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SUMMARY

The process of reading a modernist poejussas much a process of
deconstructing it: the languagedssignedo make meaning through inefficient means,
like the aforementionefilfagmentation and assembladée reader must decode the text.
This is what | want to extract as a point of entryny videogame analysis. The process
of reading is not unlike the process of playing. Instead of linguistic structures, a player
must navigateg ame 6 s i nternal rule system. The
comes from decoding the poem and gameaetsvely.l am not making claims that
relationships between modernist poetry gitttogamesire inherent or innat&imilarly,
| am not providing a framework to apply one medium to the othstead | want to
investigate how each medium uses its affordancezkbadvantage s potential for

creative expressiondo not considepoetry or literature to be superior to videogames

nor am | invoking the argument that videogames should imitate earlier media. My goal is

to comparespecificmodernisppoemsand videogames to see how each medium makes

meaning through its respective preses.

viii
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Poetry has served different functions throughout its history and, as contemporary
readers, hindsight allows us to organize its chronology anachronistically. We know, for
instance, that epic poetry differs frdymic poetry The former speaks tbe third person
and is largely denotative, while the latter focuses on thegeston speaker and her
emotions (Jakobson 15%)ifferent poetic genres differ in purpose, thematic content, and
form. Because of this variation, it is difficult to describe entire poetic tradition with
one blanket description. The colloquial understanding of poetry seemshimbeh
negation: poetry is not prose. Osignificantdifference isstyle. Romantic poetry is
known for its use of ornate language, describiremes of nature and the pastoral idyllic
(Vendle). This is not unique to the form, howey¥ictorian novels offer similar themes
and conventon®oetry is often defined by its abil
experience of a text makes lieelparicularly sentimental or emotiondturthermore
poetry is often defined by its inaccessible language: the act of reading is often difficult
and inscrutableA reader needs to exert more effort to understand poetry than phise.
argumenjust as easily@pliesto critical theory. The difference between the two is that
obtuse language in critical theory is often counterproductire languagés so obtuse
thattobscures the textdés ar gume Roetryalsousesdi s s uad
obtusdanguage though in a subtly different waigs difficulty provokes interpretation
and analysisPoetry uses language to be inefficierather than obtus&he words create
images, symbols and metaphors that are communicative in spitendf in fact, because
ofd their ambiguity. Broadly speaking, poetry does not aim for cldristead, it
structures its use of language such that the reader neletirtogatethe text in order to

create its meaning.



This thesis will focus on modernist poetry specificalget Ezra Pound famously
decl ared that modernists must fAmake it new
tradition in order to be innovativ&his sentimenis grounded in the social and cultural
context in which modernism grew as a movement. Becausertd events and
phenomena never before seen on such a grandsldeteurbanization or the first World
War, for instancé Pound urged poets to reflect these changes in their art. Asnsaoiy,
modernist poems areactionary and provocative their subject matter they question
the authority opreviously accepted truths. While these thematic elements are crucial in
understanding modernist poetry as a tradition, | will be focusing particularly on the ways
in which the subject matter is realized throughae més | i ngui stic struc
emphasis on structure is not new to modernism: rhetorical devices are commonly found
in poetry and strengthen or complement the subject matter. The movement, however,
does acknowledge and make explicit its efforts to empbdasructure. How is language
configured as opposed to preseniiedo as to convey meaning? | am making a subtle
distinction in how poetry uses language in that it operates on a representational level and

a configurative one. | am less concerned with whatid than how it is said.

Modernist Scope

| will refer to modernist themes as ways to frame my method of analysis.
Fragmentation and assemblage two concepts that will be particularly usefihe
former is informed by much of the subject matter inderaist poetry: alienation and
isolation are two thematic elements that are characteristic of modernist writings. The rise
of cities, for instance, created claustrophobic, chaotic urban centers; T.S. Eliot famously
referred to LondonThe Was®Rahey58 hathon@e t y o i n
interested in this theme as it is enacted and actualized through the structure of a poem.
How does a poem perform fragmentation, rather than describevi@es such as

caesuras, white space, and enjambment fragempaem on a material level as it is



written on the page. This differs from techniques that represent fragmenli&gon,
multiple speakers, for examplgimilarly, assemblage is a theme whose roots can be
found in the rise of urbanization: the juxtapmsitof disparate elements, like the
industrial and the residential. This process of juxtaposition can be translated easily to
poetic structure: disparate linguistic elements put together can be provocative and
expressiveOtherkey elemerd of my methodare that of simultaneity and paradox. How
does language proliferate meaningptier multiple interpretations simultaneously?
Juxtaposition, simultaneity and paradox are concepts that can be just as easily described
as performed, but my focus on the laterphasizes these psocessesThese modernist
thematic elements ajest asexpressivevhen used asonfigurative elements. They will
also form the basis of my methodology, whiakekcribe in the next section
The process of reading a modernist poejussas much a process of
deconstructing it: the languagedssignedo make meaning through inefficient means,
like the aforementionefitagmentation and assembladde reader must decode the text.
This is what | want to extract as a point of entryny videogame analysis. The process
of reading is not unlike the process of playing. Instead of linguistic structures, a player
must navigateg ame 6 s i nter nal rul e system. The pl €
comes from decoding the poem and gameeaetsvely. lan Bogost refers to this process
as 0 ex c arefardnde tomis Atdri 2600 ganfe Slow YeafB o g o Sldwg). Héi
discusses Imagist poetry as crafted provocative experiences and suggests that herein lies
the affinity wirttlhadeirdadogasament HTlreei ved t h
but excavates its images and uses those to
excavation is key to my analysis of modernist poetry and videodagcasise
inefficiencyis sucha crucial component ofdbh systems. This concept is introducea
ludic contextby Bernard Suitend hisdefinition of games iThe Grasshopper: Games,
Life and UtopiaHe descri bes game rules as il ess eff

(Salen and Zimmermarg). This definiton assumes that the goal of play is



(paradoxically) not to end the game, but to gain pleasure from the experience of playing.
T. S. Eli ot makes a similar argument in his
that poets fAmust e tadi bfei dimotr @ @Twdpuredhen st
mo r e | rEtot, fiMetaphySical). This results in poetry that is less accessible to
readers and requires more effm order to uncover meaninghis inefficiency is the
most important parallel between modernist poetg/\ddeogames.
This is not the first comparison between the two media. The digital humanities
have a large field dedicated to the study of digital po@&tms includes the analyses of
code as poetry, but also remediating poetry into code, among otbesgians. Loss
Pequefio Glazier, for example, compares poetry and programming, comparing the
polysemic nature of language to the programming concept of afrtag(d e ). Od e 0
Scholarship in this field does niypically analyze videogames proper, thabks d
poetry created through new media. Additionally, the lens of anagsierally focuses on
the aesthetics of a digital poem, and less on its underlying procedural system. This is not
to fault this field, nor to suggest that it is deficient; the scopeyohmalysis differs from
that of digital poetry scholars. It is also different from most of the scholarship that already
exists on poetry and videogames. While this is a largely unexplored domain, there are
some games that ar e asOkaneiand ticeirecentty reeasedéo poet i ¢
Limbo(Playdead StudigsThese claims are baskdgelyon aestheticriteriaand | hope
to engag® p o gyaniegi® my thesis on a structural level. | am not making claims that
relationships between modernist poetry gitttogamesire inherent or innat&imilarly,
| am not providing a framework to apply one medium to the othstead | want to
investigate how each medium uses its affordancezkbadvantage afs potential for
creative expression.do not considepoetry or literature to be superior to videogames
nor am | invoking the argument that videogames should imitate earlier media. My goal is
to comparespecificmodernisppoemsand videogames to see how each medium makes

meaning through its respective preses.



Methodological Framework

My methodology isonceptually groundeid linguisticandpoststructuralist
theores Roman Jakobson wasRaissianinguistand aninfluential figurein the literary
structuralis tradition. Hefamouslycreated aonceptuamodel that outlines different
functions of language and the way they influence modes of communi¢adicwbson
150). One of these factois the poetic function, which hergues promotes the
A pal p afkigns[antd]geepens the fundamental dichotomy si gns and obj e
(Jakobson 194 The poetic function focuses on the message, specifically the way its form
hel ps inform its function. Jakobson uses a
The phrase is succinct and symmetrical, composeded thonosyllabic words that
rhyme.The structure of the phrase suggests efficiency and solidity, both of which support
the semantic content tfe politically-charged phrase. The form of the slogjauccinct
andpracticald supports its functiod to support golitical candidateJakobsoranalyzes
the poetic function as an enclosed system: the linguistic signs and their configuration
work to complementthé c ont ent 6 of Jakobsonm@soarguwegtieat thet s el f .
poetic function must extend beyond poetry,evidenced by his analysis of the political
slogan(ibid). This element of hisommunication model is useful fary analysis of
videogames and threpotentialas an expressive mediuhwill analyzecomponents of
videogames asigns ancexplorehowthe wules of a gaméelp contribute tahewaysin
whichit expresesmeaning.

Rol and Bar tanhom m the figld of goststracturalism, but also in literary
criticism more broadlydi s semi nal essay, AThe Death of
figureoft he WAscri ptor, o0 wlBarthesddifhisoheonyis wi t h t he t
influential insofar agt extendsbeyond the reader/author binattye process of meaning
making is more complicated than this reductive dichotddaythes argues that when the
scriptor reads a given text, she necessarily uses external inforthdikenother literary

texts, genre conventions, &€icto inform her interpretationB@arthes 18). | contend that



this is true of videogames as waellplayer brings her past with her when skplores a

rule system created by a designer (or design tdafoymed by Barthes, | am interested

in the player and how much room she is given in order to create her own interpretations

of a particular gamé&//hat are the affordances that the designevigdes to her through

game mechanics? Any signification syséeive it digital or otherwis® is more
complicated than t he 0 me smwdeld)sirigbdthnJakbbsoh a k o b s
and Barthes, | am framing my methodolaqd analysis to explore spkcigame

mechanics as signs thaffer potential meaning to the player.

My analysisincorporatesa variety of disciplingsall of which fall under the
categories of digital humanities or literary criticisifhese disciplinesffer different
approaches towideogame research, which | incorporate into my discussion to varying
degreesOne of thdimitations to my argument is that | do not look at gfregramming
that is the framework underlying videogames as a medggholars of critical code
studies analyz the source code of digital artifacts in order to find meaning in algorithmic
processes. Some critidsaw a parallel between code dridrature analyzing the former
as its own semiotic system akinlemguaggGl azi er , ATr an.Whereasssi on; 0
these scholars focus on the underlying processes of digital artifacts, this is not relevant to
my analysis. | analyze game mechanicaoepresentational level, or what scholars such
as John Cayl ey and Ri tMarin®.d dneigterated indaow at o a s
player interacts with the rule systeimexclude code studies from my scope of analysis
becausehe player does not have accesato g a me ,Gasd thasocdneot use it teake
sense of her play experience

| also do close readings specifc modernist poemavhich necessitates the
inclusion of works from contemporary modernism scholars like Marjorie Perloff and
Helen VendlerThereare plenty of resources from more traditional literary critics, like

Terry Eagleton or Harold BloonThese woks, while canonical, are less usefimi my



researclbecause they focus on the literary aspect of poetry too exclusively. Perloff and
Vendler, by contrast, contextualize their work; their literary criticism engagles
guestions pertaining to new mediavesl, such as digital poetry and online scholarship.
Additionally, Perloff and Vendledo not only focus on modernist poetry, paty

particularly attention téhe form and structure of poems as waysarfveying meaningd.
make many references to Perfof§ w csupgortmty @wn analysis of the form and
structure of videogames.

Finally, my analysis owes much to the work of game studies propey field is
broad and diverse, but | am particularly influenced by scholars who focus on videogames
as computdonal systems, such é&n Bogost Michael MateasandNoah WardripFruin
(Bo g o st ,Mafeds and Wardripruin). Similarly, there are game designers who
explicitly focus on the mechanic when creating games, such as Brenda Brathwaite and
Eric Zimmerma (Brathwaite; Zimmerman and PoxzBoth the research and the design
philosophies speak to the importancggamemechanics, as well as the unique

affordances that they provide in creating meaning.



CHAPTER 2

GAME MECHANICS AS ME TAPHORS

My focus onvideogamess not particularly novel. There are precedents to my
research: other disciplines have looked at new media as a vehicle to express creativity.
Similar work has been donerielated fields, such as electronic literature, interactive
fiction, ordigital art, more broadlyH a y | leexa0o fC a yltegiority; oi Cayl ey,
AL et tMentfat) The general commonaligmong thesbas been a focus on using
the affordances of the digital medium in order to generate works@l arty | leesx i di; 0O
Cayley,i C o mp IMerray). Wideogames are one manifestation of this movement.

There has been skepticism that videogames can be expressive; this critique has also been
made more broadly against other digital med@itee assumption that underlies most of

these crifjues is that digital artifacts rely on code and, because of this, are necessarily
objective, empirical, and unimaginati@amer Kittler). These arguments presuppose

that procedural operations, like game mechanics, are purely functional. One wayhin whic
videogames can be expressive is through metaphor: the way in which the mechanic
functions within the larger game system can be symbolic.

Oneexample of this is the 2010 garviet One Wordby SingaporeM| T & s
GAMBIT Game Lab. The game is a tvdimensionaplatformer in which the player
jumps from platform to platform. Thgpical control scheme for this game genre allows
the player to control the avatar directly in real time, either using arrow keys or WASD
which maps taip, right, down andleft, respedtely. Yet One Wordhcorporates
language into its control scheme. Instead of using standard coatadsplatform has a
word printed on it. If the player wants to jump to that particular platform, she must type

the word associated with it, as seen & $lareenshot below.



TYPE WoRDS,
THEN HIT ENTER.
To Jump!

Figure 2A

The game claims to make the player #fref
personal, and occasi on&AMBW). This is thedtherrmaim b | e
mechanic in the game: t he phatfoans.eDuringoneans wer s
playthrough, one such question asked me what my motivatiorFaestiously, |
answer ed Thesword kepteresd emiled up on a platform that looped vertically.
My answer moved up to a point that was beyond the reach of my joerpback down
again. As | jumped towards the platform in the game, it was symbolic of the personal
guestion that the game had asked me. Just
in life, it also encourages me to advance in the game. As a playdrtd btiive to reach
fsuccess, 0 much | ike the way motivation wo
serves asraappropriatenetaphor for the conceptual content in the game.

This game demonstrates how a game can express meaning as a player interacts
with its mechanics. livet One Word as well as the other games | will look at in this

chapted language plays a significant role in its rule system. It is not necessary for a



game to explicitly contain language in order to create meaning, but it is onbreagth

which metaphors can be effective in game design. In this chapter, | will look at games in
which metaphoiis incorporated in the structure of the game itdddégin by looking tat
mechanics that use language before looking at mechanics that aphanstin and of
themselvesThis differs from the way in which language usually appears in videogames,
often as a vehicle to deliver the narrative, such as subtitles in a cutscene or dialogue text.
This also demonstrateideogames as@eativemedium. hough mechanics are part of

an underlying digital system, they can still be expressive by creating meaningful,

symbolic relationships with the player.

Challenging Critiques of Digital Art

One critiqueof new mediacomes from German media theorist FriedrKittler in
his seminal essay, AThere is No-fe8siblet war e. 0
abstract i disdependerst onfhardwara te translate the underlying binary code
(Kittler) . Softwareds ability fianrerchlbgoviet hma"
hardware, more or | ess suiteidida.s Kitt tilsert s
argument is overly reductionist and deterministic insofar as it equates all programming
languages and applicatiottsthe point that they amly permutation®f binary codelt
is akin to reducing languagettee pronunciation of vowel soundsreduces the text to
its base, component padsvoid of contextThis is an extremely limited reading and
ignores the varied ways in which these pantsract, with each other, with the reader,
with the culturaimilieu in which they existAccording to Kittler, everything that is
programmablé including digital a® is homogenous and suffers from the same
limitations.

Florian Cramer makes a similar retionist argument in his comparison of
human and machine language, which is discussed hotindg chapter. Similarly,

Mackenzie Wark writes on the relationship between the analog and the digital in his book

1C



Gamer TheoryWarkmakesa distinction betweethe binary of the digital and the

imprecision of the analog. For the purposes of my argument, the analog also includes
creative works anthe concept of expressive dtot h are 6fuzzy, 6 whi cl
analog for WarkHe warns against the totaliziedfects of binary, referring to it as the

Af at al either/oro (Wark 097). The digital
this argument is the assumption that the d
can then become the locus tommand and control of the analog remainder, which it
treats as a mere residueo (Wark 092). Wark
proof of the influence of the digital insofar as it reduces the discussion to a binary. Like
Kittlerand Craner , War ks argument assumes that th
all others.

John Cayley addresses this disconnect in the context of digital art in his essay
ALiteral Art: Neither Lines nordoeRipkesl s but
binary, algorithmd necessarily exists in a cultural c
a colonizing force, but is the framework through which readers interpret the analog:
AAfter all, do constraints t haimbrdeathacthey mpo s e
produce the outlines of letters tell us anything about those letters or the words which they,

i n tur n, CayeyiplLoest®d8r There is nothing inherent about the digital

that limits creative expression, which is the undadyassumption behind the skepticism

of the digital expressed by critics like Wark, Cramer, and Kittler. Cayley, by contrast,

writes that the underlying digital system is a result of the analog, specifically letters, in

the context ofArtthoe iasr tviacllueab lfeLiaseraalcr i ti gu
that is so pervasive in contemporary scholarship andstisatoften used to argue against

digital media as expressive forms.

Metaphors as Meaningful Play

11



Though | am focusing on videogames andtpg | am not interested in creating
taxonomies or furthattividings ubcat egori es under the umbr el
ALiteral Arto can be just as relevant to ¢
outlines two categories: literal art adigjital art. The former refers to art that includes
|l etters and/ or refers to Arelationships be
significance. o0 Digital art Apoi (Cayky,t o t he
ALet t e.rTsoagh Bofle?e vaguely defined, they are useful in the analysis of game
poems likeSilent Conversatiora Flash game bydependent develop&regory Weir. It
is a twadimensional platformer where all the components are composed of poetry. There
are two main mecharsdo the game. The first has to do with navigation. The player takes
control of a single lettédra ¢ a p & and navigatesdhe platforms, whicbnsist of
lines fromapoem. While progressing through the level (i.e. moving right), the player is
tries totouch as many words of each platform as sheTaa worddight up after
making contact. In Figurg-B, there are three platforms in the level; each platform is a

linefromMat suo Bash@és frog haiku.

There

WaALer ., mrape
v waten

water water

A tap WALED

er water

eIWABEET | warerWYES

WALE WALE vante

Figure2-B
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The first word f) titse hfiigrhdti glhitreae , ( A hide rc
(the capital Al ) has successfully made co
the platforms, the player will necessarily towtme of themThere is a letter grade in
the top right that tracks thegpply e r 6 s progress as the | evels |
words more difficulttotouchiT hi s f i rst mechanic addresses
restructures the poem as he decides where to etateline Reconfiguring the poem
changesthewayitisregas whi ch changes their fApotenti al
example, a long line of text can be split into two platforms, which creates an effect much
like a line break. This can be a powerful way of expressing meaning, as discussed in the

nextchapter. Ths restructuring of the text is demo

The - that rubs upon the
vellow fog its back P

Figure2-C

In Figure2-C, Weir repeats Athe eveningo in a
night sky.Thiscontributed o0 t he g a mW@eisr Gase srt eaeatplemetsthe r i n g
textds semandthic damtpemts on a performative
1-B lingers and meanders on the screrrch like fog behaves in the physical world
Li ke fAitheéehegsehiangedby cont r.iEbentioaghthdpiayet he ga

is navigating Eliotds poetry as a platform

13



Cayleybds Iliteral art. It does not engage w
effective had it been expressed through adigital form.
What | cansiderto be ameaningfulmetaphoiis when one internal process maps
well onto another. This is naty original definition several theoristisave written about
the importance of mapping, including Janet Murray and Donald Nofhtamay;
Norman). The concpt has been key to understanding other fields, such as user
interaction or industrial desigMapping offers a powerful way of meaningaking
through associatioriseorge Lakoff and Mark Johnson write about metaphors in their
1980 bookMetaphors We Live Byhey suggest that the metaphor is a cognitive process
in which we use our knowledge of one fAdoma
another Lakoff and Johnsod53). The metaphor is not just limited to the literary, but is a
common means throughhich we make sense of the world on a-ttagay basis. Not
unlike the procedural systeofi avideogame or the literary system of a poem, Lakoff and
Johnson see the metaphor itself as a system. The value of a metaphor comes from the
deliberate selection avhich domains are mapped onto each other:
The very systematicity that allows us to comprehend one aspect of a concept in
terms of another [é] wildl necessarily h
all owing us to focus on plooncalcoaceggeect of a
keep us from focusing on other aspects of the concept that are inconsistent with
that metaphor.L@koff and Johnson 456
| return toSilent Conversatiofor an example of meaningful mappirig.the screenshot
bel ow, t he TighligdtedfiTliyis anggnée mechanic that Weir calls
Apower ful words, o which | explain in great
with them, it owi || undo some of her progre
as a consistent metagr because we understand it deraat Dying can also be
interpreted as a relief, like if someone were suffering from atemyg illness. This

aspect of the word troubles the metaphor; it would not make sense given the effect of this

14



particular game nmahanic. The mechani@smetaphor must effectively map associations

between game mechanics and linguistic signs in order to create potential meaning.

with coffee spoons;
know the voices with a

Figure 2D
| emphasize that met apbcmextuaizinguséad be @A m

thisword,lref er t o N. Kat herine Hayl esd definitd.i
Networks inLexia to Perplexia 6 | n h e r thdtitlesact piecaHaytes draws
attention to the apparent discordance in the piece. Meaning is made during this process of
a playe trying to synchronize her internal thought processes with the digital system.
Lexiais intentionally disorienting and visually dizzying @ y | le es x R9%®) Hayles
argues that there is meaning in the dissonance as the player attempts to decode and make
sense of the noise:

lllegibility is not simply a lack of meaning, then, but a signifier of

distributed cognitive processes that construct reading as an active

production of a cybernetic circuit and not merely an internal

activity of the human mindHayles ,Lexi@ 293)
In Silent Conversation t he above mechani csanameap wel | on

interpretatoro f EIl i ot 6 s poem. In this way, the gar

15



Metaphors already necessarily exist in videogames to some degreas shehmapping
of hardware to irgame mechanics. However, metaphorical game mechanics are a way of
conveying meaning through the affordances of the videoga@déum. As a player
experiences EIi ot 6s SilemteConvensationshe exggentes m of r u
other ways throgh which she can read the text.

Hardware mapping does not mean thataphors are inherent in game
mechanics, however. This is also true for games that explicitly incorporate literature: it is
not enough to juxtapose the two in erdo create meaning. | returnet One Word
where the main mechanic requires the player to type words in order to jump to the
associated platform. | focused on one particularly effective mapping in the introduction
of this chapter, though that was sdheg of an anomaly. The majority of the game
suffers from arbitrariness. There is meaningfulassociation between the words and the
platforms. The incorporation of the literary is little more than juxtaposition. Other
playthroughs revealed that the qiiess were randomly generated, so the motivation
example mentioned in the introduction was likely a coincidence. While the concept has
potential for meaningnaking, it is currently too arbitrary to be useful as a metaphor. The
inclusion of playegeneratedvords is little more than a unique skirhey neither add to
the conventional jump mechanic, nor does the jump mechanic contribute to their

semantic meaning.

Mapping the Ludic and the Literary
We i 6ilerg Conversaton s al so a good digtalartmipuses of Ca
the affordances of thdigital medium more effectively and, in doisg, creates a strong
dynamic between poetry and videogames. The game does this both through its spatial
reconfiguration of the poem, as well as its other game maxhvamch Weir calls
Apower f uWeinwihe rdcendigured text does more than simply create a

complementarp e st heti c, as seen in the Silenel | ow f o
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Conversatiorhas a linear progression: the player moves to the rigidiance the level,
which facilitates the playerds reading of

game, which offers a unique opportunity in which the two media complement and

contribute to the other. Consider h@i¥ent Conversatiotreatson® f T . S. EIl i ot 0s
famous | ines from AThe Love Song of J. AIlf
and go / Talking of Michelangelo. o0 In the
the speaker6s anxi ety, whhepoem.F®s theapurposesimo n t

of this analysis, | will use the canonical interpretation of these two lines when referring to
t hei r OHa,dlove Sand46Q. The couplet repeats, which is a fairly common
modernist trope for conveying anxiety. Weir uses the platforr@8ant Conversatiorno

similar effect. The first time the couplet appears is fairly conventional within the context

of platformers, as seen in Figut€e.

In the room the women come and go

Talking of Michelangelo.

Figure2-E
As the player progresses, she jumps on platforms of increasing Aéight.
c o u p | sitiordissigmificant: it is theecond platform in a sequence of three. Its role is

to bridge the first and third platform; it
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of the couplet is one of the first times the readerselese s paex& k ¢gr. 6 ST he women
presence is fleeting; they leave beftive speakehas a chance to speak to them. The
couplet even exists as its own stanza, surrounded by white space, further emphasizing
how inaccessible the women are to the speaker. By placing thieeplapform in the
mi ddl e of a sequence, Weir mirrors through
throughwor ds. The pl ayerés experience of the p
experience is with the women. Whereas the aesthetic arrangenteapokem is a
clearer exampl e of Ceghatfomnbégms td movedawards ar t , t
digital art insofar as it makes use of videogame rules in order to express meaning.

As the player navigates the platforms, she also has to ddugeNeircalls
Apower f aCe mtoaidrs .words glow red and fl oat t c
Figure2-F. If the specters (my description) touch the player before the player touches the
powerful word, all the lit words on screen will go dark again, tmgoingsome ofthe

pl ayer 6 inthplevelgr e s s

When | am

Figure2-F
This mechanic is demonstrative of Cayl e
materiality of videogames to be expressive
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words and, because thage only separated by a single word, the specters they emit are in
close proximity to one another. As they float towards the player, they take up enough
space orscreen that it is difficult for the player to dodge them both. There are two
optionsforevason: t he player can do two quick hop
l and in the small space before I mmediately
to jump over both words at once, hoping to time the move such that the words move to
the left inder the playenvhojust barely avoids contact. Either option requires the player
to be responsive and agile in order to successfully complete the jump. The level design in
this section is a strong example of effective mapping between the powerful word
mec hanic and the semantic content of the po
to owrigglebdb her way across the platform.
onomatopoeia: the mechanics imitate the words that are contained within them. This
differs from the previous example of the cougd&ttform because the specters are only
effectiveas part of the gamgystem T h e finihe previods exampkere transitory
inbothEl i ot 6 s or i gi gamdpoem.d-unctionally, this M/expresb s
through identical methods: the space between platforms operates much like white space
in the poem. By contrast, the fApinnedo and
has to go through the process of being pirimednd wrigglingthroughthe spears. The
mechanics are meaningfoy using a basic procedural concept like collision detection.

One argument againSilent Conversatioas a poetic videogame is that its
mechanics still operate like a standard platformer. That is, if the lines oféhevpere
replaced with other assets, the game would be uninteresting. This is one limitation to my
thesis: though my focus is on game mechanics, they do not operate in a vacuum, nor are
they a guaranteed means of expressing creativity. They can, howeayea, mbre or less
significant role in a meaningful pl ay expe
level, what the rule system allows the player to do maps well onto the spatial

configuration of the platforms (i.e. the lines of the poem). It iloupe designer to

19



ensure that her metaphors are consistent, but not prescriptive. By making certain words
power ful, Weir himself interprets EIliotods
The powerful words speak ht oasWetihrebys ddoe stihgen p
interpretation of the original poerhhis challenge of authorial control is discussed in the

next chapter.

Mixed Metaphors as Meaningful Play

The examples | o6ve referenced thus far h
metaphors areaherent; the relationship between the tlemainsmakes sense within the
context of the metaphor. For example, the player passing through the second platform in
Silent Conversatioma ps wel | onto the women who ficome
poetrytha forms the platformThe danger is that a mapping can become cliché and trite
if it is particularly effective One exampl e of this is in Lak
di scuss ATI ME | S MKakbE &d JohneodAS$)r Tacaighitdet ai | (
demonstrative of theargument, the phrase itself is quite banal. In game design, this can
lead to gameplay that is monotonous and overly didactic. | discuss an example of this in
thefourth chapter when | critique the garhenboand the way it uses jumps to create
tension. he danger is that the metaphor is too obvious, so there is little required of the
player in order to create meaning. While |
sense, 6 they can be e g pasatoxigallgftrhueiyt fduoln 6itn. g a

An exampe of this is the 2010 Flash garmck Togetheby independent
developer John Cooney. The player is introduced to a little girl and her sheep friend; the
girl loses her friend and the goal of the game is to recover the sheep. The game opens
withasinglessent ence: @Al was carel essFlook Before th
Togetheralready establishes a clear narrative theme of loss, longing, and regret. The
main mechanic supports this: the player controls the girl who can only move around on

land, which isscarce. The player gains mobility by lassoing nearby flying birds, which
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creates a flock that the player can control in order to fly around the sky and search for the

sheep.

Figure 2G

The girl has a limited length of rope and a limit to the numbeéirds in her
flock. Each bird has a different speed and altitude that affects how the girl can move
around. The mechanics encourages the player to wander around the screen and seek out
birds that are most advantageous to her search (i.e. the ones witbsth&peed and
altitude). The playerds search for better
outlined in the narrative.

The metaphor breaks down with the introduction of a seemingly out of place
economic mechanic. In the middle of the land nzigke bottom of the screen, there is a
hot-air balloon with a creature named Mr. Rabbit. There is no explanation for his
presence in the gameds narrative. The exte
the role he ser ve stemvhetisraimarchanhtieat bgys birdstasd r ul e
sells rope. In order to explore the sky, the player needs faster birds (to catch even more
birds) and a bigger flock (to fly higheBlock Togethepromotes this through changes in
its game state: ifthecollecav al t i t ude statistic of the pl

there is an invisible barrier that prevents her from flying above a certain height. This
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necessitates the purchase of more rope. In order to make money to buy rope, the player is

forced to selthe birds to whom the player has been attached.

$10.00 3

Figure 2H

$10.00 3

44 Would you like to buy rope or sell birds?
You can sell your birds by pressing the $ button next to the bird
or you can buy additional rope by pressin' the buy button

Current Rope Price
§585

‘What Do Those Icons Mean? .

+ Lift Power Leave Emporium
" Flight Speed

* Wild Capture (20% $ bonus)

# Ultra Rare Capture (2x $ bonus)

Figure 21

This is a powerful metaphor: the birds that are the most useful to the player are
also the ones that atlee most difficultto sell because they return the most money for
rope. Theplayer is attached to the flock mechanically, through the rope, but also
personally, since the birds have been helping the player. The economic mechanic
encourages thglayer to invest in the birds as a resourcthe same way that friends
invest in eaclother, emotionally. A darker interpretation reads the same economic

mechanic as callous and cynical, forcing the player to use the birds as means to an end.
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Regardless diiow the player reads this mechanic, thisignificantin that the
gameallowsformu |l t i pl e i nterpretations. The gameo:
metaphor: they encourage the player to be both invested and detached, to simultaneously
value friendship and depreciateRtock Togethecreates what Hayles refers to as a
Aper f oo fmamyleda Il lexxgan294). As the player actively reads the text,
she constructs her own interpretation. The hybridity is both in the seemingly inconsistent
rule system of the game, as well as a hybridity between the rule system and the player.

The apparent incongruenbgtweerthe gamé mechanica n d meanis@isavhat

makes these relationships hybrid. They are compbich requires the player to pay

closer attention to the rule system in order to interpret it. This introduces a problem of

|l iteracy: much | Llekaghelreaderimeass filst racogaiteyhei s o f
illegibility before making sense of iElock Togethed s pl ayer must make s
economic mechanic, rather than dismiss it as poor game design. The process ofireading

videogame is the subject of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 3
MEANING MAKING THROU GH CONSTRAINT

Metaphors are not the only method for creating expressive videogaarass
like Flock Togethepffer varied mechanics through which a player can intetpestext,
butgames can be equally expressive through a single, narrow mechanic.tRather
offer an assorted set of mechanics, a game can revolve around a few focused mechanics
that are used in a number of ways. This encourages the player to plapdvittaster a
very specific ruleset. Expert playoseway a videogamean be meaningfult is more
demanding of the player, which requires her to be more attentive to and have more
control over her play style. Masocore is a videogame genre that beststieatesthis.
This genre emerged fairly recently and is often producaeddespendengame
devel opers. The portmanteau combines both
reference to the genreds nldamboisanexamsplefm e xt r e
masocore game. It is an Xbox Live Arcade game released in 2010 ari|dikie
Conversationis a platformer. Instead of controlling a capital letter and traversing lines of
poetry, the player controls a small boy and must dodge hazards such apipikad
giant spidersilts controls are pared down to running, jumping, and interacting with
objects (e.g. pulling switches, pushing boxes). Even th&ilght Conversatiohas even
simpler controld the player only runs and jumipd.imbodemands more ofdtplayers.
A comparison of the two Liglgobne srdu ¢ u mpo me c han
constrainedyjameplayLimborequires much more of the playerevhough it is
mechanically similato Silent Conversatian

Both games pit the play against environmenthhzards, which is standard for
platformers.The player must dodge powerful woidsSilent Conversatignwhile the boy

in Limbofaces dangers like spinning saw blades and, in this particular example,
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electrocution from a malfunctioning neon sign. In theesnshot below, the player needs
to progress to the right of the screen, but must avoid the flickering neon sign when it is

lit.

.

Figure 3A

I n both cases, the player must jump strate
(dimmed letters and deatrespectively). The spectersSilent Conversatiofioat in the

general direction of the player; she has a variety of ways to avoid them. She can wait a
few seconds until the specters float higher in order to run underneath them. Alternatively,
she canymp over them before they float too high. In some cases, the player can simply
backtrack through the level in order to avoid the specters entirely, thus bypassing the
jump mechanic altogether. In thenboexample, there is no other way to proceed
throughthe level: the player must jump from the ledge to the left half of the H, from the

left half of the H to the right half, and from the right half to the O. She can only do this
successfully when the neon sign flickers off, which lasts exactly three setbisls

just barely enough time to execute all three jumps. The player must have expert control of
the jump mechanic in order to proceed. The player must time her initial jump when the

neon light is still lit so that she lands on the left half of thedd @s the light is turning
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of f. This i s si mil aSientConverdatmrextgptithatthesd 0 e x a mp

precision is constant throughdtimbo,whereas most ddilent Conversatioallows for

more flexible play. This tension between flexibility azwhstraint is a key element of

play and is an avenue explored in both videogames and poetry. In both media, constraints
offer players and readers ways to explore and interpret literary and ludic texts.

Constraints are also valualite a textto be expresive by encouraging a more intimate
relationship between the reader and the text, as well as the reader and her own reading

habits.

Oulipo as Ludic Literature
The relationship between constraints and play has been explored in poetry. In the
same way thatideogame players rethink their playing habits, constraints in literature
have traditionally focused on the reevaluatiomeafdingpractices, particularly through
innovations in literary formfSix Selectiond 148). One of the most notable groups i

this tradition is the Oulipo collective, assembled #0in France by Raymond Queneau

andFrancois Le Lionnais The group name stands for AOuv

or the Workshop of Potential Literatujibid). One of the explicit aims ohé group is to

be Aaesthetically and politically engaged

as ANto experiment with constrained for ms
(Baetensand Pouceb22, 613). Oulipo is significant in its owight; most obviously, it
explicitly integrates a ludic quality into its texts. More significantly, Oulipo is an example
of a larger literary traditiocalled constrained writing that is valuable for game design.
Constraints offer a way to question the ttiadal reader/writer binary in poetry and the
designer/player binaryingame desigvi. | | i am Carl os Wil l i ams?®d
in his own application of poetic constrastv en t hough heds not a
constrained writing traditiorLike members of the Oulipo, he also pays close attention to

structure in his poetry, which produces meaning threisgiormal configurationBoth
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constrained writing and Wil |l i aisrelévanptm et i c s
videogame design.

Themost recognized work to emerge from O
mille milliards de po mes. o0 |In this piece,
interchangeable with any other. Each line is written using the same rhythm and rhyme
scheme so #t there are 10 possible configurations, each of which is a complete,
unique, and coherent sonnet. Jan Baetanbk Jeardacques Poucelrite of constrained
writing in an introduction to a 2009 issue Bbetics TodayIn it, they describefi Ong¢
mi |l |l ed as fchanterm ormipates fomipoeh Jackson Maae €ow and
refers tothe selfselected restraints produce new texts, but the reader has nothing to guide
her decision when creating a new soniBztetens and Poucel 62They describethese
constraints as a hictohnep |lreexa dgearmendu sith dwhsicco v e |
order to make sense of the text and derive meaning froBadténs and PoucéP8).

Queneau uses constraints in other works as well, including some of his prose work. Both
Queneau and Oulipare part ofthe literary traditionof constrained writing, which
Baetensand Poucetlefinea s t he ap p |l i-chosdnirute rii.e.,odfffereat fréns e | f
the rules that are imposed by the use of a
An example of this is the lipogram, in whiem entire text is writtenwhile omitting a

single letter. The author8 definition is somewhat vagueThey acknowledgethat

constraing, to some extentareimplied and exisa priorii n any body of wor
notion of constraint is not new, for it is in the very matwf form to impose limits,

establish rules, and design structures that more or less play a role in the meaning of a
particul ar ®aetens and PouadlEbh in €nig waly, constrained writing is

not so much a genre or tradition that exists on its own, but ma&ea ldontinuum along

which texts are more or less constrained. Even though these rudimentary definitions of

constrained writing make it sound superfluous, it underscores characteristics of the
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tradition that parallel videogames, such as the emphasis sf anke design structures,
which are constitutive of the latter medium.

Baetensand Poucelrguethat one of the values of constrained writing is the
production of Asurprises that would have b
(616). This is certainlyrtu e o f ACent mille, 0 but Quenea
useful within the context of game design. They highlible procedurality of constrained
writing; Queneauds constraints Hedesgasises muc h
sonnetsso tha each line isinterchangeable with every othene.fi Ce n t mill eo i s
much a collection of poems as much as it is a-lbalsed process from which poems
emerge. Constrained writing is perhaps most useful in the context of game design in that
theyoffera poi nt of access for the reader/ pl aye
writer, they help generate the text,; for t
and Poucel613). The rules offer additional ways of reading the text, much like
procedural rule make sense of a game to a player. Constraints highlight patterns or
sequences through which a reader can make meaning beyond the thematic content of a
written text. I n ACent mille, o for exampl
offer as much meang as the semantics of the poesach produced sonnetdsherent
without a poet having written each one of thé*ifdividually. This creates a number of
possible meanings: it might speak to the nature of language, or suggest that words are
inherentlyobjective. The constraints and structure of the poem are crucial to whatever
interpretation the reader infers.cn A Cent Mille, 0 specificall
generate the text. This differs from constraints that alreadyaxigorii n t lure ofii n at
formo in that constraints in ACent Mi | | e
introduces a valuable point of entty the text througlwhich an author can express

meaning.

Constraints as Critical Reading
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Constrained writing has particular racts on a literary text that | find useful
when applied to game design. The first is that of contextstrainedules can create
better context for making meanilgn exampl e of t hi s Mighty Anna A
Jill Off. It is a twodimensional platirmerwhere theplayermust move upwards
instead of to the right to progress the gam&he level design is solely composed of two
el ements: dangerous tiles (spi kAmhropyfi re, e
A ¢ r )aThegiavity is weakeritan most platformersuch that gump reaches high
distance. However, the playewst often navigatearrow spaces, soifidistance is
counterproductiveThe player can cut her jump short by hitting the jump button iR mid
air, which returns the playeabk to the groundAlternatively,the playercan hover
briefly by hittingthe jump button repeatedly. This is useful for parts in the game where
hazards are both above and the below the player. Pldaigy Jill Off requires the
player toconstantlypushthe spacebar in order to naztg the dangerous level design.
The narrative is also significarthe player is a slave in a BDSM relationship that is
trying to earn the affections of her master at the top of the tGere is a close
mappingbetweenthe x t r eme di ffi culty of the mechani
content Anthropy uses constrained mechanics to explore the theme of sadomasochistic
relationships.

The addition of constraints also creates a narrower stighterfocus on a
smaller subsetfaules encourages deeper engagement with that system, be it literary or
procedural. Baeterend Pucelwritet hat t he fAdeli berate planni
writing Ais based on awlhayrefaree sQaadeandgagem
which only some ofthetues wer e made obvious to the rea
awareness encourages a closer reading of the text in order to uncover other layers of
meaningthe authorsefert o t hi s as fAi nter pnd Bauceb2®. par anoi
The constrained text becomes a spaoghich a reader must navigate the internal rule

system as a way of engaging with the literature. This is not to say that a text with more
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constraints is consequently more engagirte authorsacknowledgehis fallacy in his
discussion of free verse writing/ithin the field of constrained writing, it serves asdés
factof oi | : Athe notion of constraint cannot b
of oOf r ee doambPoucdbIr @nsueprissigly, proponents of constrained
writing believe it to be a formhat is more creative and expressive than free form writing,
a literary tradition popular around teametime Oulipo assembled. Similar discussions
of the constraint/freedom binary already exist in videogames as a necessary part of the
design process: homuch control will a player have in any given game? One example of
this is the tension between games that are
games. The latter offers a thrémnensional space in which the player can deviate from
the core, sipted events of the game. One examplérand TheftAuto 1V, in which the
player can choose from a variety of activities, from online dating to bowling to watching
television. Linear games offarmuch more scripted play experience in which a player
hasless control over how ganevents unfold

| am more interested in the ways in which the constraint/freedom argument
applies to a specific game system and which rules or mechanics are available to a player
at a given timel am not suggesting a value angent in which the addition or lack of
constraintsubsequentljeads to a better or more engaging play experience. Constraints
offer additional means through which a player can interpret a game. Mechanics function
much | i ke the nna tsysteaminetéad dpoems A eadérinitiallyy n gam
looks to established rules of grammar, syntax, etc. to make sense of a poem. Similarly,
the mechanics available to a player creates particular expectations through which she
makes sense of the ganvechanicgan be constraints and vice verse difference is
that constraintadd some restrictions to what a player can do. A basic example is when a
player is given the ability to fly, but only for a limited tima Super Mario 2 Princess
Peachos | ernodloagblidflyobefare fdlling back to the groufdhis differs

from other jJjumps in the game because Peach
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predetermined amount of timéhis constraint puts the impetus on the player to be
strategic when using this abylitpaying careful attention to the space around her for
particularly hazardous jumps, etc. When a constraint takes something away from a
player, she learns something new about existing rules. In this example, the player learns
the limitations of the defaujump mechanic. The value of constraints in a videogame
system is howthey organizeules: in the same way that constrained writing offers a
reader different ways of reading a text, constraints in a videogame offer a player different
ways ofplaying the @me.

Baetensaand Poucetrguethat one of the values of constrained writinghis
reader 0s deeper engage mEhaydesonubdatth & sh efitphredoc e s
systematic comparison of what the text act
(623). Asthe reader plays with the rules, there is greater room for interpretation. This is
not a new argument: theorists such as Roland Barthes have written on the increased role
of the reader i n t h eBarthejeTad sigrmfinance of thes qubte x t 6 s
is in the way it echoes descriptions of a videogame; the medium is often defined as a
feedback mechanism, or a system of feedback Idépsté). The At ext actual i z
more applicable to videogames such that the underbpodg isalmost always
inaccessible to the player. This inaccessibility does not prevent different modes of play.
The best example of this is how different players approactdimvensional fighting
games, such &treet Fighter Ther e is the Atext actuali ze:
players: the move lists are consistent. Each character has a normaspsuaval, move,
super move, anthrow. These constraints, Baetenand Poucésii d eelriabt e pl anni n
arealsoconsi stent. What varies is what the pla
approaclttreet Fightelas a game of tactics and precision, while others see it as a game
of speed. The latter grogmgagesn what is generallyrefere d t o -mas hAhbogt on
where a player pushes the buttons on a controller as fast as possible in hopes of stringing

combos together as a way of attacking. There is, arguably, some degree of skill involved,
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though this mode of play is largely based barce. OtheSBtreet Fighteplayers engage
with the gameds preadelevsl. Tioese playermmundehstand the game
system on a different level than buttora s her s, whi ch SSirlml i n | abel

AGuided). David Sirlin was the lead dgser of Super Street Fighter Il Turbo HD Remix

a popular game in thétreet Fightes e r i e s . He describes the gart
(Sirlin, ATutorialo) . He analyzes one characteB,6s att a
Sirlin visualizes and explains a seppce of Chwib i 6 s att acks, as wel |l

each takes up on screen.

Figure 3B

The first attack in the first frame is a slow fireball, which takes up the lower half of the

screen. This forces the opponent to dodge the attack, either bynglacljumping. If the

opponent chooses the latter, the player (as €ucan follow up with a jumping short

kick, which covers the top half of the screen (see second frame). The combination of

these two moves forces the opponent into a corner, wherelClean continue her on

screen dominance with a fierce punch, thus keepingghenent trapped. Sirlins

walkthrough demonstrates how a player manipulates the rules in ordairtmincontrol

of the playfield. Thi s rrstrategy angpresisiont he syst
Silinbs figood playerso rely on an intimate kn
knowing what move can best respond to particular ati&ikien, AGuided). Compare

this to the play of buttemashing scrubs, who rely on speed and cha&yeeds a factor

for good playersaswell but it i s not the primary moti v
The value of constrained writing is in the interpretive potential accessible to the player:

both buttommashing and strategic play are equally valid foonglaying Street Fighter
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What is significant is that both use the same set of rules that allow for varied ways of

readingthggameand i ts mechanics. The constraints

out o modes of pl ay tsinaitferentwayger pret the rul e
The Street Fighteexample highlights another way in which constrained writing

is relevant to poetryAs a player engages with and interprets a setle$ythere is a

move towardsnastery of the game system.Street Fighterthelevel of mastery is

judged by the number of moves and combos that a player has internalized. The more

strategies she has in her arsenal, the better equipped she is to successfully counter the

attacks used against her. Her knowledge set is valuable betaissereadth. Mastery

can also work as an insular process: rather than controlling an expansive move list, as in

Street Fightera player can equally master a game by fully exhausting one or a few

mechanics. This is where the masocore genre is most useafy analysis. | refer to

Anna Anthropy, the designer o MightydikOffof t he

She defines the genre as one that Aplays w

of the genre that t Anthropylfianyaero)cTihl semdnshots he Kk n

below shows an example of a platformer convention with which players are familiar:

low-hanging objects that fall on the player as stowvescloseto them In one level of

Kirbyos Dthereaam cdcanuisin theds, which fall as Kirby passes

underneath. If the player stops moving under the tree, the coconut will hit her and she

will take damage.
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Figure 3C

This expectation is subverted in the classic masocore gaifemna Be The Guy

(IWBTGQ. Anthropy uses ik example when defining masocore. The second screen the
player encounters itWBTGfeatures a row of apple trees. The player must make her way
to the right side of the screen, jump up on the elevated platform, and jump across the
staggered row of platforsnto the left side of the screen in order to progress to the next

screen.
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Figure 3D

Of the 14 apples on the right side of the screen, some of them falltdesard the

ground The player expects this atitis knows how to dodge the hazard. However, as

the player makes her way to the right, she discovers that some of the apples subvert

gravity. As the player jumps up to dodgee anticipated falling apple, she is killed by the

apples flying upwards. The apple on the very right side of the screengfalidich will

kill the player as she tries to jump up on the elevated platform along the right wall. By

contrast

, th

e apple on the very Il eft of th

the player, though it does further subvert expectatiorshegxpects the final apple to

fall wup and kill her. This echoes Baetensb®o
writing. The playerdés engagement with a co
of 1t Baetens rredewvwasl uwat itchn s (a62 JFi)e.x plln ctihte

can guide the interpretation of a text, it also encourageseslgkivity: not only does a

reader interrogate the text, but the reader also interrogates her own practices of reading.

Constraints in Masocae
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Many of the welknown masocore games are platformers, though this trait does
not define the genre. This includtbe aforementioneMlighty Jill Off, N+, | Wanna Be
The GuySyobon ActionvVVVVVV andSuper Meat Bp For the sake of my analysis, |
will focus on the last two gmizzleplatformers which isacommonsubcategory
Platformers also mapell onto the concept of constrained texts: masocore platformers
are often pared down to the genreds core m
mentioned n t he i ntroduction, simplistic mechan
masocore. The main difference between masocore games and conventional platformers is
the demand for more precision and control from the player, as seerSitethie
Conversation/Limbe o mpari son. I n reference to Baeten
writing, the run and jump mechanics are those that the player already anticipates because
of her familiarity with genre conventions. She expects that there is-ditmensional
space where thaglayer progresses towards a goal (often to the right of the screen) and
will have to navigat@aroundobjects in the environment in order to do so. The additional
constraint in masocore platformers comes from the precision required in order to
successfullynove throughhe spaceln this way, the player enters a dialogue with her
process of playing; she must exert more effort to make surkghfitmp is precise and
exact Terry O&VWA&Visawandnidat puzzplatformer masocore gamke is
a farly conventional twedimensionaplatformer: the player controls an avatar that must
traversevarious platforms and obstacles. The significant difference betwWe¥ivVvV
and other platformedsthat is, its main constraiditis that it eliminates the traditioha
jump mechanic and instead gives the player
level design reconfigures the space such that the player has to reconsider elements with
which sheds familiar.

One rudimentary examptd this reconfiguratiors tha the player is no longer
protected on the ground; the ground can be as perilous as the ceiling lis sgfieal

platformers, the ground is a way for the player to orient herself: it is the point to which
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she returns after jumpinyVVVVVsubverts thispatial anchor; the player must

reconsider every surface becaeseh ones as safe or hazardous as the othEng kind

of reflective design is prevalent in constrained writing as well. One of the canonical texts,
John GMgvasicstiquedforbeig Aunreadabl e. 0 Baetens ar
very different pur po deternarationidesigoeal toevierctomé y pl o
our conventional reading habits, o0 which ec
games fimasocore). As a player encountedesign that subverts her learned

expectationd such as thtVBTGexampl® she reflects on her own reading habits. lan
Bogost encourages this kind of explorative
d e p t Rlanbing). The article originally addresseBanges in hardware, the same

philosophy applies to game rules. By revolving the system around a single mechanic, the
player learns to explore the potential afforded to thgrboth the game system and its

designer Cavanaughos c ar adesithe flip mectahic idddferantgn  r ei n
contexts such that a player continually questions how to use it in spite of its apparent
simplicity. This parallels Baetends Ainter
contextBa et e n sidparaneidabet uncovering rules in Que
paranoid player knows what the constraint i¥\WfWVVV butis unsure of how to

proceed. In the screenshlow, the title of the level alludes to the puzzle the player

must solve in order toontinue in the gam
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Figure 3E

The player must make her waythe right side of the screand onto the nexAfter she

is finished offscreen, she mustake her way back to the left sidetlé original screen

(i.e. the oneshown abovgin order to move oto the sceen under her. The three

platforms are staggered and operate on a vertical loop. The platform on the very left is at
the lowest point of the loop while the right most platform is at the top of the loop.
Because the pl ayer c anldtplatfprmm ang wait ankilghe mu s t
platforms are in the opposite formation (indicated by the red rectangles). This allows for
her to simply walk across the platforms to the checkpoint on the right side of the screen.
When the player has to her way back astosthe lower left exit, she discovers that her
previous strategy will be ineffective because of the three spikes on the left, preventing her
from simply walking onto that ledge. The previous strategy is only effective if she flips
and traverses the platf ms upsi de down. The player 6s

having to reconfigure the space to account for the flip mechanic. She reconfigures the
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space again when she needs to use the same obstacles in order to reach a different
destination point.

I n this example, the way to overcome i
depths: 0 the player must use her knowl edge
already | earned in order to resolve new pr
by recent videogame releases that seek to revolutionize r ent har dwar eds ¢
He makes reference to the gaming industry and its tendency to release new hardware
every five to ten years, like the Nintendo Wii or Microsoft Kin&agost,iiPlumbing).

Thist rend extends to rule systems as well ; t
innovative mechanic&/VVVVVdoes this through the exploration of a single mechanic,

which encourages a player to exhatls possibilities afforded tioer. VVVVVVis

paradoxicdly i nnovative by f@rdaatbiimg ¢ domeftdleiprn d sa
established conventions. This is moderrtish e A ma kethosis ¢mbleneatic@f the

literary movement. This kind of introspective innovation is also characteristic of the

const ai ned wr i ting mooorsmaathas provédvws ppoténtiahigp under
fostering a productivity that transcends the exhaustion of traditional fodmisedter

yveba productivity that redeems and extends
corstraints, poets are forced to be more creative with fewer parameters.

Inthe case o¥VVVVV t he At r aara theiruaning and jiingingroé o
two-dimensionap | at f or mers. The fAproductivityo is
the jump mechanic. Bonventional jump is a brief departure from the grquhne player
only hasto account for a short distance in the air. Though this distance varies, the player
quickly learns the limits of this mechamigthin the context of each gamBy contrast, a
flip in VVVVVVis much more inconsisterthe playerstops moving through the air when
she collides with another objedike the ceiling, a platformpr an enemyThe level
design invVVVVV\Voften requireshe playetto flip through various screens. One of the

gameds most d4dmMfenmmo,u s\dilsdHegignédssuah that a player must
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flip up through seven different screens before landing on a platform. There is a narrow,
twisty passage that is covered in spik&his givesthe player a very restrictepacethat
shemust navigate while in free fall. Through these extreme constraivigy'VV
encourages the mastery of the game system in order to succeed. BadtBosicel
suggest hat this is an inherent property of <co
toencode innovation €] i n such a way that selecting ¢
ma st er LH22temghasis mie). While a player may have to repeat a level in
VVVVVVseveral times in order to master it, this differs from regular grinding in games
Masocore gameplay posgéshallenge: the constraints do not simply oppose or slow
down a player, but tests her knowledge and expertise of the game.

The notion of Oreveatsanadhergparddogficonstrained game
desiq. | have been arguingdt constrained writing valuable as a point of comparison
because it deepens the relationship between the player and the gamelnyistiein also
necessarily involves the design€onstrained writers acknowledge this paradox of
havingawork standant s own, whil e simultaneously fAcoc
charm of a wribid. ;mithé samewaytmatpbaisroreniterg leave the
Ai ndel i ble charmo of their writing style o
traces of thig design principles on game systems that reflect their perspective on the
player/systenmelationship. fis emphasizes the role of the designer in relation to the
game system. In order for the game rules t
strong atthorialcontrol Of course, by definition, there is some degree of authorial
controli n order to design a game. The differen
i n n o Vv ia madreocanéiderate tiie ways in which a player interacts with the rules of a
game systemnmilhe way these rules are designed speaks to how much innovation or

creativity is afforded to the player.

The Paradoxical Poetics of William Carlos Williams
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This tension is not unique to videogames; authorial intention has always been a
contentous issue in literary studies. Auteur theory suggests that texts are a transparent
vehicle through which writers deliver their intentions. Later, poststructuralism isolates the
readertext dynamic as the sole site for making meaylikg Roland Barthead his
declaration of theleath of the authdBarthe$. Similar debates exist in the context of
poetic interpretatiofRamazani et al948). Modernist poets have also asked how a text
produces meaning, which is one of .tdhe mot.i
Modernist poet William Carlos Williams looks at poems as systems; he innovates his
work through the explicit emphasis on the form and structure of a text. He is typically
associated with the Imagist movement, though later in his career, Williams himself
explicitly disassociates himself from that poetic traditidfilijams, fiFieldo). Williamso
emphasis on poetic structurmmains constant regardless of his associated poetic
tradition. Throughout his entire corpus, both prose and poetry, Williaaisskes his

attention on the materiality of languagdis refers to th&vays in which words create

connectionmmonge ach ot her on the page. One exampl
Walls. o It is short and only cotdbeseakns fi ve
each line:

the back wings

of the

hospital where

nothing

will grow lie

cinders

in which shine
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the broken

pieces of a green

bottle
The |l ines are staggered. The spaces paral/l
bottl e: 0 thédpwenrieaa drawn gut as the revelation of the object at the end
of the text. Wi lliamsd constant use of enj
force the reader to reevaluate the semantic content of the dderh.1 i ams 6 sy mbol i
invokes naturémagerynamel y fAwingso and fAgreen, 0 | oca:
respectively. As the reader scans Athe bac
bird i magery. It is not wuntil she reads th
actually belong to a physical structure (At
appears at the end of the poem caelér toshrubbery or foliage, especially because of
the earlier mention of fAgrowodo ien Aitgheemiof i ks
not a reference to nature, but in fact to its converse: the synthetic debris of a broken
bottle. William pays close attention to the materiality of the poem and how the
arrangement of words influereleow the text is read. His poetics insistthe careful
composition and deliberate construction of a poem in order to convey meaning.

This calculated | iterary deHlefagqously s char
compares poetry to machinery in the introduction to his 1944 poetry colletiien,
Wedge Wil |l i ams writes in direct opposition t
senti mental about a machine, and: A poem i
(Williams, fiWedyed). Williams argues that this industrial metaphor speaks to the
differenes bet ween prose and poetry, the | atter
economyo (ibid). W lliamsé use of | anguage
work with the Imagist movement. Writers in this tradifoBzra Pound, most

famously wrote their petry such that their words were efficient, chosen so as to evoke
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very concise and specific imaggiamazani et al. 348This alscappliesto game

design; lan Bogost has cited Imagism as an influence both in his writings and artistic

creation, specifically his 2018tari VCS gameA Slow Yea(Bogost,fiSlowo). What is

more significant than the reference to | ma
his poeticsWi | | icanmesigon to the industriedveals thatvords are components of

a systemand produceneaning pocedurally. To Williams, theredsto some degreée
objectivity in | anguage. The meaning of hi
poetry of distinction without formal invention, for it is in the intimate form that works of

art achieve theiexactmeaning i n whi ch t hey mo iliamse s e mbl e
AWedged emphasis mine). Whereas Queneau leftmeamiagk i ng up t o fichan:
operations, o Williams argues that poets ta
their fAexact silghidmc@ngeastdi 3 biigd)bhesMd i n
believes that poets can encode meaning through the structure and composition of their
writing.

Whil e one of Wi lliamsd concerns is with
simultaneously argues for poetithat are seemingly the opposite. In 1948, Williams
delivered a | ecture at the University of W
Action. 0 He calls for fAsweeping changes fr
st r udMilliamsefbigldd)) . He critiypued tploethrci giodivtent i
to find fan debejomudtimprove uperasyructure. ble specifically
identifiespoetic measure as the convention that has remained unchanged. Paradoxically,
Williams also points to measure as the conventioough which reinvention must
happen, stating that it iilsid).fhisicheangemusty r eal i
happen through measure specifically because it is so accepted as a standard poetic
conventonThi s appeal t o tthateVilldmsestdl mdintactheasionies t r at e
impulse for the objective as he didTihe Wedge.ater in the lecture, however, Williams

makes a curious reference to Al bert Ei nste
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relativity into their poetics. Thisisat ar kl 'y di fferent direction
signi fi canc @&heiWeddeatsler relatibtyecdrtainlynworks against the
Arigidity of the poeti c f ocontradiotshe metapher st i | |
of the machine. Williams argudsat poets should be influenced by local speech and
di al ect : fiseeat ch etrlee muasntguage for the di scove
(Williams, fiField,0 emphasis mine). To Williams, poetic measure is more natural and
authentic when people speak, which nggpeech a model around which poets should
structure their writing. Thist he f oundati on of a new rhythm
thevariable footand is a key structural element in his poetry. The paradox is in the
ambiguity of the variable foot: hr e ar endét any rules or crite
individual unitb e y o nd VWivdsubjeaivitg 6 For Wi |l | i ams, howeve
origin of form, Grédnier9orhis ngethod iscupposedtas ur e o (
encapsulate the orgamrmeasure inherent in speech; Williams marks each unit with a line
break, such that each line is a single variable foot. Williams constructs and uses a poetic
device through which his poetry resembles a machine, but the device is based on a
measure thasifluid and variable (i.e. speeckpr Williams, this ambiguity is what
makes his variable foot innovative as it offarsolution to the rigidity of prior poetic
structures.

Willams 6 poet i cs a ptheyargwo padarizedirapdises thater vy ;
seeminglyirreconcilable. What this paradox reveals is a move towards structured,
transparent design, while still allowing for ambiguity and interpretation. This hearkens
back to Baetenand Poucébs argumenthat constraint cannot be divorced from freedom.
A poet @annot have complete authorial control over her work, no matter how many
constraints are in the text. Williams was concerned with how a poeboamol the
meaningshe conveys hr ough a poemdés for m. Consider Wi
poetic traditions A Our p osebthsenaughenadkhe s$tructure, the staid manner

of the poem cannot Wilams, fibieldoeniplkasid mine)glaterinh r o u g
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the | ecture, he calls for the Aopportunity
makingofte poemo (i bid). The variable foot is
uses to fiexpand the structureo and produce
foot offers different possibilities for in
asWi |l iamsdé calls for subtlety to allow for
Arigidityo through his use of the variabl e
interpretation of speech, which renders the measure inaccessible to thelnesits.of
this, there is value to Wi lliamsd poetry:
Arigidityo (i.e. a consistent wunit) and f
the variable foot as a way to control the interpretation ofelxis By placing the line
break after Awingso in the first | ine of
mul tiple implications of the word. dhe par
i.e. that each line is its own uditactually allows fo more flexibility in its interpretation.
Williamsé ASpring and All o0 is one of th

variable foot. His use of enjambment is almost consistent throughout the entire poem.
Consider the first two stanzas:

By the road tdhe contagious hospital

under the surge of the blue

mottled clouds driven from the

northeasd a cold wind. Beyond, the

waste of broad, muddy fields

brown with dried weeds, standing and fallen

patches of standing water
the scattering of tall trees
Theendd t he second | ine suggests fqthelpeemb| ueo

so far, ithe bl ued can be read as another
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reader moves to the next liheéhe next variable foétt hat At he bl ued i s r
descriptor for fAmottled clouds. o6 Had this b
been no ambiguity as to whether Athe bluebo
been c¢clear that it was an adjectialee bel ong
break, Williams fragments fAthe blue/ mottl e
unit, but simultaneously belongs to the line that follows it. This happens again at the end

of the stanza with the phr as ermiactaesardto ng an
mark the end of the line, Williams introduces a line break and white space. An initial
reading of the |l ine suggests that the fAsta

precede it. The end of the stanza suggests that the isalerent semantic unit: the

Adried weeds, standing and fallen. o0 The ne
fallend now also refers to the fApatches of
and fallenodo does noitf tcshainsget hen rseyfneraexnt whaoa
fallendo refer. Both of these examples are

through formal innovation.

As much as Williams imposes his constraints on his poem, it is up to the reader to
At eas e iag)much likeeng earliebtreet Fightermnalysis. There are, of course,
some differences between r 8tedlightgrbufilSvant i ng a
to highlight the way in which constraints function similarly in bothtext§Bn t he At e x t
actualizedo is composed of the move | ists f
knows which button maps to which move, but it is up to her to interpret which move is
appropriate at a given time. A player chooses how deeply to engage with the game
systen. Si mil arly, the variable foot is the b
provides the reader with a consistent pattern with which she can structure her reading of
the poem. The reader knows where each variable foot is (i.e. each line), bubtdoes n
know the logic and reasoning behind each line break, which creates enough vagueness

that she can read various interpretations from the text. One difference b&taaaah
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ASpring and All o0 is that someone can read
vari able foot. Baetens argues that the read
crucial to her understanding the teRagtensfiFree Writing). This is a literacy issue

and is not limited to poetry; not &lF players, for example, are aware of all the moves

for a character. What is significantisthatb8thand A Spri ng and Al Il 0 ¢
consistent underlying structure, while simultaneously allowing for enough ambiguity for

players and readers to form their own ways of reading the text. It is this space for

interpretation that gives a text greater potential for expression.

ORi giditydé in Game Mechanics

Consider a comparison of two similar ganésper Meat BoySMB) and the
aforementionedlimbao. The latter is often heralded as a particularly expressive and
aist i ¢ game, winning awards such as the | GF
Game Developers Choice Award for Best Visual Arts in 2@ivard Nomineeg). As
mentioned in the introduction, the player is in control of a small boy in a sinister
environmentjncluding the bodies of dead children and parasites that take control of the
playerbdés direction. The art is entirely in
tone. This is in contrast t8MB which features bright colors and pixel graphics
reminiscem of videogames from earlier generations. Based on aestheticslatabe,
appears to be the more expressive of the two games. The two are more similar when
comparing their core mechanics. Both are-tiimensional puzzle platformers in which
the main actios available to a player are the ability to move and jump. They are also
both considered masocore games because of their difficult nature. Success often relies on
trial-anderror, where the player attempts the same move or level repeatedly.

| refer to thework of Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman in their 2004 bétles
of Play. Their definition of a videogame as an experiential system is useful for

contextualizing my comparison of the jump mechanic: how are the formal rules
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organized such that it affectpal ayer 6 s experlamelmdirgmpf t he gan
analysis ofSMBto the earlier levels to preclude the special abilities that are part of later
gameplay. Similarly, | am ignoring the latter halflainbo, which has a heavier emphasis
onsolvingpuzzled. am focusing this analysis on eac
mechanicl contend thaSuper Meat Bois actually more expressive thAimbqg, in spite
of the | atterds reputation. Both games off
pleasure, nanhe that of overcoming tension. This is a key element of any videogame, but
changes depending on a number of variables, including genre, etc. The tension of a boss
battle in a roleplaying game (RPG) differs from a tactical attack in a-tiead strategy
game, for example. The latter puts pressure on the player to make decisiongimeegal
while the former might be more an endurance challenge, as RPG bosses often spawn
minions that the player must also fight. In b8tMBandLimbaod as is the case for most
masocore gamésthe player must nimbly navigate the given play space while avoiding
hazards (e.g. saw blades, drowning).

Even though both games are in the masocore genre, there are subtle differences in
the challenges that each game pokesbo presents@prise traps for the player, often
catching them off guard. In the screenshot below, the player triggers a swinging bear trap
when she walks underneath the platform (indicated by the left red arrow). There is no
indication that a trap exists until the yéa triggers it. If the player attempts to outrun the
swinging trap by continuing to run to the right, she triggers a second bear trap that swings
in the opposite direction (indicated by the right red arrow). One possible solution is to
dodge the first timand outrun the second by backtracking to the left. The second trap,
however, is also on a swinging rope. The player cannot run fast enough in order to avoid
the second swinging bear trap. In order to avoid death, the player must trigger the first
trap, kacktrack to the left a few steps to dodge it, then immediately run to the right to
dodge the second swinging trap. The player cannot deduce this solution until she is killed

by both traps and learns how they work.
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Figure 3F

SMB by contrast, offersyzzles likeVVVVVVWwhere the player can see the threats that

Il i e

what

ahead.

t he

pl ayer

Ant hropy

doesnot

k Ardghwopy,idrafitd). Thisésc a u s e

a different kind of dificulty for the player: it is not about the surprise of the unknown,

but rather the resilience necessary to overcome a challenge that the player knows is

achievable. The jump mechanic3MBis an example of the latter difficulty. The

screenshot below is dfevel 1-15 ofSMBc al | e d

ACactus Jumper . O

player must reach the goal at top of the screen (the pink character to the top left) while

dodging saw blades that run in the directions indicated by the red arrows. All four blades

fly out simutaneously every two seconds. The player immediately recognizes the threat

and how to avoid it (i.e. jumping over the blades).
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Figure 3G: The above screenshot is a composite of two attempts at this level. The first
Meat Boy has succesdfutiodged the first saw blade. The second Meat Boy jumped
directly into the third blade. Please note that the level is not visible to the player in its
entirety. The perspective shifts to the top screen when the player reaches the second
blade. The screesplit is indicated by the horizontal blue line.

Thejump in SMBalsoallows for walljumping, which is how the player reaches
the second blade. The lower Meat Boy in the above screenshot is about to ricochet off the
walld indicated by the lower set of whiarrow$® in order to reach the first platform.
She then makes her way to the left across this first platform and must dodge the second
blade, also by jumping over it. Again, she must ricochet off the wall in order to reach the
second platform. She muspesat this strategy in order to reach the second platform.

There is a trick, however: if the player ricochets up the second corridor in the same way
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that she did the firét that is, jumping directly from wall to wall then she will jump

directly into the thid blade, as indicated by the second Meat Boy in the screenshot. The
level is designed in such a way that the player who maintains a constant rhythm from the
beginning of the level will be punished by the third blade. That is, a ptayeiot

complete thedvel based on twitereactions aloneAs indicated by the blue arrow, the

player must slide down either wall of the second corridor for a split second to wait for the
third saw to shoot out. Then the player can jump up to the second platform and proceed to
the top. The level design forces the player to reflect on her own play style.

This is |like Wi lliamsé treatment of a |
of the text based on prior knowledge al one
naturali magery, but the readerdés assumptions a
line. Her conventional methods of reading the text are inadequate; Williams designs the
poem in order to highlight this. Similarly, the player cannot complete this le@&\18f
by timing her jumps perfectly, which is a common tactic for-trmensional
platformers. She must acknowledge and respond to the level design by consciously
adjusting her jump to account for the timing of the third SElveg a m gui®smechanic
is flexible enough to allow for a dialogue between the player and the designer via the
game system. The designer communicates the tension in the level through the strategic
placement of design elements (e.g. the blades) while the player responds with her mastery
of the jump mechanic. She communicates to the designer that she is skilled enough to
complete the level.

| return toRules of Playo explain the difference between the jump mechanic in
both games. Salen and Zimmerman outline four different componengaaiasystem:
objects, attributes, environments, and internal relationgBglen and Zimmermahl).

The first three refer to elements within the computational system ligalboandSMB
are similar in these three elements: they both have objectdade or a neon s$ig

which have attributédsi n b ot h cases, death. These objec
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environment. The difference between either
internal relationships//hena game system is analyzed as an experiential s§stem
opposed to Salen and Zi mmé interaalrélationshpps mal or
refer to the dynamics between the player and the system. The player is considered an
integral component: MnNBecause the plteyers a
internal rel ationshi ps3MB(ths & reftentedanthé Zi mmer m
flexibility of the jump mechanic: the player is given that space to negotiate her jump
within the context of the game environment. She can change directiofsriadwell as
adjust the jump distance. She can affect the latter by pushing the jump button with varied
pressure, or by the avatardés speed prior t
This differs significantly from the jump mechaniclirmbo.

Immediately after the bear traps, the player is chased by a giant spider. If it gets
too close to the player, it will stab and kill her. The player continually runs to the right to
try and outrun the threat. She encounters a body of water, which is aésddss to the
player. There are a series of objects which are positioned to help the player get across
safely. In the below screenshots, the first object is a log, which the player must push into
the water. The player must jump on it and wait as it sldlwbts across the water. There
is an implicit timer imposed on the player because of the impending spider, so there is
pressure to jump across the water as soon as possible. The player must wait, however,
until the log floats far enough to the right befgumping to the small island.
Conceptually, this section is quite suspenseful because the tension stems from whether or

not the player can successfully complete each jump before the spider reaches her.
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Figure 3H
In order to successfully cross the lgad water, the player jumps at the last possible
moment at every opportunity: first she jumps from the ledge to the log, from the log to
the island, then from the island to the second log. This is true of most jutpshio. In
order to avoid a hazardké a pit of spikes or falling object, the player must begin her
jump at the furthest point on a given ledge. There is no question as to whether or not a
pl ayer can make a jump; if a jump is unsuc
By contrast, a jump iNSMBIs variable and its success is not guaranteed, thus producing
tension. Furthermore, there are actually two kinds of jumpgmiibo a shorter jump
(light button press) or a long jump (harder button press). There are rarely any instances i
which a shorter jump is needed. This makes gameplay monotonous: it makes no
difference that there are two kinds of jumps because the player only needs one in order to
effectively play the game.
The commonality betwedrimboandSMBis the tension of wéther or not a
player successfully completes a jump. The difference bettire@nis how the two
games incorporate this tension into their respective rule systems. | return to Salen and
Zi mmer man and their four compome(ettee of a g
little boy) is anobjectthat can only jump one of two exact distances. The jump distance

is anattribute of the avatar. Whether or not a player successfully completes a jump is a

guestion of whether or not shrevokesthe attributeLimbo6 ralc odes 6 i ts tens
jump distance is one of two absolute value
much as she triggers it. |l f the player doe

used the wrong jump ( ihardeenough)oeshedqumgedtd p u s h
early. The player knows what to expect with each jump she makes and the tension is lost.
This differs fromSMB which allows for the player to produce her own tension through
interaction with the game system. Wherkssborelies on rigidly defined rulesSMB

creates tension through itgernal relationshipsThe flexible jum@ changing direction
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in midair, etcd creates a space where the player can negotiate the game rules in order to
overcome a challenge in the game. Theraesaningful engagement with the game

system: the player is not simply enacting a game rule, but manipulating it.

Limbois a less expressive play experience tBdtBbecause, as Williams would lament,

it isndt Asubtly enoughfismbdedod dhe ¢doepnine
player to engage with the game systeimbad s d e s i g nembettengomipt s t o
every jump, rather than allowing the player to produce it herself (via the game system).
This is |ike the nr i dliansicritiquesn$ofatabthke poet i ¢ f
conventional metrical structure predetermines an authoritative, limited way in which the

text can be readLimbotries to predetermine how the player experiences tension through
gamepl ay. This i s riablefoob which mapd welt oato théi jump i a ms 6
iNSMB The varied measure of #ASpring and Al I
SMB Wi lliamsdé | ine break introduces ambi gu
like the indeterminate distance 3B varies the tension of making a jump. Both games,

as well as Williams and his poetics, demonstrate how constraint and flexibility are

necessarily in dialogue with each other. Whether a text affords more or less interpretation

to the reader or player isapadoxically, a result of intentional, deliberate, and heavily

authored design choices.
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CHAPTER 4

CUBISM AND GAME DESI GN

The previous chapter discussed how a reader can access a modernist text through
the constraints that structure it. Not all moddrnispoet ry i s as constr ai
poetics. By contrast, high modernist poets like T.S. Eliot wrote texts that were much
more similar to free form poetry. For exam
five sections and constantly shifts betweanaus poetic conventions. The rhythm is
inconsistent, there is seemingly arbitrary white space, and the text is constantly
interrupted by phrases in other languages, song lyrics, or literary referBaoesz@net
al.94g . Though AThe Wast eppdsite ofcd constrginpdetexty tiseret o b e
are other structural elements through which a reader can parse the famously impenetrable
poem. Eli otébs use of I|literary references i
poem; the footnotes that explain hitusions are almost as long as the poem itself.

This intertextuality is indicative of the modernist poetic tradition more generally
(ibid). Intertextual references add to the semantic content of a poem, but also serve a
structural function. They fgment the act of reading, interrupting the reader with
allusion® often unidentifiabl® to other texts. Intertextuality is not only limited to
literature. Movements in visual art paralleled literary modernism; Cubism, in particular,
was a large influence. Byomparing Cubist elements in both visual art and poetry, | will
extract elements that are demonstrative of the tradition, such as fragmentation and
simultaneity. These are also present in 2008 videodgaid, which is not to suggest
that the game was dggeed to be intentionally or explicitly modernist. | compare the
twod Braid and Cubisrd to highlight ways in which the videogame medium can be

expressive using techniques and strategies similar to those found in modernist poetry.
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Braid is a game that is pscially appropriate for this discussion because its main
mechanics map so well to Cubisithe game is a twdimensional puzzle platformer,
except that the player has the ability to rewind time. If a player dies, for example, she
simply rewinds time to thpoint before her death and continues to (re)play that
particularly part of the gam€ubist elements are already relevant: the passage of time is
no longer linearThough time moves forward, it can just as easily move backwards as
well. This temporal simtaneity is crucial to solving puzzles Braid. Sometimes a
puzzle requires the play® die in order to proceed. At the final stage of Worlth8
player finds herself on the left side of a crevice with spikes at the bddtoencan easily
jump the gapbut there is a locked door on the other side key is held by an enemy
that immediately walks into the pit as soon as the level bebirese is no wayor the
player to retrieve the key from the enemy before it falls into the spikes.

The challengés to retrieve the kéy lying on the spikes in order to unlock the
door without the player herself dyinig. a conventional game, this feat would be
impossible. This is true fdraid as well: it is impossible for the player to retrieve the
key without dyirg. The player must retrieve the KeXilling herself in the process
beforerewinding timeto the point before she jumps into the pit. The key is now in her
possession and she can jump across the gagdok the doorBraidd s mec hani cs me
that time is fuid: the present does not only existhe moment, but also in the pabhe
pl ayer must | earn to move freel gpuazlest ween t
The conflation of disparate temporal planes is crucial to pl&Bragl and demonstrates

how typically Cubist techniguecan besimilarly expressivacrosdifferent media.

Reuvisiting Digital Materiality
The relationship between artist Pablo Picasso and poet Gertrude Stein is an
example of one such relationship that bridged visual and literadgmists. fie latter of

which is often interpreted as the literary equivalent of the farRieasso used visual art
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techniques to portray Cubist eleménis.g. perspective, repetition, fragmentafion
while Stein used language to the same effect. Whileotiedo-one translation is an
i nadequate means of interpreting Steinbds w
ways in which each medium plays with similar concepts. This analysis is one of media
specificity, which N. Kianthelrs nel dtay|l €cdeails:
argument is not only important for my Picasso/Stein comparison, but also my larger
analysis of poetry and videogames such that it will elucidate some of the modernist traits
that | find fruitful for game design. Hayles wieoher 2004 article to call attention to
critical analyses of various media. Texts are influenced by the medium in which they are
written; Hayles argues that critics need to modify their vocabularies in order to discuss
each text within their text of itespective medium. She calls this mesjiecific analysis
(MSA) and emphasizes tmeateriality of each medium as the way to frame this
discussion (Hayles i B9).&headvrites about literary hypertext as it exists both in
digital and print forms. Thouglné genre is typically associated with the former, Hayles
uses MSA to identify characteristics of literary hypertext that appear in both media. In
doing so, she suggests that texts have the possibility to produce meaning in ways that
have yet to be consicet.

Hayl esd6 discussion of MSA coll apses the
dichotomy (i.e. electronic literature is superior to books, or vice versa), Hayles suggests
that both media are effective means of creative expression, though dowsghttifferent
constraints. For exampl e, Hayl es refers to
counterpart to hypertext. Electronic hypertexts are fragmented and can be recombined
through algorithms and digital manipulation (Haylesii F 173t 0 filCemtacecnh il ev es
the same effect, but does so through the affordances of its medium. The pages of the
poem are cut into strips; the physicality of the printed page allows for this fragmentation
to occur. MSA will inform my argument in two main ways: one disauswill trace

vi sual art technigues (Picassods Analytic
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poetry (Steindés portrait poems). I wi || al
scholar on modernist poetry. She abstracts the Cubist ethos agpréssed through

visual art in order to apply it to Steinods
Steinbés poetry to frame my analysis of Cub
Braid. Stein herself wrote on the process of writing, Whdahlights some of her poetic

methods, which also informs my methodology and analysis of the ways in which Cubist
values are adapted to the videogame medium, as well as the ways in which literary

Cubism translate tBraid specifically The game takes esting videogame genre

conventions andl in typical modernist sty fragments and multiplies them. One

convention | discuss in detail is the locked door/key mechanic with which most players

are familiar.Braid subverts player expectations of this mechankmd er t o bot h i
newo and @ ma k eBraidanalgsis highliglttsmlayts in avhich @ubist

elements can contribute to game design through creative level design and inventive game
mechanics.

Hayl esd articl e f ocus atanddigital textseanddin f f er en
doing so, argues f ori Rl @efheodoes thid throughtheron o f
focus on materiality; the physical characteristics of a text necessarily enter a relationship
with its literary and rhetorical content. iSlrelationship is dynamic and fluid (Hayjes
A F | 72t Necessarily, these physical characteristics differ for each medium; MSA is
necessary so as to create specific and precise vocabularies with which media theorists can
anal yze di f f eargamentinforens mysdiscudsianyof neodetnism and game
design such that there is a flattening of the media. This act of equivocation is not
uncommon in discussions of I|iterature and
Code and Li tsuggests that therexid an affinity between language and code:
AWe can perfectly trans/| at-digitaimedialikesptint dat a a
books, as |l ong as we translate them into a

diametricoppe i t e of Hayl esdé in that Cramer compl
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hardware and focuses solely on the | evel o
it attempts to compare the complexities of both human and machine language through a
kind of sharedyrammar. Syntax both linguistic and procedukalis undoubtedly
significant in the discussion of digital literature and poetry. However, it is akin to
reducing Eliotds intertextuality to |itera
scope, Cranteconflates the complexities of human and machine language, which
consequently depreciates the value of either one.

Similarly, Hayles places both human and machine language on an even plane. Her
analysis, however, acknowledges the differences between dsenell as the possible
advantages therein. While Hayles acknowledges that MSA has precedents in other media
theoryd such as Marshall McLuh@nshe uses this interplay to focus specifically on
electronic literature. She outlines nine main characteristibgpdrtext which can also
operate in traditional literary texts, albeit through different means. Whereas Cramer
overlooks the influence of medium specificity, Hayles uses these differences to structure
her typology. This is not to create binaries of hygerfhorhypertext, she argues, but
rather to use the nine points as reference points from which theorists can consider
Amedgipaci fic considerations of, iAnFd)tddisot i at i o
informs my own methodology insofar as | am gstubism as a reference point from
which | can compare modernist poetry and game design. The most valuable point in
Hayl esd6 article is the way she recontextua
traits of the medi umannoshe gendrated bytha aparaiis nt er p
al o né o 7k lostead, the physicality of a text should be used to frame the way in
which it expresses meaning in contrast to other media. Materiality is dynamic, rather than
deterministic. My analysis focusesme on a text és HAsignifying
physical properties (Hayles A F2).aAtreader does not interpret the tangible artifact
itself, but rather the text as it is structured by the medium, whether it is poetry or a

videogame.
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Pi c as s o onsof Sedaocesie t

Anot her thing Haylesdé article highlight
a text is as integral to its interpretation as the writing itself. Her analysis focuses heavily
on the materiality of texts, such that my analysis of Cubistipgs and poems would
focus on types of canvases, paint and printed paper. Instead, | choose to focus on what
Hayl es calls fneffects. o Hayles refers to I
form and ARé @k Befoce | gnalyzethe ®u st f eBrafdd meedstad i n
establish Cubist fAeffectso in other media
respective elements. This is the same strategy that Marjorie Perloff uses when comparing
Picassods Cubist stylPertof Gést wodd& Stseiuse&d
understanding Steindbs process of writing,
whether visual or literary. Perloff begins her comparison by providing a foundation of
what Cubist painting does:

The painting invitesis to identify familiar forms and objects [...] at the same time

as it prevents us from applying the tes

such a painting as a coherent image of reality. Whatever interpretation we

advance is put into question the appearance of contradictory clues. The

ambiguity of the image is thus imsilsle to resolve.Rerloff,i Wo -Sy$tend

72)
Fragmentation is a fundamental quality of the Cubist movement. It is a mode of
representation that resists coherence; the vieararat immediately comprehend or
access the work. Perl of f discusses Picasso
geometric components can be sederloff pays particular attention to a beige triangular
plane in the lower ledt but it is unclearto whatthi s hape refer s. AnMa Jo
Anal ytic Cubism as a movement, i's characte
discrete objects in some kind of illusory depth gives way to a volatile structure of

dismembered planes whose spatial pasitia € a mb i Pgrloff iu W @-Syktend
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71). There is a simultaneous recognition and defamiliarization; viewers can identify

typical elements of paintings, such as light, shape and stroke, but not what they signify.

The distinct shapes and colours creatdlddput the surface remains impenetrable and

flat. Picasso uses these techniques as a way of alienating the viewer; a triangle could just
as easily be the side of a face as it coul

painting is as fragmented #®e deconstructed human figure it supposedly represents.

Figure 4A

Picassobds Cubist methods give us Acontr

paradoxi cal phrase. They allow viewers to
thwart any senseofdiect i on. Per |l of f al so writes that
ifirepresentational traces, 0 such as a music

(ibid). She argues that this is evidence that Cubist painting engages in a dialogue with its

referents anthis characterizes the art form as such. Even if Picasso did not use letters or
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musical notation, the visual elements he uses (e.g. shapes) necessarily correspond to
things in the physical world so that viewers are able to make some sense of the work.
This i s an argument Stein uses when comparin
painting | said a picture exists for and in itself and the painter has to use objects
landscapes and people as a way the only way that he is able to get the picture to exist
(Stein Write 18). One of the characteristics of Analytic Cubism, then, is the use of
relationships between symbols (i.e. in the composition) and references.
Il nterestingly, this is a characteristic

this rdational composition (and consequently the comparison between Cubist painting
and poetry) is most apparent in Steinbs po
a Fl amenco dancer, the poem is effective b
Whe eas Picasso created a fAigeometry of surf;
techniques through her use of language and creationd v e r b aPkrloffhii Vdanreds 0  (
Systend 7 3) . Each plane is a structural di men
dimensions enters a dialogue with an imagined dancer referent. The first two lines create
a dance rhythm not unlike Flamenco:

Sweet sweet sweet sweet sweet tea

Susie Asado
The lines scan as sutch

/ / / / / )

/ ) 1 ) / )
The first line introduces aconstanth yt hm, whi |l e t he second || in
Perloff likens this to the sound of stamping feetdofked by castanets (Pe

Systendé 74). This verbal plane 1 s only effect

! A single slash indicates a heavy stress and an apostrophe indicates a weak stress. The double bars
represent a mediaaesura.
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Pi c as s o 0 senecesbaely visumal dse tathe constraints of his medium. While
some poets visually configure language (concrete poetry being the most obvious
example), Stein chooses aural referents. In both Cubist media, the texts create
relationships with things thate familiar to the physical world, only to make them
ambiguous, | eaving the reader/ viewer with
them.
By creating references outside the text itself, Cubist texts anchor themselves in

something familiar. It ishrough this connection through that which is already known that
both Picasso and Stein are able to create their works. For a viewer to tackle what Perloff
calls the fiambiguity of the i mage, 0 she mu
exists at allOther Cubist workd notably those in the Synthetic Cubist pefiodclude
physical referents, such as newspaper clip
Caning. o Perloff arguegdg  rtompte R dorelsedsfdff unfcWa roc
Systend  7ThAqQugh traditionat r o mp emelelp aveateslthe illusion of three
dimensional space, the collage of both the real and the representational creates a literal
Ageometry of surfaces. o6 This technique is
limited to Synthetic Cubism, but speaks to one way in which the movement fragments its
own mode of representation. Sdrathends i nterp
ironicallyd criticized them for being too limited:

The writer can include a great deal into thegsent thing and make it all

present but the painter can only include what he seeeahds so to

speak only one surfa@nd that is a flat surface which he has to see and so

whether he will or not he must see it that w@er{off, i Wo-S¢ st e mo

71, emgasis mine)
Because a painter only has one surface (which | interpret to be the canvas), their
representations are limited to what which fits inside the frame. This criticism seems

rather reductive in that St eiughieciuseduties t he
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that it emphasizes the notion of media spe
on two different levels: for painters, she assesses dimensionality through a spatial lens,
whereas writers (according to her) operate on a tempoealWriters bring things into

the present; words serve as an anchor poin
all ows viewers to |l ook at the work Onow, 0
contrast, is linear, which introduces anfgoral plane with which the writer can play.
Steinés use of the word fApresento in the a
repeating the word twice, it creates a connection through which the reader connects the
first use of thhthe sevand. bh this way, Steie usds aordg astanchors

through which she plays with the linearity of reading.

Steinbés Literary Criticism

Repetition is a key c hatheughtoiten deledatec of S
to styled plays an important structairrole in her works. It is also an important part of
Steinds method, which she calls Acomposit:i
contradistinction to representation: whereas the latter is concerned with a connection
between a signifier and a signifigtie former solely plays with signifiers, not unlike the
deconstructionists. There is a strong temp
spoke about in a 1926 |l ecture: AThe wusing
composition.Aconiuous present and using Senerything
ACompositionodo). The fAcontinuous presento o
comparison of painters and writers. Bot h w
cont i nuous ewertaksesanthat whichAs inthe frame while a reader reads
linearly, one word at a time. The difference between the two media is that the
Acontinuous presento in a |literary text ha
repetitiaom.l ySawmmadibhs one of Steimrbs most

is arose is a rose is a rogStein AEmMIilyo 186). Whereas representational texts would
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tie firoseo to its referent, this line is i
definedasartyhi ng but i t & rathefthan Joimtang to sededeription & 0
explanato®d onl y ever points back to the subject
existing in the present tense, but exists multiple times, which proliferates the present as
the reder scans the line. By having the present exist on multiple planes simultaneously,
Stein does with words what Picasso did with Analytic Cubism: there are multiple points
of reference that are recognizablelitegd si
(Perloff,A Wo-Sggstemo 72). This undermines the acc
resists pointing to one subject or one moment in time.

Anot her feature of Steinds work that is
punctuatio® or, more appropaitely, her lack thereof. This is particularly evident in any
of Steinbs prose works and she herself ack
writing: AA question is a question, anybod
why add to it the queisin mark when it is already there when the questi@iready
there i n Reirel oMrfi trienfgeros t o this as Aword or
sentence is so expressive, thereosnneed f or punctoabiébon TRe sl
significant in two main ways: the first is that the lack of punctuation has an impact on the
temporal act of reading. By removing almost all punctuatistein removes all symbolic
indications of when the reader must pause. It is similar to the repetitionngfl@word
insofar as it enforces a Acontinuous prese
of anchors with which a reader navigates a sentence. There are no markers to indicate
clauses, or whether a sentence is declarative or interrogatigesddms like it would

complicate the act of reading, forcing the reader to constantly pause to find her place in

’Stein acknowledges the necessity for periods: ilas
vocabulary, sentences and paragraphs will be with us and therefore inevitably and really periods will be
wi t h Steis,i 9y ft axo 56)
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the sentence. By contrast, Steinds prose s
guestion is already tTher e eicro ntdh e iwgriitfii rcgam c
punctuation is that it places emphasis on the notion of context. As Perloff suggests,
Steindés sentences are crafted in such a wa
This creates a paradoxicaltensians di sori enting as Steinds w
configured such that it can be expressive.

It is here that a connection emerges be
are two elements that are particularly fruitful for this discussion: repetitidn
configuration. Bot h & Braid, spetificallyd amre kffecived v i de o
because they are meticulously designed. It is the structure of the texts and the deliberate
way in which its elements are configured that invoke the pleasure of readimpdeging.

Stein herself acknowledges this: "I really do not know that anything has ever been more
excitingthard i agr ammi ng senteaceé2). (Bgribéfsam&yn
diagram partsoBraidu s i ng St einds repeinfommpn and conf
methodology. | will trace the jump action throughout the game and look at the ways in
which it compares to Steinbs use of |l angua
Stein, | hope that this analysis will highlight the ways in which two madiiiess similar

concepts through different methods and techniques. This analysis is also informed by

game designer and critic Auntie Pixelante, who analyzed the jump mechanic in the first

level of Super MarioBrosas a way of | ooki slgveldasignShi ger o

Braid is a 2008 puzzhkplatformer that was originally released on Xbox Live
Arcade. In addition to navigating platforms and gaps, as is standard for the genre, the
player also receives various abilities that allow her to manipulate tiaoé. \Eorld
features a different ability and the player must use these to solve each spatial puzzle and
collect the puzzle pieces. The game begins with World 2, which introduces the player to
the basic mechanics of the game. The level opens with a sesigjgéred steps, from

which the player learns the extent of her normal jump, both in terms of height and
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distance. The player then reaches a platform with an enemy walking back and forth, as
well as a puzzle piece | uysrtstooslow, sieefwillt he pl a
bump into the enemy and die; as such, the enemy is a signifier and the signified is death.

She discovers that jumping on the enemy will kill it, thus preserving her life, but also

giving her some extra height. After discoveringtth normal jump will not be enough to

get the puzzle piece, the player learns to jump on the enemy, thus eradicating the threat

and simultaneously collecting the puzzle piece. The enemy, while still a threat, is more
significant as an aid to the playehrdugh this extremely rudimentary introduction to the

game (no more than five minutes after beginniBgaid complicates the relationship

between a signifier and its signified. The game uses this strategy to effectively create

difficult puzzlesandcondisent | 'y chall enge the playerés a
conventions.

The game has minimal controls: walking forward, backwards and jumping. The
introduction of rewinding tim&@ Braidd s mai ndmechabhianl i ke Steir
on punctuation. In a twdimensiamal platformer likeBraid, it is a given that moving
6forwardé (to the right) is how to progres
on a symbolic level as the passage of time: moving right moves the player in the future
parts of the level. Ténvery concept of being able to rewind time complicates this
linearity. This is demonstrated most clearly in Wor@: 3iThere and Back AgaiaThe
puzzle piece is hidden behind a locked door, the key to which is on the highest platform
of a series of the Immediately left of the door is a vertical platform that is slowly
lowering, threatening to close access to the door. The task is to retrieve the key, unlock
the door, and retrieve the puzzle piece before the vertical platform reaches the ground. If
the player attempts to jump to the highest platform to grab the key, it is impossible to
reach the | ocked door a movingifomeard as@rogre8ssi t i on a
actually counterproductive for the player. In order to retrieve the puzzle piepbayee

must grab the key and rewind time to the very start of the level. By doing this, the vertical
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platform is also rewound and returns to its starting position, which allows the player
enough time to run to the door, unlock it, and retrieve the ppezte. This is not an
uncommon tactic in playinBraid, where a player completes a task, only to have to
rewind in order to navigate the same space to complete a different task. This kind of
repetition functions si mi lagrelokesagameSt ei nd s
troped move forward to progredsbut represents it such that the mechanic changes the
game mode in a different way.

OneofBraiddbs | ater | evels i mplements Steinds
literary works. World 4 introduces a twist the time manipulation mechanic: the player
still has direct control over rewinding time (there is a dedicated rewind button), but she
also indirectly affects the passage of time through her movement. That is, game time does
not proceed as normal, butlpprogresses as the player does: when the player moves
6forwarddé (right), time passes as usual
backwards. If the player does not move at all, time stays still. This affects things in the
level, most notablyite movement of enemies. In WorleB4fiJust Out of Reacbthe
player must reach a key that is in a space too small for the player to reach. The only way
to attain it is by having an enemy retrieve it for you. The problem is that the enemy only
moves forwad when the player moves forward and there is a wall that prevents the
player from moving far enough to progress the enemy to the position where it can reach
the key. The player can jump onto a higher platform in order to continue moving forward,
which neessitates jumping off an enemy, thus killing it. Without the enemy to retrieve
the key, the player is seemingly stuck. She must then rewind time (i.e. walk left) to the
point just before she jumped on the enemy, which brings it back to life. She then walks
far enough to the right so that the enemy is in possession of the key. She rewinds time to
the point where she kills the enemy, which allows her to retrieve the key and proceed

with the level.
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Figure 4B
This level is particularly complicated becau$e¢he repetition necessary to complete
tasks. The player must kill and revive the same enemy, as well as jump to the same
platform multiple times, each time as a different means to an end. In the same way that
Stein wrote: AROS e, a& hreo gykaamesendsdosargmene iins
that a fAijump is a jump is a jump is a jump
pl ayer 06sd vwoate me njtaomstanthyichamges. Moreover, there is no
correlation between what a player has to i what the player achieves: jumping on an
enemy to jump higher does not necessarily
Steinbds repetitionBradanii|f Repetistieas] |l goapph
heighten meaning. On the contraitye reappearance of the word creates a pe@aain
the text o (Sikeml B89f), AWesrntd because a player
particular way to perform a particular task does not mean that that jump will always
correspond to that task. The rapeh of the jump mechanic does not help the player
better understand the spatial puzzles, but rather complicates the game by offering more

potential choices in order to arrive at the solution.
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