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In the Frame of the Magic Cycle: The Circle(s) of Gameplay 
 

Dominic Arsenault and Bernard Perron 
 
More than smoke and mirrors 
 
 The simplest way to conceptualize the gaming activity is to see the game and the gamer 
as two separate entities meeting at a junction point, which is commonly referred to as 
“gameplay”. In popular game culture, this all-inclusive term seems to belong more to the realm 
of magic than to the one of science. People will usually say that the gameplay of a particular 
game is what makes it “fun” without precisely detailing what it entails. But as we know, insofar 
as the notion of gameplay cannot be ignored, its nature is being scrutinized both in video game 
studies and professional game development communities. Like Daniel Cook states in “The 
Chemistry of Game Design”, it is necessary to move “beyond alchemy” and to “embrace the 
scientific process and start [to] build a science of game design”.1 Indeed, we have reached a point 
where it is possible and necessary to break the spell of gameplay in order to understand this 
elusive phenomenon, and to use proper terms and models to study it. 
 At the onset, one of the first misconceptions of gameplay which needs to be addressed 
springs out when one does not make a distinction between the process of playing a game and the 
game system itself. This is exactly the case with Lev Manovich’s discussion of the notion of 
algorithm. In The Language of New Media, Manovich writes:  
 

The similarity between the actions expected from the player and computer algorithms is 
too uncanny to be dismissed. While computer games do not follow database logic, they 
appear to be ruled by another logic – that of an algorithm. They demand that a player 
executes an algorithm in order to win. 
 An algorithm is the key to the game experience in a different sense as well. As the 
player proceeds through the game, she gradually discovers the rules that operate in the 
universe constructed by this game. She learns its hidden logic, in short its algorithm. 
Therefore, in games in which the game play departs from following an algorithm, the 
player is still engaged with an algorithm, albeit in another way: She is discovering the 
algorithm of the game itself. I mean this both metaphorically and literally (...)2 

 
The word “algorithm” is used here to refer to two different things: the actions the gamer must 
perform to solve a problem, and the set of computer procedures controlling the representation, 
responses, rules, and randomness of a game.3 Uncanny connection or not, these things are not the 
same. And the literal meaning is as wrong as the metaphor remains in the end faulty. Clearly, 
Manovich does not seem to grasp the subtle difference between his own conception and the one 
he quotes from Will Wright: “Playing the game is a continuous loop between the user (viewing 
the outcomes and inputting decisions) and the computer (calculating outcomes and displaying 
them back to the user). The user is trying to build a mental model of the computer model” 
(Manovich, 223). When, to take Manovich’s example, the gamer finds out that an enemy in 
Quake (Id Software, 1996) will always appear from the left, he still only witnesses the repetitive 
result of the computer’s response to his action. He does not, per se, discover the game’s 
algorithm which remains coded, hidden and multifaceted (from the graphics, which deal with the 
appearance of the enemy, to the artificial intelligence, which manages this enemy’s actions). His 
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mental model will never represent the gameplay as a computer set of instructions or calculated 
formulae (the enemy’s movement from left to right is not thought of by the gamer as 
“Enemy1.PositionX = PositionX+1”). Therefore, the notion that a gamer’s experience and a 
computer program directly overlap is a mistake. Gameplay should not be considered as “gamer’s 
input + computer algorithm = outcome”. The patterns of gameplay are much more complex than 
that. On this matter, Jesper Juul makes a significant clarification:  
 

It is important to understand that the gameplay is not the rules themselves, the game tree, 
or the game’s fiction, but the way the game is actually played. (...) Where does gameplay 
come from? I believe that gameplay is not a mirror of the rules of the game, but a 
consequence of the game rules and the dispositions of the game player.4 

 
While it is certainly more than smoke and mirrors, gameplay is not just a perfect mirror of the 
algorithm either. To better define gameplay, we need to consider it as something on its own.  
 Another common misconception about gameplay comes from the widespread use of the 
metaphor of space to describe the junction point between the gamer and a game. This is probably 
one of the main reasons why Huizinga’s concept of “the magic circle” is now being questioned. 
For instance, Daniel Pargman and Peter Jakobsson underline in “The magic is gone: a critical 
examination of the gaming situation” that there is not a strong boundary anymore between games 
and ordinary life in our digital world, and that games play many different roles and fill many 
other functions than those related to “fun”, “specialness”, and “other-worldliness”.5 While those 
observations may be true, taking Huizinga’s wording at face value and trying to reduce the 
gaming situation to extraordinary and spatial considerations carried in “magic” and “circle” is 
still a blunder that should be avoided. 
 For one thing, a game does not depend that much on the playground in which gamers find 
themselves. As Mia Consalvo puts it: 
 

While it may be helpful to consider that there is an invisible boundary marking game 
space from normal space, that line has already been breached, if it was ever there to start 
with. My point is not to contend that such boundaries are necessary (or unnecessary) but 
instead to point to the most important boundary marker for games: their rules. Rules keep 
a game distinct from other games as well as other parts of life.6 

 
With or without physical boundaries, self-contained or open activity, routinized practice or 
ritualized events, playing a game always requires the understanding and voluntary adoption of 
certain behaviors enforced through the game’s rules. We cannot play without taking on, at a 
certain degree, a lusory7 or ludic attitude. This, in Gadamer’s terms, “determines exactly why 
playing is always a playing of something. Every game presents the man who plays it with a task. 
He cannot enjoy the freedom of playing himself out except by transforming the aims of his 
behavior into mere tasks of the game” (in French, the translation refers to a behaviour 
transformed into a “pure ludic task”).8 We cannot play if we are not conscious of playing. When 
all is said and done, Salen and Zimmerman’s suggestion that “[t]he idea of a cognitive frame 
closely mirrors the concept of the magic circle”9 should be taken the other way around. In fact, it 
is the magic circle that reflects the concept of cognitive frame.  
 The authors of Rules of Play resort pertinently to Gregory Bateson’s theory of play (and 
fantasy). Observing play activities among animals and human beings as well, Bateson notices 
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that “this phenomenon, play, could only occur if the participant organisms were capable of some 
degree of metacommunication, i.e., of exchanging signals which would carry the message ‘This 
is play’. (...) Expanded, the statement ‘This is play’ looks something like this: ‘These actions in 
which we now engage do not denote what those actions for which they stand would denote’.”10 
Like Pargman and Jakobsson’s interviewed informants, a gamer can go in the most ordinary way 
from his PC to his console (left on all the time), and still understand that he plays here, and not 
there. Picking up a game controller or even logging into his America’s Army: Operations (U.S. 
Army, 2002) account will signal him that he is not using his PC “to work” or to interact with “the 
real world”.11 Failure to do so would be a huge problem and would probably necessitate therapy. 
Moreover, for Bateson,  
 

“[t]he resemblance between the process of therapy and the phenomenon of play is, in 
fact, profound. Both occur within a delimited psychological frame, a spatial and temporal 
bounding of a set of interactive messages. In both play and therapy, the messages have a 
special and peculiar relationship to a more concrete or basic reality.” (Bateson, 191) 

 
If, among his two examples, Bateson takes the physical analogy of the picture frame to explain 
his concept of psychological frame,12 he underscores the fact that the “psychological concept 
which [he is] trying to define is neither physical nor logical. Rather, the actual physical frame is 
(...) added by human beings to physical pictures because these human beings operate more easily 
in a universe in which some of their psychological characteristics are externalized” (Bateson, 
187). In that sense, the image of the magic circle externalizes the cognitive processes implied by 
the act of entering a game. 
 A psychological frame delimits a set of messages or meaningful actions. We act 
differently or follow different rules according to the framing of a situation or an activity. Since 
human beings are switching frames “all the time and it can literally be done at the blink of an 
eye” (Pargman and Jakobsson, 20), there might be, following Pargman and Jakobsson, nothing 
“magical” about playing a game nowadays.13 No doubt we all wish at one point in our lives to be 
able to see games (and many more things) once again through a child’s eyes. It seemed, in those 
days, that playing games had mysterious and supernatural qualities (especially when these games 
had been delivered by Santa Claus under the Christmas tree). But if, as we grow up and as our 
experience of gaming changes, games do not spellbind us anymore, it does not mean that there is 
not something captivating or enchanting about them any longer. On the contrary. To quote Salen 
and Zimmerman, “there is in fact something genuinely magical that happens when a game 
begins” (p. 95). Pieces on a board become kings, queens, rooks, bishops, knights, and pawns; 
they have to be moved in specific ways; and they necessitate the development of strategies. It 
might be yet another first-person shooter with the same default controls and narrative premises, 
but a gamer is still getting a certain anxiety in a digital universe he has to explore and where he 
will face hordes of enemies in real-time with an arsenal at hand. Just as there is probably nothing 
“magical” per se about reading a book, it is still fascinating to find ourselves totally absorbed in 
one. While a well-informed cinephile can focus on details an ordinary viewer would not see, it 
does not prevent him from being caught up in the action of a movie or from experiencing a 
wizardly special effect.14 To anyone who loves games, there is always something exciting about 
gaming. It can certainly happen that the “game magic” isn’t there. But again, the image of the 
magic circle externalizes the fact that we see and behave in games differently than in our 
ordinary-life psychological frame. In the end, this is what Huizinga was really trying to say: “All 
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[play-grounds] are temporary worlds within the ordinary world, dedicated to the performance of 
an act apart.”15 
 
Getting into the Magic Cycle 
 
 While everyone seems interested in “breaking the magic circle”16 because the concept 
appears to be questionable, there is at least one point on which everyone agrees: playing a video 
game is always a continuous loop between the gamer’s input and the game’s output. Call it 
interactivity or ergodicity (or anything else), is that not what is unique about video games ? And 
is this not where the magic comes from? We should not forget that the temporal dimension of 
gameplay prevails on its spatial characterization. Therefore, the figure of the circle should make 
us think about an ongoing process more than an enclosed space. It is much more relevant to 
conceptualize the cognitive frame of gameplay as a cycle: the magic cycle. 
 As Perron has already noted,17 the notion of circularity in video games is a classic way to 
explain gameplay. From game designers to video game scholars, everyone is referring to some 
kind of cycle. For instance, game designer Clint Hocking (of Ubisoft’s Splinter Cell: Chaos 
Theory, 2005) has highlighted in his 2007 Game Developers Conference presentation 
“Exploration - from Systems to Spaces to Self”18 that exploration of space in games relies on 
various looping processes. He exemplified this with The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion (Bethesda 
Game Studios, 2006), in which the player can explore the world to find alchemical ingredients 
and use them to create potions that in turn make it easier to explore the world, and so on. The 
well-known theorist and practitioner Chris Crawford goes beyond specific examples and 
integrates the cycle into his very definition of interactivity: “a cyclical process in which two 
actors alternately listen, think, and speak to each other”.19 In his aforementioned Gamasutra 
article “The Chemistry of Game Design”, Daniel Cook breaks down this high-level conception 
by “remixing” the “basic ingredients” of gameplay put forth by other game designers into a 
“self-contained atomic feedback loop called a skill atom”. In his view, gameplay is a four-part 
loop between player input (Action), algorithm processing (Simulation), the game engine’s output 
(Feedback), and the player’s comprehension of his action (Modeling) (Cook). Another 
Gamasutra chemist, Tom Heaton, has also presented “A Circular Model of Gameplay”, in which 
the gamer input and the game output reciprocally influence each other and are given equal 
importance.20  
 Based on Heaton’s model and echoing Cook’s declaration that “to accurately describe 
games, we need a working psychological model of the player” (Cook), Perron (p. 66) has 
developed a first version of a “heuristic circle of gameplay” (see Figure 1).  While playing a 
video game, the gamer has to “go in circles around the questions” (as in faire le tour de la 
question in French21) or the challenges he faces.22 At first, right after the game’s output, he must 
analyze the information available to him (while keeping in mind as well the potential future 
states of the game) through his perceptual and cognitive activity, which relies on the bottom-up 
(data-driven) and top-down (concept-driven) processes. If the unfolding of the action is new and 
it is difficult to predict what will come next, the gamer will rely more on images, sounds and/or 
force-feedback in trying to make sense of such a situation. The bottom-up process will be 
dominant. But if the beginning of the action matches a general knowledge schema (context) or a 
generic schema (learned from past experience of other texts, i.e. co-texts), the top-down process 
takes the lead and the gamer will look for a confirmation of his expectations. 
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Figure 1: Perron’s Heuristic Circle of Gameplay 

 
Both processes direct the choice the gamer will make. For instance, seeing a lifeless body lying 
on the ground in a survival horror game always suggests that it can rise from the dead. A gamer 
then knows he has to walk around it carefully. However, the gamer cannot rely only on his 
analytical skills in order to progress in a video game. He needs embodied, sensori-motor skills as 
well and as much. Without the right input or an excellent implementation, the gamer will not be 
able to succeed in the game’s challenging tasks or objectives. It is one thing to know a zombie 
can jump on your avatar, and another to successfully move out of the way and shoot it to survive. 
It is by constantly affecting the game, modifying his reactions, and directing his actions, that a 
gamer can say he is playing a game. As Perron has stated, a video game is a thought- and action-
triggering engine. 
 Although such a conception is well-suited to explain the ins and outs of gameplay, it is 
far from being fully developed. Indeed, the most obvious flaw of representing gameplay with a 
single circle is that the temporal progression – the evolution of the gamer’s relationship with the 
game – is left aside. To be true to the gameplay experience, the best way to illustrate it is through 
spirals (see Figure 2).  
 Our model of gameplay features three interconnected spirals which represent the cycles 
the gamer will have to go through in order to answer gameplay, narrative, and interpretative 
questions. The first one, and the largest, depicts the actual gameplay, obviously the most 
important feature of video games. The spiral expands with an ever larger circumference to 
represent the fact that video games seldom have a unique, fixed, and unchanging gameplay. 
Usually, new features, power-ups, and situations are introduced progressively to the gamer. This 
constitutes, in a simple way, the “rising challenge” of the progression structure that is so 
common among video games.23 Even in games of emergence, such as The Sims (Maxis, 2000) or 
Civilization (MicroProse, 1991), the gamer at first only has a few parameters and resources to 
manage, but eventually goes beyond the simple menial tasks and single-city micromanagement  
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Figure 2: The spirals of the Magic Cycle 

 
to romantic relationships and a whole kingdom or empire to run. It is not the game itself that is 
expanding – the game’s data and algorithms are a finite product on a CD-ROM or cartridge24 – 
but only its gameplay. In the words of Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman, it is the game’s space 
of possibility (p. 66-67) that expands, and not its design.  
 The second spiral, contained within the gameplay, marks the narrative events that unfold 
through the game. While there exist abstract or non-narrative video games – Tetris (Alexey 
Pajitnov, 1985) and sports games come first to mind, most games rely on some kind of narrative, 
ranging from a basic framing narrative (Tetris Worlds, Blue Planet Software, 2001) to a rich and 
complex plot (Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic, BioWare, 2003). Playing the game and 
moving on through the gameplay spiral causes a similar heuristic progression on the narrative 
level. The gamer slowly comes to grasp what is going on. The more he knows about the 
characters, their motivations and their aims, the more he is in a position to evaluate and guess the 
possible outcomes of the story. This follows the same principles as reading a book or even 
watching a film in a theatre where the viewer cannot go back in time. In Bertrand Gervais’ terms, 
we would refer to a reading-in-progression. 
 

The progression is, by definition, the basic economy of the reading act. To read is to 
progress through a text, to reach its end. (...) [T]he explicit goal is not so much to 
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understand everything... but to progress onward, to become acquainted with the text. 
When one reads a novel, the plot can often bring us to want to seek the rest of the 
narrative. In a certain way, there is “suspense”, an expectation that pushes us to go 
further, to the detriment of a greater precision in our understanding of the events.25 

 
In similar fashion, a gamer will usually not interrupt his game every so often to think in depth 
about all the ramifications of the story’s events, but will simply follow the narrative. 
 The third spiral represents the hermeneutic circle (or hermeneutic spiral as it also came to 
be theorized26). The circularity between the whole and the parts brings here the question of 
interpretation and deals with different meanings. To quote David Bordwell: “(...) comprehension 
is concerned with apparent, manifest, or direct meanings, while interpretation is concerned with 
revealing hidden, nonobvious meanings”27. Taking a famous example, it is possible to play Tetris 
without interpreting the game as “a perfect enactment of the overtasked lives of Americans in the 
1990s – of the constant bombardment of tasks that demand our attention and that we must 
somehow fit into our overcrowded schedules and clear off our desks in order to make room for 
the next onslaught.”28 It is also possible to play Super Mario Bros. (Nintendo, 1985) just for fun 
and not see there a metaphor of being high on drugs, or of overcoming the hurdles of modern life 
with its instant consumerism mentality. However, interpretation remains a possibility for the 
gamer who is making meaning while playing a game. 
 We must make it clear that if this third spiral is at the center of the magic cycle, it is not 
because it is the core of the gaming experience, but because it is far from being an obligatory 
process – and the same thing can be said about the second spiral, the heuristic circle of narrative. 
The spirals’ relationship to each other is one of inclusion: the gameplay leads to the unfolding of 
the narrative, and together the gameplay and the narrative can make possible some sort of 
interpretation. Following this process, we can easily understand that a game, in its purest and 
most formal incarnation, could feature only one spiral. However rich and complex the narrative 
or subtext of a game can be, and however limited its gameplay, there will always be a heuristic 
spiral of gameplay. Even the so-called interactive movies such as Dragon’s Lair (Cinematronics, 
1983), Night Trap (Digital Pictures, 1992) and Phatasmagoria (Sierra, 1995) had a minimal 
gameplay requiring some sort of rudimentary performance. Those games also make us aware that 
the size of the spirals depends on the importance given to each of those aspects by both the 
game’s design and the gamer’s individual preferences. For instance, looking at Nintendo’s Super 
Mario franchise from Super Mario Bros. to Super Mario Galaxy (2007) would consistently show 
a large heuristic spiral of gameplay and both a small heuristic spiral of narrative (the “plot” is 
always a variation on the same theme, with Bowser always trying one more evil scheme to rule 
the world and get the princess), and a small hermeneutic spiral (as we have described earlier). On 
the other hand, even though the gameplay is still very rich in The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion, the 
game’s design, with its many side quests and detailed universe (with hundreds of in-game 
books), makes it possible for a gamer to get into a narrative spiral just as large as the gameplay. 
It all depends as much on his past experiences as on the one he wishes to have. 
 Since playing a game is a process that takes place over time and which relies on acquired 
knowledge and skills, it is important to stress that the gamer’s experience with a game starts 
before the gameplay proper. The horizontal line on our figure marks the game’s primordial 
speech, to continue with Crawford’s metaphor of a conversation: it is the first manifestation of 
the game. This often takes the form of an introductory cut-scene whose main function is to 
regulate, modulate, take in charge, or shape the gamer’s horizon of expectations. As we know, 
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Jauss has introduced this concept to explain the reception of a text, which cannot be separated 
from its historical context: “The new text evokes for the reader (listener) the horizon of 
expectations and rules familiar from earlier texts, which are then varied, corrected, altered, or 
even just reproduced”29. The horizon of expectations explains why there are inverted spirals 
below the line representing the game’s opening.  
 By reading the description on the box or some reviews beforehand, the gamer comes to 
know what kind of content she can expect to get, and to identify the particular genre(s) it will fall 
under according to what the game is about in terms of gameplay and narrative. Since the cover of 
Gears of War (Epic Games, 2006) shows a massive soldier holding an oversized gun with a 
chainsaw, and that the narrative is about saving humanity from extinction and waging war 
against a horde of monstrous aliens, it is not difficult to imagine the sort of actions the gamer 
will be undertaking. The more a gamer comes to a game with some idea of what she will find 
inside, the more her horizon narrows. This means the gamer does not enter the cycle at the tip of 
the spirals, but well before that. One cannot be considered a complete newbie for long: as is the 
case with films,30 an exposure to even a small number of games gives one a head start when 
getting into a new title by concretely shaping otherwise diffuse expectations. When a game 
answers to these expectations, the gamer can rely on her prior analytical and implementation 
skills to jump ahead (by skipping the tutorial for example) and right away tackle some higher 
patterns of gameplay. In our model this is expressed with the dotted lines at the base of the 
spirals, which correspond to what one could call a launch window. A gamer can enter at any 
point along the lines depending on his past experience.  
 It does not make a lot of difference that Gears of War is a third- instead of a first-person 
shooter, since it uses the same control scheme as other games of this genre. The gamer can easily 
start to shoot and flank enemies using her aiming, strafing, and tactical expertise acquired 
through other similar games beforehand. However, this is not the case with the game’s unique 
“active reload” system, which requires some initial trial and error to use. It goes without saying 
that mastering new game mechanics is a learning process leading to better analytical and 
implementation skills. This process can be somewhat circumvented by the use of walkthroughs 
or cheat codes. Consulting a walkthrough is essentially tapping into another (more advanced) 
gamer’s analytical skills. It has an effect on the gameplay level, but the implementation still rests 
squarely on the gamer’s shoulders. Conversely, using a cheat code usually has a direct effect on 
the game by modifying its rules or properties, and allows the gamer to continue progressing 
through the game without having mastered the necessary implementation skills for doing so 
legitimately.  
 
Going Through the Cycles 
 
 Heaton has divided gameplay into “units of interaction”, with the basic structure being 
“analysis, decision, implementation and change in game state”. This gamer-centric formulation 
of the gameplay process is well-founded, except for the commonly held assumption it is 
implicitly based on: that playing a video game is interactive in the sense that a gamer can act, 
and the game can react to this input. But when we really think about it, we would argue that a 
video game is rather a chain of reactions. The player does not act so much as he reacts to what 
the game presents him, and similarly, the game reacts to his input. If the player stumbles upon a 
blocked door, he can react by looking around, with the game reacting to the manipulation of the 
joystick by panning the virtual camera around; if he sees a crowbar on the floor, he can again 
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react by picking it up and smashing the door. The entire game system and the events have been 
programmed and are fixed, and the designer has tried to predict the gamer’s reactions to these 
events and developed the game (in part through artificial intelligence programming) to react in 
turn to some of the gamer’s reactions. While we are not arguing here for a change of 
terminology, this temporal divide between the authorial figure and the gamer would place the 
video game more along the way of inter(re)activity than interactivity. Consequently, our model 
could be said to be as much gameplay-centric as gamer-centric. 
 In Heaton and Perron’s model, it is no coincidence that “analysis” is listed first. If, 
following Chris Crawford’s previously mentioned definition, interactivity can be seen as a 
“conversation”, this means that the game always gets the first turn to “speak” (its primordial 
speech), and that is why our heuristic spiral of gameplay begins (with the star on the right) in the 
game rather than in the gamer. The minimal unit of interaction we can conceive is represented as 
a single loop (see Figure 3): 
 

 
Figure 3: A single loop of gameplay 

 
The single loop is a four-step process: 
 

1) From the game’s database, the game’s algorithm draws the 3-D objects and textures, 
and plays animations, sound files, and finds everything else that it needs to represent 
the game state.  

2) The game outputs these to the screen, speakers, or other peripherals. The gamer uses 
his perceptual skills (bottom-up) to see, hear and/or feel what is happening.  

3) The gamer analyzes the data at hand through his broader anterior knowledge (in top-
down fashion) of narrative conventions, generic competence,31 gaming repertoire,32 
etc. to make a decision. 

4) The gamer uses his implementation skills (such as hand-eye coordination) to react to 
the game event, and the game recognizes this input and factors it into the change of 
the game state. 

 
This looping motion is repeated a countless number of times to make up the magic cycle. 
Though the nature of each loop remains the same, as we have noted earlier, progressing through 
a game entails a progressive subsuming of individual events under greater patterns of gameplay 
on the part of the gamer. To focus her attention on higher-level issues, the gamer need to become 
skillful enough. But beforehand, she needs to perform basic actions. In Daniel Cook’s terms, we 
would talk about skill atoms. Cook gives as an example the need to press a button in Super 
Mario Bros.33 Indeed, the first thing a gamer needs to gain knowledge of is the consequences of 
pressing the buttons and to learn to press the right one for the right action. This also requires an 
understanding of the game interface (if it is not the case here with Mario, it becomes crucial in 
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more complex games). When one begins to play a game without any knowledge or skill, she 
starts at the bottom of the spiral where the first loop is very small. For instance, in the first few 
minutes of playing Super Mario Bros. on the NES, the gamer will generally learn to walk by 
pressing the right arrow, learn to jump by pressing the A button, then learn to run by holding the 
B button. At the most elementary level, she will have gone through three cycles, expanding her 
actions each time as depicted in Figure 4. 
 

 
Figure 4: The progression through the cycles of gameplay. 

 
Each new situation and enemy will have to be circled around individually before she can attempt 
to overcome the challenges they create. After a couple of levels however, the gamer will have 
mentally organized her multiple encounters with Goombas, pipes, pits, and fire flowers as a 
variety of game patterns. She might even, while playing New Super Mario Bros. (2006) on the 
Nintendo DS, learn that the coins are placed along suggested trajectories that, if followed, will 
get the gamer safely through the levels’ hazards. Through her heuristic spirals of gameplay and 
of narrative, chances are that by the time she reaches the second or third castle, she will expect 
the level to end with a boss battle. But this knowledge is not sufficient: she still has to win.  
 In a video game, both analytical and implementation skills are needed. To succeed in an 
action or to avoid punishment, one must execute a series of movements relying on a good 
handling of the controller. For instance, Super Mario Bros. often requires the plump plumber to 
run while jumping to make it over a long pit. To effectively do this, one must position her thumb 
over the B button and hold it down to run, pressing the A button when needed with her thumb’s 
phalanx bone. This handling is not immediately obvious.34 The Nintendo Wii perhaps brought 
these considerations back to a world that had seen a certain standardization of controllers. When 
playing Marvel: Ultimate Alliance (Activision, 2006) on the Wii without reading the game 
manual beforehand, a long-time hardcore gamer may wonder why the in-game virtual camera 
keeps spinning around his character in an annoying circular fashion. In our case, it took a whole 
hour of play to realize that the camera’s movements were controlled by the internal 
accelerometer of our nunchuks, whose motions we were not really paying attention to.35 Our 
gameplay spiral widened through our game sessions as we learned that while battling Dr. 
Doom’s minions, we could hold the A button to make a more powerful attack than just shaking 
the Wii Remote. Due to our repertoire of actions (established throughout the other similar games 
we played before), we figured there was a good probability that Marvel: Ultimate Alliance could 
feature a double jump. We tried pressing the jump button again in mid-air and discovered that for 
some characters such as Thor, this caused them to fly. This opened up a number of new strategic 
possibilities for both combat and exploration of the game world. 
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 Our experience with Marvel: Ultimate Alliance allows us to expose the whole functioning 
of the magic cycle. We chose this game because it was one of the first Wii titles, thinking it 
would make an interesting use of the console’s unique control scheme, but even with a tutorial 
focused on the special Wii moves (shaking, tilting, thrusting, etc.), we quickly found out that was 
not the case (we could still get around by simply pressing buttons). Also, we had no preliminary 
assumptions about it. Our narrative horizon of expectations was shaped by our basic knowledge 
of some of the Marvel superheroes and the age-old battle between Good and Evil. We had no 
precise idea about the game’s type of gameplay beforehand, but in the first few minutes the 
camera’s perspective, the game’s interface, and the general movements and actions of our avatars 
was very reminiscent of both Gauntlet Legends (Atari, 1998) and Dungeons & Dragons: Heroes 
(Atari, 2003), which one of us had played before. In this regard, our expectations were somewhat 
fulfilled. This was also the case with the game’s narrative, though our very limited knowledge of 
the more obscure characters featured in the game prevented us from truly enjoying much of the 
game’s subtle nuances (we ended up playing exclusively with Thor, Wolverine, Spider-Man – 
three of the four first heroes available, Captain America being the other – and Elektra, instead of 
cycling through the likes of Deadpool, Moon Knight, or Luke Cage). We knew we would 
eventually thwart Dr. Doom’s plans and defeat him, and the game made good on these promises, 
but with very little suspense throughout the twenty-some hours it took for us to complete it, 
limiting the span of our heuristic spiral of narrative. There seemed at one point to be a possibility 
for an interesting sub-plot to develop with Black Widow. We were rapidly able to see through her 
treacheries, but since we did not get access to all the sub-quests related to her actions, this sub-
plot fell short and did not increase our narrative immersion. Finally, our hermeneutic spiral was 
not very wide. We did not really care about all the potential interpretations we could make 
besides the classic metaphor of the foreign, evil dictator wishing to rule the world, and the union 
of all mankind under the supervision of America to maintain freedom. We did not think about 
either female empowerment or gay issues, themes which the cast of superheroes could have 
alluded to. 
 
“Ceci n’est pas un algorithme de jeu” (This is not a game algorithm) 
 
 Our model being gameplay- and gamer-centric, it makes us realize a very important 
aspect of gaming, one that ties in with Jesper Juul’s thoughts on rules: 
 

Rules: While video games are just as rule-based as other games, they modify the classic 
game model in that it is now the computer that upholds the rules. This gives video games 
much flexibility, allowing for rules more complex than humans can handle; freeing the 
player(s) from having to enforce the rules; and allowing for games where the player do 
not know the rules from the outset. (Juul, Half-Real, 53-54) 

 
Regarding video games, it is crucial to remember, as we said at the beginning of this essay, that 
the gamer never has a direct access to the game’s algorithm under the surface, and that his work 
of comprehension is based on hypotheses in a heuristic fashion. Therefore it would be somewhat 
misleading to say that the gamer “decrypts” or “cracks” the game’s code. His perceptive and 
cognitive activities aim to construct a coherent whole out of the various gameplay patterns he 
identifies. He knows that the gameplay is engendered both by his and the game’s reactions and 
that, of course, the game keeps track of his (re)actions through this gameplay. But he does not 
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know exactly all the ins and outs of those interconnections. His activity should rather be 
understood as a piecing of individual elements taken from the game into a mental representation 
of the game’s system, whose accuracy in respect to the actual game system can vary greatly. It 
might be a risky analogy, but like the spectator looking at an image of a pipe with the inscription 
“Ceci n’est pas une pipe” (“This is not a pipe”) in Magritte’s painting La trahison des images 
(The Treachery Of Images 1928-29), the gamer does not see the game algorithm itself when he 
plays, but only a mental image he builds of it while playing. 
 A perfect example to illustrate this would be the “drop rate” mechanism in World of 
Warcraft (Blizzard, 2004). When a gamer embarks on a quest to, say, find the blueprints for the 
Super Reaper 6000 machine, he is only told that he should be able to find them on one of the 
Venture Co. Operators that can be tracked and killed in a given location. If the gamer turns to the 
well-known online World of Warcraft database Thottbot and looks for the page dedicated to this 
particular item,36 he will find out that only 2.1% of the gamers who killed an Operator before 
have found the Blueprints. However, the discussion below the item’s profile is filled with 
comments from some of these gamers, some saying that it took them thirty kills to get the 
blueprints, and others only one or two. From their own experience, the quest item’s drop rate 
would be as high as 50% or 100%, which is clearly not an accurate rate but rather an exceptional 
stroke of luck. What is interesting is that even the 2.1% figure, gathered from hundreds of 
thousands of Warcraft players around the world, is itself flawed, since a player can only find the 
blueprints if he is on the quest to find them, but the Thottbot data is compiled from all kills 
regardless of who is on the quest or not. If, as can be seen on the page, 2.1% of the Venture Co. 
Operators dropped the blueprints upon death and they add up to 1,445, this means that a grand 
total of 68,809 Venture Co. Operators died in the bloody process (2.1/100 = 1,445/68,809). But 
according to the drop rate to be found on the creatures’ page (instead of on the item’s page), it 
would appear that the absolute drop rate for the blueprints is rather 13.6%. If both of these 
figures are correct, it means that of the 9,358 (68,809 x 13.6%) times the blueprints dropped, 
7,913 gamers were not on the quest, and thus could not pick them up and corrupted the data. 
Better yet, the gamer can turn to other database sites and receive different numbers: Allakhazam 
and Wowhead37 report a drop rate of 11.75% and 15%, respectively. And all of these calculations 
are made with the assumption that Blizzard did not change the item’s drop rate in one of the 
game’s many patches (as they often do). World of Warcraft clearly shows that even with a 
multitude of resources focused on decrypting its algorithms, one can never be a hundred percent 
sure he has cracked the game’s code. The gamer is always left to his own devices, that is, his 
own mental image of the game. 
 Such a complex example urges us to develop even further our model of the magic cycle 
(see Figure 5). Since the gamer does not have access to the game itself, his perspective is limited 
to what he can do, what the game throws at him, and his mental image of the game’s system. 
This is noted as GameN  in our figure, with the apostrophe following the usual algebraic notation 
of “image” (prime). This image of the game is the gamer’s understanding of the game system. It 
widens as the gamer progresses through the game and maps more of the game’s space of 
possibility.38 The gameN  does not only extend upwards (for the duration of the game), but also 
sideways, mirroring the gamer’s ever-expanding understanding. As the gamer progresses through 
the game, he incorporates more and more of the game’s elements into the gameN, and uses this 
knowledge to apprehend the forthcoming events and have a better view of what he can do. But 
still, the boundaries between the gameN and the game itself are blurred. The gamer only sees the 
game through his own view.  
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Figure 5: The Magic Cycle 

 
In fact, as opposed to what our figures 3 and 4 might have given to understand, we have to 
realize that it is outside the magic cycle that the game’s algorithm draws its information (see 
Figure 6): 

 
Figure 6: Top View of the Magic Cycle 
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The activity of playing a game can then be understood as a symbiosis between the gamer (with 
all his background, expectations, preferences, knowledge, and skills), the gameplay (with all the 
spectrum of possible actions and reactions) and the gameN (with all its varying shades of 
understanding). The experience of a game is a gradual shift from predominantly bottom-up 
processes, where individual elements are analyzed before reacting, to top-down processes, where 
a mental image of the game system guides the gamer’s reactions and expectations.39 This echoes 
the conclusion Jesper Juul reaches in his essay dealing with abstraction in game design: “Actual 
game playing is about building and modifying one’s understanding over time. There is a first and 
a final impression of game. A player picks up a game, explores it, and puts it down.”40 But there 
are multiple ways for a gamer to go about this. As our model shows a launch window at the 
bottom of the spirals to illustrate that a gamer can enter at any point along the lines depending on 
his past experience, it also features the same dotted lines at the top in order to represent an exit 
window, pointing out that all gamers do not put down a game with the same level of 
understanding (of the gameplay or the narrative), or extensiveness of interpretation. 
 
The Videoludic Tension 
 
 Following Juul’s thoughts, we could make a distinction similar to the one he presented. 
As we know, for him, there are two basic gaming challenge structures: “games of progression 
that directly set up each consecutive challenge in a game, and games of emergence that set up 
challenges indirectly because the rules of the game interact” (Juul, Half-Real, 46).41 In our 
theoretical model centered not on game structures but on the gamer and gameplay, this division 
refers to the inevitable notion of progression (over time), but points to another essential process 
required by video games, which is mastery (over the game mechanics, as minimal as it can be).  
 A gamer’s relation to the gameplay mirrors a reader’s relation to the narrative we have 
evoked with Gervais earlier: 

 
To read is to progress and to understand, and the importance granted to one or the other 
of these economies depends on the reader’s objectives, of her mandates. The reading 
differences (or reading mandates) therefore depend on the preponderance of one or the 
other of these economies: to better understand or to progress further onward. (Gervais, 
43) 

  
Insofar as it is impossible to clearly separate progression from comprehension in the act of 
reading, it is likewise impossible to clearly separate progression from mastery in the act of 
playing a video game. Playing a game can be understood as a continual tension between the two 
economies of mastering specific game mechanics – playing-for-mastery – and progressing 
forward to see the rest of the game’s content – playing-for-progression. 
 The games associated with the notion of progression generally have some kind of 
narrative which institutes the desire to go forward. For instance, a horror first-person shooter like 
Condemned: Criminal Origins (Monolith Productions, 2007) prompts the gamer to lead the 
investigation along with Agent Ethan Thomas in order to clear his name and to fight his own 
demons. But at the end of each chapter, a “Mission Stats” screen offers the gamer a rundown of 
his performance during the mission and gives him two possibilities: Restart the chapter (button Y 
on the Xbox 360) or Continue (button A). Such an option, which is somewhat commonplace, 
introduces what we call a videoludic tension. The gamer may only want to “walkthrough” 
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Condemned and go on to the next level, however unsatisfactory his evaluation might be; he could 
also choose to restart the mission in order to find all the “birds”, “metal pieces”, and other hidden 
Easter eggs, and increase his “successful hits” and combat accuracy to get the highest number of 
Achievement Awards. Of course, choosing to play for progression requires a minimal amount of 
mastery (the gamer still needs to overcome the obstacles), while playing for mastery similarly 
necessitates some progression (new enemies have to be found and fought), regardless of a 
game’s structure belonging more to emergence or progression. 
 Our Magic Cycle allows us to exemplify different types of gameplaying. To play for 
progression is to put emphasis on the vertical axis, resulting in thinner spirals. This means that 
once the minimal skills have been mastered, the gameplay spiral is not widening anymore but 
stays the same until the end of the gamer’s experience (which usually coincides with the moment 
the end of the narrative spiral is reached). This is done at the detriment of a broader 
understanding of individual elements in the gameplay or the plot, which is the horizontal axis. 
When someone plays a game again on a higher difficulty level, or plays a progressively-
structured game such as Gears of War in competitive multiplayer mode (“deathmatch” mode), 
the goal is to widen his gameplay spiral through a better mastery of the gameplay patterns. A 
gamer can also re-play a game to widen his narrative and hermeneutic spiral, to see all the 
ramifications and meanings of the plot. In that perspective, playing-for-mastery is trying to 
widen as much as possible the last level of the spirals. At this point, the exact task to be 
accomplished depends on how much of a completionist (or a perfectionist) the gamer is, as it is 
easy to see by looking at Xbox 360 Gamerscores.42 Some gamers pick up a game and can never 
put it down before they have “beaten” it (and the choice of words here is truly revealing), while 
for others the goal is to develop a deep knowledge of the game until they feel their gameN is a 
perfect reflection of the game system. Thus, the term “mastery” should be taken in a broad sense. 
In Bartle’s typology,43 achievers, explorers, and killers would all seek mastery over different 
types of game content. The quest for the best possible Gamerscore which we have exemplified 
here is typical of an achiever’s obsession. An explorer, on the other hand, would want to see all 
of the game world’s virtual space, or could seek mastery over the game system for the sake of 
“breaking” or “expanding” it – a type of player defined by Perron as a gameplayer.44 As for him, 
a killer’s pursuit of mastery is undertaken with the purpose of crushing as many enemies as 
possible, whether controlled by the computer or other human gamers. 
 
Breaking Through 
 
 With this essay, we have tried to offer a theoretical foundation of gameplay that, as we 
have said to begin with, goes beyond the alchemy or smoke-and-mirrors approach. We might 
have reached a point in video game theory where it is necessary to break the circle, but only to 
get into the magic cycle.  
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