibil simulations which not
only visually model, but behaviorally model aspects of nysso that they may constitute
“evidence” by that same “social, semiotic process” tjinags us the concept of the
documentary image.

The first game | want to look at as an example ofggbtentially emergent genre
is Medal of Honor: Rising Su(2003) for the Playstation 2. It seems useful to begfim
an example from within the mainstream game industryesimast of the other games |
will consider here exist, to greater or lesser extensiaei of that industry, and the
guestion of whether some of them should even be cassidmmes at all must be raised.
In this game, you are a witness to history. The fahgvscenario places you in the midst

of the attack on Pearl Harbor; it is dramatic, exgi@md it undeniably bears a closer



resemblance to Jerry BruckheimePsarl Harborthan anything we would call a

documentary.

Figure 3: Medal of Honor: Rising Sun

As the game beings, you (the player) lay half-aslegpum bunk; romantic big
band music plays drearily over a scratchy radio spegkeddenly, something hits the
ship, nearly knocking you from your bunk. Klaxons soundlart and an officer shouts
for everyone to get moving -- this is not a drill. Asiygiumble to your feet, you see
other sailors around you, tumbling out of bed, grabbing pantsais,bdressing as fast as
possible. You know exactly where you are, and when — ynfssth the marketing
promises of the game, but soon that information is cepldy the details of this

immersive experience. You are on the USS Califopaa, of the doomed U.S. fleet



stationed at Pearl Harbor on the morning of Decemb®®#41. It's now 8:03 AM and
the Japanese attack has begun in force. The minutrea/plife circa 1940 surrounds
you. Though not photo realistic, it is beautifully ricldapecific: snapshots of you and
your buddies tacked to a wall, letters and papers spillingtbatfioor next to a dead
sailor, killed in the first explosion. Everywherewturn, there are signs of life
interrupted and the sounds of battle coming from above deck.

Cued by onscreen hints, you move as quickly as possiolegh the ship,
stopping to help put out fires or help other sailors as wowgfil you reach the deck of
the California and join the fight. This moment, whgo& emerge on deck into the battle
proper, is elongated and dramatized in an unusual (for garse®f slow-motion.
Control is stripped away from you for this moment --idating a paralyzing fear as you
leave the relative safety of the ships interior. Aeotsailor is shot out of a machine gun
turret and you can either use the rifle you were handed we came on deck, or climb
inside the turret and take over. Either way, wave aftare of Japanese aircraft attack
us. The sky is so full of planes that it is a sienlatter to hit one, but there is always
another, another and another.

At a certain point an explosion on the California égke®us overboard and you
wind up rejoining the fight from the turret of small & Boat. As the battle intensifies,
the USS Arizona is hit and lost. “Oh, my God!” Thenfplayer characters react to this
event — an historical fact that locates us in time g@ade once again with this specific
reference to an actual event. “This can't be happeningphalayer character moans.
You lose sight of the Arizona in waves of billowing dtasmoke and there is moment of

quiet as the boat moves through the smoke — there deggets, and the magnitude of



what has just happened is allowed to sink in. “God h&mfhanother characters
comments.

The gun boat soon moves out of the smoke and back itite, lzes the officer
onboard the gunboat commands us to “get back in the gaitfier a successful defense
of the USS Nevada, the level ends and the charactetedy rejoice at this small
victory amidst larger defeat. The officer reprimandsritis¢ernly, saying, “no one will
ever know what it (this day) was like — except the dhas made it. Just make sure you
don't forget the ones that didn't.” The clear messagegocommunicated is that we too
are now “virtual veterans,” having “made it” through thalated day.

In this first level ofMedal of Honoy there is a conflux of history, nostalgia, drama
and interactivity. The tone is dramatic, the music iaraery evokes a heroic nostalgia
regarding the events, a sense of honor, even pridesiparticular U.S. defeat. By
putting the player in the position of an ordinary saneithout power to make significant
change to the outcome of the event, the game allows erperience this moment from
the past “first hand,” to take action but not to expectauitical difference in effect.
Although we are dropped into this level without context, sgbent levels of the game
use wartime footage as dramatic set up, which give tlyempé historical, if
romanticized, perspective of the importance of thegame actions. The levels
themselves have been designed with the help of vetenaihsiilitary historians with the
goal of putting the player into wartime moments thataaréauthentic” as possible.
According to Executive Producer Rick Giolito, all of thigjects such as weapons,

vehicles, environments, battlefields, etc. have beennsksshextensively by the



designers -- though he stresses that the primary aiheafame is to provide
entertainment, not to create a realistic simulat{®ioto).

Part of the entertainment thdiedal of Honomplayers expect, however, relates to
historical accuracy. Inthe PC version of the gavhegal of Honor: Pacific Assault
(2004), the game incorporates “pop up facts” that allowegptato hover over objects in
the environment to find out interesting historical facdddso, the game makes a point of
informing players when it is moving away from the histartameline. The inspiration
for the game, says Giolito, is the oral historiep@dple who were there. A great deal of
the game’s content is based on their recollectiéh's an homage to that generation,” he
says. And for those who were there, the persuasisaid¢be simulation can be quite
powerful. Stephen Dinehart, an Interactive Media studebSC, recently posted a
personal note on the division web log about the experiehplaying this level oMedal
of Honor: Rising Sunvith this 83 year-old grandfather, a veteran of WWiiha Pacific.
“He thought a couple of times that the in-game graphice wetual footage. He would
call off the facts and numbers as we played,” Dinehatesy “It gave me this incredible
sense of retouching history in a way | have never &ftile” (Dinehart).

The scenario described above, with its epic, Hollywoodasmpbr to simulating
the attack on Pearl Harbor from one sailor’s perspedt clearly more aligned with the
tradition of historical narrative than that of docunaept The game uses its significant
simulative powers to give players the persuasive, imremrsonal experience of being
thrown into the events of December 7, 1941, and while it ded® claims to historical
“accuracy” in terms of the effect of simulated weapycamd battlefields in its literature

(Electronic Arts Medal of Honor websitej,does not itself make any claim to the
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possibility of documentary gamedledal of Honons useful, however, as a touchstone;
not only for the state of the art in simulative reation of specific historical events in
games, but also as proof of an underlying desire on thefpadinstream players to
become immersed in re-created historical scenariosidth as we will see, there are
limits to that desire that create ethical and aestligtues for the designers of more
realistic games).

Also, whileMedal of Honomay be one of the most successful “historically
accurate” game series, it is by no means atypicalth®gontrary, the technological
cycles that have driven the game industry to date ethgewards a point of convergence
at which photo realistic visuals and painstakingly accusatelations will meet. If one
were to draw a matrix mapping the progress of games alspgairum of abstract to
photo realistic visual imagery on one axis, and generialatmn to specific scenario
model on the other, one might see a progression thetdosomething like Figure 1,
below. Medal of Honoy while it models a very specific moment in time, deedrom
the perspective of a generic sailor — a character wéncigmns will make no significant
difference to the larger historical events. The gdmgia the character’s experience
allows the player to easily and safely imagine themsalvéhis role, to take actions
without questioning their historical value or accuracy. ak&e“in the moment,” but we

do not define the moment.
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Figure 4: Game matrix

An example in a similar vein is the work of Kuma RgaGames. This company
-- whose games are distributed mainly through a welrsiteer than the larger retail
channels at which one would findedal of Honor-- offers “accurate re-creations of real
war events weeks after they occur” (Kuma Games wgbdilsing reference material
such wire sources, video footage and satellite imagesaKas arrived at the game
equivalent of the nightly news. In fact, when a plagpens their game viewer (from
which they can choose a specific scenario), theganéronted with a graphic style
mimicking that of a news channel. A “text crawl!” ajptihe bottom of the screen
announces new missions, which are all based on recadlirres.

Kuma CEO Keith Halper compares his company’s games tat@ractive version

of the 1970’s documentary seri€se World at War “We step you through current
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events, military events that are appropriate fortoals,” he says. “We try to mirror the
real news, so if there is a story that is big in tbe$) we will try to come out that same
week with a mission on that topic” (Halper). For epdanMissions 1 and 2)day and
Qusay's Last Stan@004) feature a re-creation of the assault in which Saddam
Hussein’s sons were killed. According to Sarah Andergénof Marketing at Kuma,
this episode in the war was one “where the tactidsesud result (i.e. killing the Hussein
brother vs. taking them alive) were questioned and Wweteaee-creations help people
understand why it likely went down the way it did” (Amsien).

In most of the Kuma scenarios, as wMldal of Honoy you play a generic
soldier, placed into the middle of a specific momeywur actions, while they may affect
that scenario, are not judged against any particular individhistoric actions within the
moment that is being modeled. One particular Kuma ansstiands out as contrast to
this, however. That i3ohn Kerry’s Silver Star Missiof2004), set in Vietham on
February 28, 1969. During the last presidential campaign, wiveh was being made
of this mission in the traditional news services, laumleased a game re-creation of the
event. Inthe re-creation, you maneuver your SwittBgp the Dong Kung River, in the
role of then Lieutenant (j.g.) John Kerry. At a aertpoint, you are engaged by the
enemy and must respond. How you respond to the agt@kirely up to you, but
attached to every Kuma mission is a linear video distgshe real-world events on
which it is based. Inthe Kerry mission video, thesmis objectives are given context,
and the specific strategy that was used by Kerry in teieario is explained. If a player

watches this video, or has a general understanding ovéime, ¢hey may try to
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understand history here by re-enacting it. Or, they deayate from history and find

their own solution.

Figure 5: Kuma Reality Games - John Kerry Silver Star Missio

By comparing his company’s games to well-known documentargsslikeThe
World at War Halper is claiming a sense of cultural recognition fergames that is
greater than that accorded to mainstream games. Bymlihis re-created scenarios
with the concept of documentary, he validates his werkoaething greater than game
play, on the one hand, but more powerful than documeontathe other: “We are able
to create a sense of situational awareness,” he ‘thgtjs very difficult to get in other
types of media.” Halper feels that with the toolsilavde to game developers today, “we
can tell sophisticated stories about real and very impoetzents. War was a natural
choice; and we felt we could really add something to theudson” (Halper).

The next example is quite controversial, to sayehstland it is worth noting that

it, like the Kuma games described above, is not avaitabbeigh traditional retail
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channels, but only as a download via the developer’s welite. Reloaded2004)
allows the player to re-enact the assassination af BoKennedy. The opening screen
of the game succinctly locates us with a few lines xif téDallas, Texas. 12:30 pm,
November 22, 1963. The Texas School Book Depositoryy 8owr. The weather is
fine. You have arifle.” The card fades away, repldoga view from the sixth floor
window just as the presidential motorcade pulls into sif@cause we are so familiar
with this particular moment in history, we know exaatlgat we are supposed to do

without further encouragement.

Figure 6: JFK Reloaded - view from the sixth floor wincw.

The assassination of JFK is not an easy task, howaverthe fact is that in all

probability even an expert game player will not sudcdigkill the president the first
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time through the simulation. Certainly, they will nctke the exact series of shots,
hitting the correct combination of targets. Successfubbyafter the motorcade has
passed, the simulation takes you to a review screeretbose you match up against the
actual forensic evidence. Your score is based on haselyl your actions approximated
that evidence. For example, you can score 0 — 200 mepending on whether or not
you are able to hit the President, where you hit him, aretheh he is alive or dead at the
end of the scene. Your score is also dependant omthiean and timing of shots (if you
shoot too many times, too early or too late, points witlléducted), the state (injured or
uninjured) of the First Lady, Texas Governor John Cdym@add the Governor’s wife. If
after seeing your score, you feel you can do bettercgaue-start the scenario and try
again. Or, you can use the multiple camera views pagyour assassination attempt
over and over, watching from Abraham Zapruder’s locafimm the grassy knoll, the
presidential limo, or a number of other key locatio@s, if you feel you've done fairly
well, you can submit your score to a contest — the plah® comes closest to re-creating
the actual events, their exact timing and results wiillup to $100,000 from the

developer for their efforfq Traffic website).

2 This competition ran through February 22, 2005. The higheshgaantry was 782 points out a possible
1000.
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Figure 7: JFK Reloaded - scoring is based on ballisticafo.

Figure 8: JFK Reloaded - instant replay.
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Figure 9: JFK Reloaded - view from the grassy knoll.

Figure 10: JFK Reloaded - a disturbing view of an historial moment.
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This game has been vocally condemned by a number of pnanpeeple —
including Senators Edward Kennedy and Joseph Liebermare kQanestly, everyone to
whom | myself have described this game has reacted ndgatwhe concept. But what
is it about this particular scenario that provokes stiabng feelings when we are talking
about an event that has been covered, from everybmasgle, by every other form of
media? Do we condemn Oliver Ston@fK? The History Channel'She Men Who
Killed Kenned$ Or any of the innumerable books, websites, repartajrdentaries and
other forms of discourse surrounding this event? Onéohasnder whether these
reactions are actually in response to fact of the sition itself, or whether the outcry is
in response to the fact that this simulation is coieséd as gamere-creation of a very
specific and traumatic event.

The very notion of a “game” about the assassinatialobh F. Kennedy might
seem at first to show a lack of respect towards the culmatter. But, as those studying
serious games, and those who have read Huizinga knowsgayhe heart of the most
serious pursuits of culture — religion, law, war, debdtamaturgy, etc. (Huizinga, 5).
And the designers of JFK have a serious intent. Acegridi them, their primary
purpose in creating the game was to finally put to restahspiracy theories that
continue to surround the assassination. Kirk Ewing, Mandgiragtor of the
development company Traffic says "we've created the gathehe belief that Oswald
was the only person that fired the shots on that ddaguagh this recreation proves how
immensely difficult his task was” (Traffic Press Rede). The game took a ten-person
team seven months to research and six months to prdlgesmnecreation of the events

as specified in the Warren Commission report. Trafiids their game a “unique insight
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into the assassination” and a way “to take people badkéand put them at the scene
in Dealey Plaza to witness it for themselves” (Feldin

As a player, however, my relationship to the eventush more complicated than
just a trip back in time. | realize immediately thamust “get it right” to achieve a high
score. Getting it “right” means acting on not an otie scientific knowledge of the
event, or even a detailed knowledge of the findings o¥¥heren Commission. What it
really means is negotiating my own personal memory wiesbing | have seen hundreds
of times in the past: the home movie footage shot balAdm Zapruder. | knowhen
to shoot, andvhat! should hit with each shot, primarily because | hssfen the event
happen so many times in clips from this footage. Unlikeédal of Honorscenario, |
am not only cast as a primary participant in this hisébrmoment, with the power to
make it happen “correctly” or not, but | also have a/\grecific set of cultural and visual
“cues” which direct my actions. As | negotiate this kiexdge within the scenario, | am
struck by two things: first, how deeply disturbing itasplay this particular role, and
second, how convinced I've become after fifteen or twattgmpts that Lee Harvey
Oswald couldchot have made those shots — at least not if this simal&ion any way
accurate. In fact, it is so difficult a challenge tinaall of the alternate endings of the
event conceived by my play of the game, only once iagtesident seriously injured.
Every other time, the motorcade made it out of randerédistory could be fulfilled.

In his article “Simulation vs. Narrative: An Introdumito Ludology,” Gonzalo
Frasca puts forth the concept that games, as simudatisa an “alternative semiotical
structure,” one that offers “distinct rhetorical podgies” and may “provide authors

with essentially different tools for conveying their mpns. He emphasizes the idea that
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“Simulation does not simply retain the — generally audigal — characteristics of the
object but it also includes a model of its behaviors.”hAgoints out, the output of
simulations may actually produce the same set of redeggamal signs, (in my example,
a simulated audiovisual sequence quite similar to the Zapfilmderbut he asserts -- and
this is clear to anyone who has played a game and thteied another person play the
same game -- that “simulation cannot be understood jumidh its output” (Frasca, 223-
224). Which begs the question: what can we understand tieset historical re-
creations through their simulation? Can we understandedsons behind an
assassination? The emotions of the assassin? Theesuaribe political context? Or
only its basic forensic data?

This brings me to one more example of games that rfagiwithin this emerging
genre. With this example, we find ourselves confronteld an entirely different
approach, one that has more in common with experirhensabjective documentary
practice than the strict re-constructive simulatippraach oflFK: Reloadedr the
dramatic, almost propagandistic approacMetlal of Honor The game is called/aco
Resurrection(2003), and it is not so much a re-creation of a histnoment as an
interpretation of such an event -- an experientiahexation of the conflicting forces
surrounding it. In this game, players don a plastic Daviceslo mask, and enter a 3D re-
creation of the Waco compound of the Branch Davidighsce inside the compound,
players must defend themselves against rival Koresh (plinggrs) and government
agents, while maintaining the loyalty of their followerThe soundtrack of the game,
which plays eerily in the earphones of the mask,msxaof official-sounding chatter on

government radios and a hauntingly surreal song recordedreghtKbimself.
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Figure 11: Waco Resurrection.

This game, it is interesting to note, is even fartbenaved from traditional
distribution channels than Kuma gameslBK: Reloaded It is designed as an art
installation, and requires a custom hardware environmahirttiludes multiplayer
support and the hard-plastic David Koresh masks with embealee recognition
technology so that players can speak the words that t@isenulation to begin: “l am
David Koresh.” There is no historical timeline to fellan this game, as there was in the
Kerry mission olJFK: Reloaded Rather, the game takes place in an imagined moment
that includes within it the various ideologies at playha historical moment it
references. As the developer, C-level, states angibe, “Waco Resurrectiore-
examines the clash of worldviews inherent in the 1993 icoily asking players to
assume the role of a resurrected "cult" leader in daddo divine battle against a

crusading government” (C-level website).
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Peter Brinson, one of the game’s developers s&@yacth Resurrectiodoes not
attempt to accurately depict the events. It is meafdrce the player to confront their
personal take on the incident.” Brinson goes on to @xpia take on the difference
between film documentary and the potential genre of glooamentary:

In a film documentary — (he says) -- the filmmaker'stiayal and

delivery of the events is at the foreground of the expeeie.. Often a

viewer will agree with the film’s subjective pointswasll as take the

portrayal of events as historical fact. Perhaps tbéeet will completely

disagree or form a stance somewhere in between. négtiation of the

content is a result, an after effect of the film wlmentary’'s narrative. In a

documentary game, the player’s reaction to the contdatth within the

game and in mind -- IS the narrative. It is part ofréred-time, present

tense experience of the game’s portrayal, ratherdh@rsonal addendum

to the grand narrative. The player’s perspectives af@mhed in relation

or objection to the game creator’s construct. The pggency is the

story. How do | feel about taking the role of David &sit in a game?

And importantly, how will | play him? Will | strive fohistorical accuracy

or deviate from what happened? Do | know exactly whppbaned?

Does anyone? The game’s simulation of events a@seatsof supportive

story threads to the player’s grand narrative (Brinson)

Brinson’s statement brings up some important issuelsidimg one which has
proven to be a critical disconnect between games additmal forms of narrative: that
is uncertainty. Later in the discussion of the shetof simulations quoted above,
Gonzalo Frasca dismisses the importance of narrtigame scenarios, and by
association, this includes historical narratives: “Gaategys carry a certain degree of
indeterminacy that prevents players from knowing the timdétome beforehand,” he
writes (Frasca, 227).

This issue of indeterminacy, or uncertainty, would themsto be a key formal
element of games that fights against the ability totereghistorically specific game
scenarios. That conclusion assumes, however héadurpose of a documentary genre

of game would be to dramatize a single historic narratimegccepted truth, rather than to

23



allow players to explore and engage with a specific exinm time. The limits of the
documentary genre — in both film and games — are notld@s. cAs we saw in thigledal
of Honorfor example, the player’s role was made generithabtheir actions, while
having local effects, did not globally affect the outcarhéistory. In the]JFK: Reloaded
scenario, the opposite approach was taken. The payeal is to re-enact history
exactly, and only by doing so can they “win” the gariéacq by exploring the ideology
surrounding an event rather than a specific timelinevehts, deals with this issue by
avoiding it altogether. (To be fair, it is unclear wier a game lik&Vacostands alone as
an historical document — or whether it demands extensiwe lprowledge of the event in
guestion in order to fulfill its function as an histalicritique.)

My final example i911 Survivor(2003), a mod fotJnreal 2003which puts the
player into the towers of the World Trade Center dutire September 11 terrorist attack.
This game mod, which is not commercially distributed, hasegyad word of mouth
through conference presentations by the developers andga desument and series of
screenshots on their website (Kinematic.org websiEtremely limited release
notwithstanding, the game has nevertheless been as higldized in online forums as
JFK: Reloaded One of the game’s developers, Jeff Cole, statésttiemgame itself is
not really a game at all ... (it) keeps no score or attaek of time. It is merely a
moment caught in time” (Cole). Cole describes his taarfartists” using the medium
they are most familiar with to “reconstruct the everiie knows that his game is
controversial, and in his response touches on an impaodason for this. Games, he
says, echoing the earlier words of Kuma’'s Keith HalfgEan often provide you with a

perspective that you might not otherwise have been ablgtrience or imagine,” but,
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adds insightfully, they also may fail to “capture angligense of the emotional distress
brought on by the event” (Cole.) This is an importanbp@ne which is related to this
pervasive notion, mentioned earlier, that games asdaumeare incapable of

communicating serious emotions or ideas.

Figure 12: 911 Survivor.

It's clear that with all of these games, that thera basic urge, similar to the first
fundamental tendency of documentaries proposed by Mi&te®v, to re-create an
“historical real.” In some cases, suchJ&K: Reloadedr Kuma Games, there is also a
sense that these games are either analyzing or ig&tinig that history -- and perhaps
even attempting to persuade or promote based on that andWatq with its
experimental, subjective approach, also explores the fadtEmtexpressive
documentary within a game format. And, while the fact thase games simply call
themselves documentaries and deal in some way wittathe fundamental tendencies

of documentary does not prove anything in itself, theigatttat the form of documentary

25



is potentially quite flexible. In discussion of thegtios of the documentary from, Renov
makes a call for expanding the boundaries of what wegreo® as documentary,
pointing out, “that a work undertaking some manner of histbdocumentation renders
that representation in a challenging or innovative masheuld in no way disqualify it
as nonfiction, because the question of expressiviiy Bl events, a matter of degree”
(Renov, 35). He is referring, of course, to a more ex@ntal approach towards
documentaries within the film format, but the statenfeidls true for this exploration of
documentary games as well.

There are clearly some gating issues here. Thesaleskveral problems | have
only touched on, such as that of uncertainly: i.e. haawvgames based in fact deal with
the inherent tension between the knowledge of an eveutt®me and the necessity of
allowing player agency to affect that outcome? Theadss the problem of cultural
acceptance of games as a serious medium. At oddswways with the perception of
games as “non-serious” is the fact that all of thents/Bve looked at so far are moments
of extreme violence which can be quite disturbing for n@Eayers. Were these issues to
be solved, there remains the creative question of wlatan learn from documentaries
in which we participate, and how do these experiencesoaolagr understanding of
historical events and the issues surrounding them, ritdsersimply allowing us to be
“in the moment.” There may yet be an expressive miginitpe game and documentary
forms that will someday carry a cultural value eqodhiat associated with film
documentaries. We are not there today, but these gémesasdesire to get there, or at

least to explore that potential.
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