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Methodological questions in ‘interactive film studies’

Bernard Perron*, Dominic Arsenault, Martin Picard and Carl Therrien
University of Montreal, Montreal, Quebec, Canada

This paper focuses on the phenomenon of interactive movies. As a genre that has
almost totally vanished, defined mostly by the abundant use of filmed video
sequences (called Full-Motion Video or FMV) on which the player/gamer can
intervene, the interactive cinema has left an impressive corpus seemingly
forgotten. In this research, we call attention to the significant historical heritage
of this collection which we call early interactive cinema. Beside its cinemato-
graphic appeal (which had obviously led to its name, and probably also to its
demise), our interest lies on its ergodic dimension, mainly what we are calling
figures of interactivity and actional modalities.

Keywords: interactive cinema; video game; new media art; figures of interactivity;
actional modalities

Interactive movies. Every time we have to discuss this genre, it seems impossible not
to underline its tremendously negative connotations. As a phenomenon that has
almost totally vanished, defined mostly by the abundant use of filmed live-action
video sequences (called ‘Full-Motion Video’ or FMV)! on which the player can
intervene, interactive cinema has left an impressive corpus seemingly forgotten. The
aim of our funded research project, ‘History and Theory of Early Interactive
Cinema’,” was to call attention to the significant historical heritage of this genre.
The study of early cinema has taught us not to see early works as ‘primitive’, but
rather as a new artistic and cultural practice relevant in its time. In a similar fashion,
we must think of interactive movies not as valueless games or interactive works, but
as experiments worth examining on their own terms. While the title of our paper
points to the specificities of those experiments, it also alludes to a larger idea/
picture. Indeed, while we often describe the experience of playing a video game in
cinematographic terms, the study of the interactive movie genre can lead, as we will
see, to broader theoretical frameworks to analyze video games in general.

An in-depth research on the genre revealed a large heterogeneous corpus of 421
titles at the time of writing.> Major distinctions in their context of production have
led us to separate them in three categories:

(1) 216 movie-games. These are video games featuring live-action sequences,
mainly traditional adventure games (such as Tex Murphy.: Under a Killing
Moon, Access Software, 1994, and Phantasmagoria, Sierra On-Line, 1995)
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and fast-paced action shooting galleries (like Mad Dog McCree, American
Laser Games, 1990, and Hardline, Virgin Interactive, 1996).

(2) 188 new media artworks. These form a loosely organized body of artistic
experimentations whose common feature is the use of live-action video
sequences. Works can be found on many media, whether it is on CD/DVD
(Tracing the Decay of Fiction, Pat O’Neill, 2002), on laserdisc (4 Room of
One’s Own, Lynn Hershmann-Leeson, 1980-93), as an art installation
(Spectropia, Toni Dove, 1999-2002), or even on the Web (Waxweb, David
Blair, 1994-2000).*

(3) 17 interactive movies. Produced by the film industry, these works are
essentially experimented in a context of domestic space (Mdrderische
Entscheidungl Murderous Decision, Oliver Hirschbiegel, 1991/1994), in a
theater (4 Man and His World, Radusz Cincera, 1967-74), or both (initially
shown in theater in 1992, Bob Bejan’s I'm Your Man was released on DVD
in 1998).

Obviously, such a project lies at the threshold of cinema, video game, and
interactive art. Our study remains comparative. Still, as in video game studies, the
first major methodological problem we faced pertained to analyzing the interactive
object. What follows is an examination of some of these methodological issues and
how we tried to approach them.

Early interactive cinema, or the multi-layered unattainable text

In ‘Myst: Multimedia Hypertexts and Film Semiotics’, Ruggero Eugeni stated that
it was possible to apply to Myst (Broderbund Software, 1993), a video game
‘classic’,” the very tools of the textual analysis of film because both ‘can be qualified
as “fictional”” and

both constitute an experience of immersion in the fictive but consistent diegetic world set
up by the text. This experience — socially acknowledged, textually driven, and
historically settled — brings hyper-reading back to watching a film and even to reading
a novel. (Eugeni 1998, 10, underlined by the author)

It is certainly possible to compare both the immersive aspect of traditional film and
interactive movie, the identification with a point of view and the empathy responses
to a character. However, we all know that film and video games differ because of
the interactive or ergodic® aspect of the latter. This is why Eugeni has called for a
revision of film theories and devised at the end of his essay a scheme of analysis
composed of three levels.

On the first level, the analysis of Myst should study how hypertext provides for a series
of possible ruled interactions between its own data system and the user (analysis of the
logic architecture). On a second level, the analysis should be applied to the graphics’
figurative disguise — both of the data-base architecture and the access operations to
the same made by the user (analysis of the interface). On a third level, following the
above-mentioned steps, there should be an attempt to analyze how Myst invests
diegetically and narratively the situation of use, giving the user a specific role in the
fiction (analysis of the use configuration). (Eugeni 1998, 21-2)
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Although we are not using the same model, we also seek to show how it is necessary
to modify our analytical scheme while studying video games and interactive works.’
Moreover, as opposed to Eugeni, we want to underline the basic aspects of this kind
of ‘text’, aspects which determine from the outset the scope of the textual analysis.

Comparing new media works with literature, Espen Aarseth resorted to the
metaphor of the labyrinth® to highlight two different media structures. Classic texts
are unicursal labyrinths: they are built as a single path which one follows, however
twisted or confusing it might be, from beginning to end (from the first page/image
to the last). What Aarseth calls cybertexts are multicursal labyrinths: they feature
multiple paths, and one can reach the end without having had access to some
portions of the text.

[...] when you read from a cybertext, you are constantly reminded of inaccessible
strategies and paths not taken, voices not heard. Each decision will make some parts of
the text more, and others less, accessible, and you may never know the exact results of
your choices; that is, exactly what you missed. This is very different from the
ambiguities of a linear text. And inaccessibility, it must be noted, does not imply
ambiguity but, rather, an absence of possibility — an aporia. (Aarseth 1997, 3)

This unicursal/multicursal distinction applies to film and interactive film as well.
Indeed, while a film is always seen in its entirety (even if we miss some points or
levels of interpretation by ‘ambiguity of meaning’ as Aarseth says), how can we
make an analysis of an open text that we rarely get to experience in its totality?
Compared to a linear progress where all the plotting and filming is controlled by the
filmmaker and all the action carried on by the characters, how can we look upon a
multilinear and interactive narrative that we either unfold ourselves (more or less
freely), generally walk through only once, or even never finish (leaving aside the
different programmed narrative twists and ends)? Compared to a story tied to the
fictional universe in which it takes place, how can we grasp a rich, coherent, and
independent diegetic world that we usually see only in parts (missing a location, a
room, or a corner)? How can we evaluate the analysis of a text that we do not or will
not encounter in its entirety since the game experience is more personal and might
vary widely from one playthrough to another (I may not see the same images and
scenes or may not walk by or work through the same path)? In short, video games
challenge not only our playing skills but also our analytical abilities.

Confronted by all those questions and trying to answer at least one of them, it is
more than appropriate to go back to the idea developed by Raymond Bellour
25 years ago about textual film analysis. If the ‘traditional’ film is an ‘unattainable
text” (Bellour 1975, 19), so is the interactive movie. Unattainable, not because it is
not a fixed, designed, and accessible object, but because it is an ‘unquotable text’
(19). We must remember that Bellour wrote his paper before the advent of home
cinema. Somehow, Bellour foresaw what we are experiencing today:

However, one can imagine, if still only hypothetical, that one day, at the price of a few
changes, the film will find something that is hard to express, a status analogous to that
of the book or rather that of the gramophone record with respect to the concert. If film
studies are still done then, they will undoubtedly be more numerous, more imaginative,
more accurate and above all more enjoyable than the ones we carry out in fear and
trembling, threatened continually with dispossession of the object. And yet, curious as
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it might seem, the situation of the analyst, even when he does possess the film, any film,
will not change in every particular. (Bellour 1975, 19)

Well, the gramophone records became DVDs and Blu-ray Discs. What Bellour
noted for film can be applied to the interactive film. As he noted, there is an
important disparity between the object of study and the means of study. [T]he text
of the film [and of the interactive movie] never fails to escape the language that
constitutes it’ (1975, 23).

The analysis of film [and of the interactive movie] never stops filling up a film that
never stops running out: it is the Danaids’ cask par excellence. This is what makes the
text of the [interactive movie] an unattainable text: but it is so surely only at this price.
(1975, 26)

Video game analysis implies, again even more than film, a double transgression,
noted this time by Bellour in ‘D’une histoire’: ‘to constitute the [interactive movie]
in text and, from there, to constitute a text’ (1979, 27, freely translated). In cinema,
we normally see a film once for our simple pleasure, and then view it again to make
our analysis. We may come back to the precise moment which is important or which
became important in regards to the whole or to the ending that we now know. We
may look at a sequence many times in order to elaborate and analyze. And now
with home cinema (what’s more with a surround sound system offering an
experience very close to the one in a theater), we’re able to dissect every little detail
of a film. But, even if we play an interactive movie in our home cinema or on a
computer, things are quite different. It is worth noting that at the time, movie-
games such as Black Dahlia (Take 2 Interactive, 1998) could come on as many as
eight CD-ROMs that the gamer could have to manipulate through its gameplay; a
single playthrough typically required anywhere from 10 hours to several dozen. The
surface manifestation always varies in a regulated but potentially infinite way
depending on the performance of any given gamer. Moreover, not every game
allows the analyst to save the game at any single moment. Many Sega-CD action
games, for example, would only allow saving at specific checkpoints. We must
therefore keep track of the game because if we don’t, it will be impossible to retrace.
Thus, the analysis of an interactive movie is, beyond doubt, textual since it is tied to
its double transgression: to constitute the game in text and, from there, to constitute
a text. Both the analyst and the gamer of a video game have to recapture,
reconstruct, and reorganize an interactive and elusive experience. In a broad sense,
the first needs to follow the footsteps of the second. You can’t talk about a video
game if you haven’t played it (one might have used a cheat or looked at a
walkthrough, but there is no fast-forward button in a video game — outside the fact
that some games let you skip the cut-scenes).

Interactive movies’ analysis requires first-hand play, since the underlying
structures of a game cannot easily be assimilated through surface manifestation
only. However, a priori models of these underlying structures are often far removed
from the first-hand experience of gameplaying. This can cause some serious
methodological problems with textual analysis, almost in the same way that
Bellour’s textual analysis is far removed from audience studies. This is why it is
necessary to develop new models to describe the interactive experience.
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The analysis of interactive movies must rely on an intrinsic comparative study of
the in-textual, that is, from the text in itself. For example, as the gamer learns
from the instruction guide, The X-Files Game (Hyberbole Studios, 1998) has a
Psychological Monitoring System (Figure 1). In addition to the traditional dialogue
tree, the gamer can choose during the game between emotion-based icons that
appear under the screen. Those emotion icons allow him to choose an emotional
response vis-a-vis a certain situation. His choices have an impact on the game and
subtly alter its narrative flow. They also tend to reinforce his psychological states/
choices. At the beginning of the game, the gamer can react ‘funny’, ‘indifferent’, or
‘paranoid’ when Agent Cook announces the presence of Assistant Director Skinner
at the FBI Field Office in Seattle. In another scene, he can be ‘mean’, ‘casual’, or
‘serious’ to the question of his partner. But if he is ‘mean’ (and not ‘casual’ as
Kendl’s walkthrough from 1998 suggests), Agent Cook may not cover him as he
should later at the Smolnikoff Warehouse. None of the reviewers who wrote about
The X-Files Game on the Internet were able to comment on the Psychological
Monitoring System. Jason Maclsaac from Gamesmania noted that it was ‘[a]n
interesting addition, but I don’t think it really does much to alter the gameplay’
(1998), and Randy Sluganski in Just Adventure Online Magazine wrote:
‘Thankfully, this option is available very little in the game as it never seems to
alter in any way the course of the play’ (1999). The reason why the reviewers could
not have seen the effects of the Psychological Monitoring System might be very
simple: they would have played through the game only once. Consequently, they did
not have a point of comparison. Unlike traditional film, we must establish the
presence of many texts — and we are not talking here of second-level interpretation
or Aarseth’s ‘ambiguity of meaning’ — in order to study its logical architecture and
also examine the different alternatives of the interaction. We ought to be able to see,
hear, note, keep, segment, and dissect many experiences of play and many
unfoldings of the narrative. The fact that textual analysis of video games, as
Ruggero Eugeni’s article illustrates, focuses on the games’ beginnings, is
symptomatic of this challenge.

Figure 1. The X-Files Game, Hyberbole Studios, 1998.
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With its system of knots, links, switches, and forks, interactive movies are even
more ‘unattainable’ than traditional film. However, they are not more ‘unquotable’,
at least in paper format. There is one component that is very different, one that
Raymond Bellour has carefully pointed out in ‘Analysis in Flames’ (‘L’analyse
flambée [Finie, 'analyse de film?]’):

First, there is this unsurpassable gesture: fixation on the image: the freeze frame. We
can never say adequately to what extent it remains the magic gesture par excellence.
[...] The freeze frame which moves the film closer to the book, is a turning of pages.
But struggling against the ‘natural’ processing of the images, it is also more: a game, a

permutation, a diversion ... A creation set adrift. (1985, 54-5, underlined by the
author)

A follower of Bellour could say that interactive movies are more quotable than a
film, for two reasons. First, many of them, when they offer a choice to the gamer,
settle on a frozen frame while he can leisurely ponder the various possibilities and
then select one. Second, in many adventure games, the locations in which the gamer
can act are usually still photographs of digitized footage, or CGI graphics (as in The
X-Files Game [see Figure 1], Phantasmagoria, Sierra On-Line, 1995, and In the First
Degree, Broderbund, 1995 [Figure 2]).

The analyst is not struggling against the ‘natural’ unwinding of the interactive
movie by resorting to a freeze frame because it is an intrinsic part of this kind of
movie. He can then, without ‘fear and trembling’ (Bellour 1975, 19), study the
interface, configuration, and architecture of the game, and use this information to
examine the possibilities of navigation and the representation of space as Eugeni
does by analyzing images of Myst. Thus, freeze frames could be said to help prevent
the interactive movie from continuously ‘slipping through one’s hands’. But is that
enough?

Capturing interactivity: the surface layer

As we pointed out in the introductory remarks, the technological means to capture
audiovisual media nowadays allow a much closer inspection of the material than
what was possible when Bellour wrote his seminal contributions. The ‘print screen’
functionality on personal computers allows us to capture the displayed graphical
information and save it in a variety of formats, with little or no loss of quality.
Audiovisual capture programs exist, such as Fraps,” and software emulators of
older gaming systems often include such a feature. However, these tools were not
sufficient for the archiving goals of our project on interactive cinema. Video
encoding is a very taxing process that can impact the performance of the recorded
game. Since the emulation of older systems can also introduce performance
disparities, the ideal situation is to record from the source directly, which sadly is
not always an option.'® In order to record high-quality video without impacting
performance, the best trade-off available today comes in the form of stand-alone
DVD recorders. Even though the MPEG-2 encoder used by such devices affects
color saturation, it allows a screen resolution of 720 x 480 which is sufficient to
properly archive the majority of objects in our corpus.'’ Of course, it is still very
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Figure 2. Phantasmagoria, Sierra On-Line, 1995/In the First Degree, Broderbund, 1995.

difficult to archive some objects belonging to the interactive cinema category (such
as in-theater interactive projections) and media arts as well.

In order to archive the audiovisual manifestation of an object that is essentially
dependent on the performance of any given gamer, we determined an archiving
protocol. The goal was not to show an ideal performance, or to naively present the
recorded performance as an adequate approximation of a typical gamer experience.
Rather, we set up conditions offering a compromise between the particular
performance of a research team member, and simple archiving imperatives. In
movie-games based on the graphical adventure mould, it is very frequent for gamers
to experience aporias and wander for a very long time in the search of a single
variable that will allow them to progress further. With little more than two hours of
play time per DVD, recording such lengthy sessions would not be very convenient
from a practical storage point of view, but more importantly, it would not offer
much to the researcher/analyst in terms of relevant information.'? To facilitate
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contact with the object, the team member first read some paratextual (packaging,
user’s manual) and metatextual (web reviews from specialized websites) elements.
Faced with an aporia, he was allowed to consult a walkthrough or use cheat codes
after 10 minutes in the case of a prescriptive puzzle, and 20 minutes in the case of a
free-exploration sequence. After a first complete playthrough, the team member
played certain parts of the game over to archive the object as completely as possible.

Needless to say, the archived object is far from being complete; it is merely the
audiovisual manifestation, the surface layer of a play session. It is possible of course
to shoot on video the actual gamer or player performance, but the ideal tool to
capture interactivity would be a sequential list of all the input executed during the
play session. These two options exceeded our research means and goals. Instead, we
specified some basic elements that would describe the interactive apparatus. First,
we listed all the relevant interfaces that were used by the objects in our corpus,
based on common models: the computer interface involves a keyboard and a mouse
(with many movie-games corresponding to the point-and-click adventure genre);
console systems rely on a combination of joysticks, directional pads, and buttons;
media arts frequently feature touch screens (Cantigue No.3, Marie Chouinard,
2004), motion sensors (Artificial Changelings, Toni Dove, 1998), weight sensors
(March, Grahame Weinbren and James Cathcart, 1995-97), or sound detection
(Vox Populi, Don Ritter, 2005); some experiences use the familiar television remote
(Switching, Morten Schjedt, 2003). Many artists developed a completely unique
interface, which is noted accordingly in the database and explained in the work’s
description. To further describe the interactive encounter, we established all the
contexts of consumption'? relevant to our corpus, insofar as the space of reception
already puts conditions on this encounter. A movie-game experienced in the
domestic space doesn’t have the same time and money restrictions typical of a play
session in the arcade. Interactive cinema in theaters involves the participation of
many users at the same time. The museum, too, supposes certain codes of conduct
and regulates the interactive encounter. Finally, as the project is focusing on the
use of live-action sequences in interactive experiences, we put forward a basic
distinction to sort out the cases in which gamers or players interact with such
sequences while they unfold (in simultaneous fashion), or if they interact with other
items before seeing the result of their actions on the sequences (in a delayed
manner). All these basic descriptors help provide a better picture of the interactive
encounter and take into account all the objects of our corpus.

Cataloguing interactivity: common figures

Video games in general and interactive cinema in particular involve actual
manipulations on a great variety of interfaces, as we have just seen. Actual
manipulations are transposed into imaginary actions, which we refer to as figures of
interactivity.'* Figures correspond to the represented actions that gamers or players
will evoke when relating their experience with the interactive work: ‘I talked with
Hobbes in Wing Commander III: Heart of the Tiger’ (Origin Systems, 1994), ‘I
explored the Ambassador Hotel in Tracing the Decay of Fiction’ (Pat O’Neill, 2002).
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On top of cataloguing what gamers or players phenomenologically describe as their
own actions, this category of descriptors offers a certain insight on interactive
cinema’s médiagénie'®> (Marion 1997); it lists what are the most commonly
represented motifs by a medium under much technological and commercial
pressure. In the context of our corpus, a basic distinction can be made between the
figures: those which are associated with the actions of an avatar in a virtual world,
and those which are associated with explicit (but mediated) manipulation of filmic
sequences. We will now briefly expose significant figures of both types.

Conversation between the gamer’s avatar and fictional characters constitutes a
first major figure of interactivity. In the realm of video games, this gameplay
component had been specifically associated with the adventure game genre before
the advent of live-action sequences. In order to progress on their quest, gamers of
such games as The Secret of Monkey Island (LucasArts, 1991) and Space Quest IV
(Sierra On-Line, 1992) had to engage in conversation with various characters,
selecting actual queries, general topics to be discussed, or switching between
conversational attitudes. The introduction of character close-ups in these games, at
the turn of the 1990s, reveals the cinematographic aspirations of game designers,
but the static nature of these shots also points to the great technological constraints
faced by the medium. It is not surprising that digitized live-action sequences were
integrated to a large extent for character interaction in games, and the prevalent
form of this interaction came in the shape of conversations. Most often, the game
proposes an explicit avatar to the gamer, such as the legendary colonel Blair (Wing
Commander I11: Heart of the Tiger and Wing Commander IV: The Price of Freedom,
Origin Systems, 1995) played by Mark Hamill, or the notorious Tex Murphy in the
eponymous game series, played by game designer Chris Jones. But the avatar can
also be implicitly inscribed in the interactive apparatus: in Portrait #1 (Courchesne,
1990), the player engages in conversation but her alter ego is only defined through
the list of potential answers she can select from a list.

The same distinction can be observed for many figures of interactivity. In
Voyeur (Philips Interactive Media, 1994), Night Trap (Digital Pictures, 1992), and
Temiijin (Southpeak Interactive, 1996), the gamer has to orient the point of view of
her avatar, thus revealing different events through live-action sequences. Yet, the
first-person point of view privileged by this figure means that the avatar is only
visible, if at all, during non-interactive cut-scenes. Spatial exploration, a third
common figure, uses live-action sequences to depict the avatar’s discovery of the
fictional world. Most of the time, players actually lose control once a direction to
explore is selected, and are thus navigating between ‘nodes’. However, some works
allow a more direct form of exploration, such as in Tracing the Decay of Fiction
(O’Neill, 2002) (Figure 3), where the player can control the unfolding of a live-
action sequence with great precision.

The first-person spatial exploration figure predates the interactive movie
phenomenon: it can be found in many 2D games (Eye of the Beholder, Westwood,
1991 and the entire ‘dungeon crawler’ sub-genre it represents), polygonal 3D games
(Castle Master, Incentive Software, 1990), or pseudo-textured 3D games
(Wolfenstein 3D, 1d Software, 1992). Similarly, figures such as shooting and
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Figure 3. Tracing the Decay of Fiction, Pat O’Neill, 2002.

combat can be found as far back as the early days of digital games. The integration
of live-action sequences to these gameplay components often diminished the
precision and depth of the control afforded to the gamer. Still, many action
games using live-action sequences were produced, notably for the arcade market
(Who Shot Johnny Rock?, American Laser Games, 1991) (Figure4) and Sega-CD
console (Surgical Strike, Code Monkeys, 1995; Supreme Warrior, Digital Pictures,
1994).

The second type of figures in our corpus pertains to the mediated manipulation
of filmic material, experienced as such by the player. Predictably, it was mostly
developed in the new media art and interactive cinema categories. The prevalent
forms of manipulation correspond to editing, and three specific figures can be
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Figure 4. Who Shot Johnny Rock?, American Laser Games, 1991.

distinguished. Temporal editing allows the player to manipulate the diachronic
articulation of live-action sequences in narrative works. In Sonata (Weinbren, 1991—
93), for instance, the player can access scenes from the past or the future by pressing
specific parts of the screen at specific moments (to quote the interface itself: ‘right
side: past, left side: future, center: present’). In a strictly linear fashion, D-Dag
(Kragh-Jacobsen, Levring, Vinterberg, von Trier, 2000) or Murderous Decisions/
Morderische Entscheidung (Olivier Hirshbiegel, 1991) also proposes to edit the
temporal manifestation of the work by letting the player switch between four or two
simultaneous scenes, respectively, broadcast on four or two different channels and
simply accessed with the television remote. A variant of the temporal editing figure
comes in the shape of point of view manipulation: in The Wrong Side of Town
(Hyperbole Studios, 1992) for instance, the player can view scenes from multiple
camera angles (Figure5). This figure of interactivity can also be found on the
standard home DVD format, with many movies offering this very same possibility.

The two other editing figures involve a spatial and a rhythmic element,
respectively. In the case of spatial editing, the player is invited to arrange the
disposition of various live-action sequences on a screen. The complexity of this
manipulation varies greatly from one work to another. In Flora Petrinsularis
(Boissier, 1993-94), the player can only cause the apparition of the next looping
sequence in a preset order, but the co-presence of two looping sequences on the
same screen introduces a spatial element. In Sonata, a touch screen lets the player
resize the portion of the displayed sequences on the screen. The T_Visionarium
experiments (Brown, Del Favero, Shaw, Weibel, 2001 and 2006) surround the
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viewers with a plethora of moving images and sounds that varies according to user
input on a touch screen. The rhythmic element present in some of these works can
also become the very purpose of the interactive encounter. In Cantique No. 3
(Chouinard, 2004), players are invited to modify the length, play rate, and content
of two looping audiovisual sequences, more specifically close-ups of a man and a
woman facing each other on a big screen. While the work can be played on the level
of spatial editing, it indisputably invites the viewer to arrange the sequences in
regard to their rhythmic qualities. The ability to add a techno soundtrack and to
modify the sound of the sequences (in accordance with their play rate) only adds to
this rhythmic element. This figure can also be found in the Make My Video series
(Digital Pictures, 1992-93): players have to assemble a music video for their favorite
band (either Kris Kross, INXS, C+C Music Factory, or Marky Mark and the
Funky Bunch) from a pool of stock footage. The Make My Video series represents
the very essence of rhythmic editing.

Understanding interactivity: beneath the surface

While they are useful in themselves, the categories, contexts of production and
reception, and figures of interactivity we have described so far are insufficient to
properly account for the diversity of works that make up our corpus of early
interactive cinema. Beneath the surface manifestation of an interactive object, such
as the images appearing on screen and the material operations performed by the
interactor via the work’s interface, lies a vast, heterogeneous set of database objects
linked together by algorithms of varying complexity. Many scholars and
practitioners have endeavored to chart the recurring structures of interactivity.'®
For instance, Marie-Laure Ryan underlines the fact that ‘the narrative potential of
the interactive text is a function of the architecture of its system of links’ (2001, 246).
These ‘structures of choice’ involve nonlinear or multilinear branching structures
such as trees, rhizomes, networks, or vectors (Ryan 2001, 246-58; 2006, 100-107).
This inevitably results in overly general structures that cannot tell the analyst
anything about a particular interactive object. Symptomatically, not many games or
interactive artworks are introduced or analyzed in depth when such structures are
described. In addition, these structures often overlap with each other, such that it is
difficult to determine exactly why a game like Myst should be considered, as Ryan
states, a ‘Hidden Story’ because the gamer is ‘discovering the prehistory of the
game-world’ (2001, 253), and not what Ryan calls a ‘Directed Network’ even
though the game has four different endings.

More importantly, however, the exact identification and objective mapping of a
work’s structure is bound to fail because it is hidden away from the gamer or player.
If Samsel and Wimberley, writing about interactive writing, are able to be more
specific about the 10 geometric design structures they identify, it is in great part
because they were able to interview the writers and designers of the interactive
movies and artworks they are using to exemplify their account, such as Greg Roach
(The Wrong Side of Town and The X-Files Game), Douglas Gayeton (Johnny
Mnemonic), and Terry Borst (Wing Commander III and Wing Commander IV)
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(Samsel and Wimberley 1998). Bar the chance happening of a researcher having
access to the original production documents, any attempt to be accurate must be
done from a finite number of experiences with the object. To refer to the example
we’ve used earlier, it is very hard from a gamer’s perspective to know exactly how
The X-Files Game’s Psychological Monitoring System is working. There is always
the possibility that one more experience could lead to the discovery of some new
link between known nodes, or new nodes altogether. While it is possible to exhaust
every possibility in the case of interactive movies, where a limited number of explicit
choice-based interactions draws up the boundaries of a relatively small space of
possibility, new media art or video games can feature nodes or links seamlessly
integrated into the player’s experience, or even tucked away — or outright hidden, as
with the ‘easter eggs’ common in video games — in the darkest recesses of their
virtual topography. The resources needed to accurately conduct such a study would
be prohibitive.

For these reasons, and confronted with an actual heterogeneous corpus, we
have chosen to center our approach on the gamer and player’s experience and the
type of actions they must engage in. Consequently, we will not be thinking anymore
in terms of interactive structures or architectures (as Ryan), but will be talking
about actional modalities, that is, the principal frames of action envisioned by the
gamer or player from the conditions of performance, progression, and exploration
he is experiencing.!” These actional modalities are defined by three parameters:
sequence of actions, frame of actions, and skills.

At a given time, a gamer envisions a series of actions to progress, which we
call a sequence. Every sequence has two attributes. The first is its scope, which can
be short-term, mid-term, or long-term. A short-term sequence involves the
resolution of an immediate problem, using readily available means. By contrast,
mid-term sequences require the execution of a certain number of actions across
many locales, using means either not available or not readily apparent, for the user
to complete the sequence. Long-term sequences concern higher level, diffuse goals
or general objectives, and usually encompass multiple short-term or mid-term
sequences.

To take a classic example from outside the realm of interactive cinema, an
experienced gamer entering a room in The Legend of Zelda: A Link to the Past
(Nintendo, 1991) with a locked door, a pressure plate on a corner of the floor, and a
heavy object such as a statue in another corner, will immediately elaborate a short-
term sequence of actions: pushing the statue onto the pressure plate will open the
door, thereby granting access to the next room. This situation, found in the Dark
World Level 1 among others, is repeated as a mid-term sequence in Level 5. The
gamer enters a similar room now missing a statue, and must go to an earlier room
one floor higher, destroy a crackled portion of the floor by using a bomb, push a
statue down the newly created pit, and then go down to the room to push the statue
on the pressure plate. Both of these sequences are part of a larger, long-term
encompassing sequence: reaching the end of the level.

The second attribute of a sequence of actions is its conformity to other prior
elements or sequences. This takes place on the diachronic axis of the gamer’s
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experience. A gamer facing the same statue/pressure plate/door situation a second
or third time around elaborates an assimilated sequence, that is, the cause(s) and
effect(s) of his actions and their order of succession are already known to him. The
sequence is renewed if the execution of a familiar set of actions produces a new
result, or if the diachronic articulation of the elements is different (i.e. the actions
must be performed in another order). The experienced gamer that arrives at the
aforementioned room in level 5, for example, has already mastered two sequences
of actions: pushing a block on a pressure plate to open a door, and placing a bomb
on a crackled floor to destroy it and create a pit. What is required from him
therefore is not a new action, but a new articulation of familiar actions. A
sequence of actions can also be indeterminate if the player cannot predict the
outcome of his interaction because the object seems to resist all apprehension or
plays at deceiving his expectations. This is often the case with the improvisational
nature of new media art, in which the same sequence of actions can produce
radically different results each time as in Michael Buckley’s The Good Cook (1996),
Zoe Beloff’s Beyond (1997), or Anna Anders and Klaus Gasteier’s Touchscreen
(1998).1%

Sequences of actions are always shaped from within a set frame of actions. The
frame of actions corresponds to the synchronic repertoire of actions needed to
complete the sequence, and can also be qualified using two attributes. When facing
a new problem, the gamer considers each opportunity afforded to him by the space
of possibility in order to develop a sequence of actions. First, this frame can be
either homogeneous or heterogeneous. A new enemy that requires four strikes
from Link’s sword instead of three, or that moves around quicker than usual,
involves a homogeneous frame of actions. An example of a heterogeneous frame
can be found in level 6, when the gamer enters a room with no statues or pits in the
room above it. To envision the sequence of actions needed to get past the locked
door, the gamer must use a larger frame of actions with the treasure he has found
earlier in the dungeon: by using the Cane of Somaria, the gamer creates a block,
which can then be pushed onto the pressure plate in a short-term assimilated
sequence.

The second attribute of a frame of actions is its perceived openness. When the
gamer sees many different possibilities open to him, the frame of actions is
emergent; when he can envision only one course of action, the frame is prescriptive
(it prescribes a particular sequence of actions, and nothing else). Defeating an
enemy in A Link to the Past is a sequence established from an emergent frame of
actions: the enemy can cause Link to lose many hearts (or even die), it can move
around a lot, and the gamer can defeat it using his sword, boomerang, bombs, or
hammer (among many others), in any combination. By contrast, the statue/pressure
plate/locked door puzzles are prescriptive because they can only be solved with a
well-defined sequence. Designed around previously filmed sequences, movie-games
are mostly based on this prescriptive frame of action. In movie-games such as
Johnny Mnemonic (Propaganda Code, 1995) or Fox Hunt (3vision Games, 1996),
when the gamer faces two options (as doors or windows), there is only one leading
to the next ‘level’.
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If interactivity is to be understood, following Aarseth (1997, 3), as working to
create a path, not all interactive objects require work of the same nature. Typically
the divide falls between sensori-motor skills (perception of movement, manual
dexterity, response time, and hand-eye coordination) and cognitive abilities
(management of resources, logics, and puzzle-solving skills). While strategy games
rely mostly on cognitive skills, action games mainly promote execution. This forms
the first of our four actional modalities (Table 1).

As shown in Table 1, execution relies on the gamer’s sensori-motor skills, as she
must perform a short-term, assimilated sequence of action from an emergent frame
of action, which only consists of homogeneous possibilities. For example, in games
like Mad Dog McCree or Who Shot Johnny Rock? (American Laser Games, 1991),
the gamer must simply shoot in a repetitive way enemies appearing on the screen in
order to move forward in the game.

The second actional modality, resolution, is quite different as the gamer or
player, relying on her cognitive skills, must piece together a short-term or middle-
term, assimilated or renewed sequence of action from a prescriptive frame of action
which only consists of heterogeneous possibilities. This is best exemplified in
adventure games such as The X-Files Game or The 7th Guest (Virgin Interactive
Entertainment, 1992) where the gamer must solve puzzles or small quests to
progress. Each situation must be resolved individually, and the gamer usually is not
told in advance exactly which actions her character can perform. The same action of
clicking on the screen can yield a variety of developments such as entering a
conversation, jumping over a pit, stealing an object, or punching someone.

Some games, especially detective or crime ones like In the First Degree or Tex
Murphy: Under A Killing Moon, demand deeper cognitive skills, as the gamer must
elaborate middle-term or long-term, assimilated sequences of actions from a frame

Table 1.

Execution Resolution Strategy Improvisation
Skills
Sensori-motor/cognitive Sensori-motor  Cognitive Cognitive None

Sequence of action

Short/middle/long-term Short-term Short-term/ Middle-term/  Short-term/

scope middle-term  long-term middle-term/
long-term
Assimilated/renewed/  Assimilated Assimilated/  Assimilated Indeterminate/
indeterminate actions renewed assimilated
Frame of action
Prescriptive/emergent  Prescriptive or Prescriptive Emergent Prescriptive or

Homogeneous/
heterogeneous actions

emergent
Homogeneous

Heterogeneous Heterogeneous

emergent
Homogeneous/
heterogeneous
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of emergent actions which consists of heterogeneous possibilities. For example, in In
the First Degree, only a clever strategy — our third actional modality — can lead the
gamer to find the guilty person and win his case in trial. This is done through
interviews with the suspects and review of evidence, and the gamer is not
approaching each of these tasks individually, but as parts of his longer-term goal.

Concerning almost exclusively works of new media art, the last actional
modality, improvisation, is very different from the others. In this situation,
without requiring particular skills, the player experiments with a short-term,
middle-term, or long-term and indeterminate or possibly assimilated sequence of
action from a prescriptive or emergent frame of action which consists of
homogeneous or heterogeneous possibilities. As we can see, this actional modality
is quite open to various experiences, in echo to the diversity and inventiveness of
new media artworks. The aforementioned Sonata is a good example of the kind of
experience that is possible within this category. The key factors that unite these
various objects are the lack of specific skills required to manipulate them and their
general lack of goals. The interactor here is not a gamer but a player, someone
who is mildly curious or intent on fooling around or experimenting with the
object for a while. Outside the realm of interactive cinema, the improvisational
actional modality can be found in hypertext fiction. In these improvisational
playing experiences, and contrary to interactive cinema which is built around the
quest for narrative closure but still relying on free choices, ‘You are done when it
is over for you. "

Conclusion

We initially set out to study early interactive cinema on its own terms instead of
viewing the works of this genre as films, or as games. As our example of Zelda
shows, we were able to develop an analytical framework that reaches out to the
farthest regions of gameplay space. The methods for archiving, quoting, and
analyzing early interactive movies should serve to game studies in general.

In 1975, Bellour gave the example of the TV series Filmmakers of our Time to
show that it might be possible to escape language and to quote traditional film
in its own terms. More than ever, we do not have to stay logocentric. We can
and should be ‘multimediatic’ or ‘intermediatic’: with online publishing, it is now
possible to integrate excerpts from the game.”’ We may even be allowed to play
with the intrinsic nature of the game and build an interactive analysis. That’s a
great challenge. In this sense, here are Bellour’s closing thoughts in ‘Analysis in
Flames’:

Given all this, nothing will prevent a dreamer from deciding one day to start up (again)
in all simplicity the analysis of a film, in order to understand something never
understood. But it would take much foresight whether to predict this move would give
rise to a new theoretical proposition or to a new form of narrative. (1985, 56)

Interactive movies and video games in general urge us to start up analysis again. We
are at the threshold of new theoretical propositions, new narrative forms, AND
analytical methods. So let’s keep facing the challenge, let’s play and let’s dream ...
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Notes

1.

2.

13.

14.
15.

16.

17.

By opposition to entire 3-D animation games. We say ‘entire’ because interactive movies
may have real actors shot in front of a blue/green screen and/or 3-D locations to explore.
This research project (and consequently the present paper) was funded by the Social
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC). It was also supported
by the GRAFICS (Groupe de recherche sur I’avénement et la formation des institutions
cinématographiques et scéniques) at the University of Montreal and by the NT2
Laboratory (Nouvelles technologies, nouvelles textualités) at the University of Quebec in
Montreal. See http://www.ludicine.ca for the database.

. The interactive film being an almost forgotten genre, as we noted earlier, it is in many

cases difficult to experience the objects first-hand. New objects can also always be found,
especially in new media art.

However, except for Blair’s work, which can be found on CD, we have decided to leave
out Web art, mainly by reason of its fleeting nature.

. Mpyst has often been named an ‘interactive movie’, among others by Bolter and Grusin

(1999, 94-9). But since the gamer can never interact directly with the live-action
sequences (they are used to portray narrative developments, or the results of the player’s
actions, while gameplay sequences are in Computer-Generated Imagery or CGI), it is not
considered by us as an interactive movie.

This term, stemming from the Greek ergon and hodos meaning work and path, was coined
by Espen Aarseth in Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature: ‘In ergodic literature,
nontrivial effort is required to allow the reader to traverse the text’ (1997, 1).

. Other researchers have also advocated for such changes and introduced new models. See,

for instance, Konzack (2002), Aarseth (2003), and Jarvinen (2007).

. Eugeni quickly refers to the metaphor of the maze and of the web to talk about Myst as a

hypertext.
http://www.fraps.com/

. Older gaming systems are not always readily available or in an optimal functional state,

such as the first generation of CD-ROM-based systems. Moreover, many PC games
require an emulator such as DOSBox to run on modern computers, which is still prone to
performance issues.

. Most movie-games were made using 640 x 480 resolution or use the DVD standard itself

(such as the second release of Dracula Unleashed [ICOM, 1993] in 2002).

. Many aporias depend on players’ inability to detect an active element in the virtual

environment or to solve notoriously illogical puzzle elements. As such, the archived
performance would show long periods of pixel-hunting or improvisation by trial and
error to find the unlikely sequence of actions required by the game.

Not to be confused with our three basic categories of interactive cinema, which are based
on the contexts of production.

For a first account of those figures, see Perron and Therrien (2007).

Based on the term ‘photogenic’, it means something that is well suited for a media or that
is ‘naturally’ emphasized by it.

See, for instance, Ryan, “The Structures of Interactive Narrativity’ (2001, 246-58); Ryan,
‘Toward an Interactive Narratology’ (2006, 100-107); DeMarle (2007) and Katherine
Phelps, ‘Story Shapes for Digital Media’, http://www.glasswings.com.au/Storytronics/
Tronics/shapes/onshapes/shapeframe.htm

These modalities do not depend on the real structure of the artwork. They are inferred
from the gameplay experience. However, their identification might have been
subsequently specified with the help of production documents or strategy guides.
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18. We would like to thank Guillaume Roux-Girard for his insights regarding those
examples.

19. The comprehension of the fictional hypertext (and new media artworks) does not depend
on the narrative closure or on the sequentiality of the events and actions that derive from
it (see Gervais and Xanthos 1998, as well as Douglas 1993), contrary to the
comprehension of movie-games and video game adventures which is conditional to
those same two notions. The famous assertion of Stuart Moulthrop to which we refer to
describes the reading experience of a fictional hypertext — “You are done when it is over
for you’ — does not apply in these latter cases. However, if the player puts an end
(momentarily or forever) to her experience because the difficulty or commonality of the
task discourages or bores her, she accepts with more or less resistance to forfeit the
ending, whatever that ending may be.

20. We are indeed in the process of integrating video clips to our database so as to exemplify
our figures of interactivity and to present the surface layer of our corpus.
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