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Stop Spitting on AAA gAmeS - Stop diSSing deSignerS becAuSe they mAde A 
Shooter you didn’t like - Stop feeling Superior becAuSe A deSigner “Sold 
out” - Stop turning your noSe At entire gAme genreS - Stop ignoring in-
die gAmeS becAuSe you don’t recogniSe the nAme on the box - Stop thinking 
A gAme needS A big budget to be A mASterpiece - Stop trying to define 
A gAme to your own nArrow StAndArdS - Stop cAlling Story-driven gAmeS 
wAlking SimulAtorS like you’re the gAme vAlidity bible - Stop cAlling in-
die deSignerS bASement-dwellerS - Stop mocking your friend who’S trying 
to mAke A gAme in unity - Stop cAlling twine gAmeS text gAmeS for girlS 
- Stop SAying “gAmeS for girlS” And mArketing At gendered SpreAdSheet 
AudienceS like it’S 1955 - Stop hArASSing women who gAme - Stop feeling 
threAtened when it’S not About you - Stop rAging like A three yeAr old 
when people who Aren’t exActly like you Are repreSented in gAmeS - Stop 
cAlling incluSion “pAndering”, you don’t even know whAt thAt meAnS - Stop 
bringing the medium down by Shutting people out - Stop bleAting thAt 
gAmeS hAve no vAlue And cAuSe violence - Stop working for the clAmpdown

- leArn Something from thAt big-budget gAme -- leArn Something from 
thAt big-budget deSigner -- Admire deSignerS who worked hArd to get 
where they Are now -- try Something new -- try Something different -- 
try Something SmAll -- chAllenge your perception of whAt A gAme iS, And 
cAn be -- experience Something thAt will mAke you feel Something -- be 
in Awe of thAt tiny teAm who mAde thAt AmAzing gAme -- encourAge your 
friend to creAte -- fAll in love with An interActive Story -- mAke 
greAt gAmeS thAt cAn touch Anyone’S heArt -- befriend people who ShAre 
your pASSion -- welcome StorieS thAt Aren’t yourS, you’ll leArn Something 
-- celebrAte incluSion And how much it broAdenS gAmeS -- mAke gAmeS An 
Art thAt everyone cAn enjoy -- recogniSe the good thAt gAmeS cAn do -

- SUPPORT GAMES BY EVERYONE
FOR EVERYONE -
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To design this catalogue, I chose to address what game studies mean 
to me: understanding and challenging games as an art form. Gaming is 
a young medium; through its evolution came assumptions about what 
games should be, who should make them, and who they should be for. 
As an art form and a tool of self-expression, I argue that games should 
not be bound to pre-established conventions and beliefs; they should 
challenge the status quo and push the medium forward by including 
as many people as possible in their production and consumption.

I am building this catalogue as a small manifesto challenging some 
rooted assumptions in gaming: that games shouldn’t be political; that 
realism comes from graphics; that AAA can’t innovate or make casual 
games; that the 1983 crash almost eradicated gaming; or that games 
are can only be made by selected people, for selected people.

To illustrate this I have taken inspiration from a art movement that 
also challenged established codes and wanted art to be “for the peo-
ple, not the elite” in an attempt to “contribute to society and break with the 
past” (LACMA, 2016): Russian Avant-Garde. Constructivism, a branch 
of Avant-Garde, sought to “carry out a fundamental analysis of the ma-
terials and forms of art” with “democratic and modernising goals” (The Art 
Story, 2017). This is how I envision game studies.

The Russian Avant-Garde and Constructivist toolbox (Heller, 2017; 
California State University Northridge, no date) is used throughout 
this catalogue: bold typography and mixed font styles, echoing the 
cyrillic script; a limited palette of blue, red, and cream, inspired by 
real adverts (figure 1) and constructivist pamphlets; geometrical pat-
terns, often oblique, emphasising structure and geometry (figure 2); 
and a relative minimalism in design and production, inspired by pam-
phlets that needed to be cheap and mass-produced. 

DESIGN RATIONALE
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Games use on-screen user interfaces (UI) to convey information to 
the player such as stats, health, ammunition, maps, inventory, or tu-
torials. By being constantly visible on-screen, UIs can however affect 
what Bolter and Grusin call transparent immediacy, a state wherein 
“the user is no longer aware of confronting a medium, but instead stands 
in an immediate relationship to the contents of that medium” (Bolter and 
Grusin, 2000, p. 24). Can game UIs overcome this issue?

Some games address this by allowing the player to remove on-screen 
UI, partially or totally. Other games, however, take a more direct ap-
proach to immediacy. To represent player health damage, Resident Evil 
7 uses a very visceral effect: blood stains on the edges of the screen 
(figure 1); the bloodier the screen, the closer to death the player is and 
the more healing becomes an emergency. This type of immersive UI 
creates immediacy with the player and sustains immersion, but it is 
too limited to convey complex , data-heavy information.

One franchise, however, addresses this issue head-on: Fallout, with 
the “Pip Boy” (figure 2). The Pip Boy, a computing device found in-game, 
sits on the character’s wrist and can be accessed by the player at the 
touch of a button. The player can then flick through this small com-
puter to see the inventory, map, and text-heavy quest information, 
through a simulated computer screen. While vitals such as health and 
experience points still appear permanently on-screen outside of the 
Pip-Boy UI, this device enhances the feeling of immediacy by creating 
an organic UI that is realistic within the game world and experience.

However, as Salen and Zimmerman observe, a focus on immediacy 
may not be right for all game genres and experiences, and, in some 
character-driven games, more classic UIs could actually enhance im-
mersion (Salen and Zimmerman, 2004, p. 453). Something to consid-
er when designing a game!

IMMEDIACY AND UI
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Video games have the ability to tell innovative stories and to explore 
new forms of gameplay, challenging players in fresh and unexpected 
ways. AAA production, dependent on funding, shareholders and very 
large teams, may however favour more established conventions to 
ensure that a significant investment of time and money pays off. Indie 
production, however, requires less money upfront and is comprised of 
smaller teams, potentially offering the creative freedom that a large 
business may not have. Therefore, why look at AAA for innovation?

AAA, due to their financial advantage, have more means to innovate 
technically. This sometimes results in significant innovations such as 
the Nintendo Wii, the first console to offer motion control. Nintendo is 
also accredited for popularising gameplay innovations such as Asyn-
chronous Gameplay, defined as “multiplayer gaming in which players 
are experiencing the same game very differently” (Herold, 2016). Beyond 
technology, how can AAA innovate?

Over time, games have suffered from a lack of diversity, featuring 
largely male, white, and heterosexual characters (Ivory, 2009). Bio-
Ware, a AAA company, deliberately used their RPG series Dragon Age 
(figure 1) to address this issue by including romanceable LGBTQ char-
acters. David Gaider, previously a lead writer at BioWare, explains that 
this was indeed a deliberate decision: “it’s something the team pushed 
for, because it “needed to happen”” (Gaider, 2015).  AAA can therefore 
contribute to innovation in other fields than technology.

The games themselves can also be a vector of innovation. Odama, 
developed by Nintendo in 2006 (Nintendo, 2017), took the gamble of 
playing with genres and tones by fusing pinball, war games, medieval 
Japanese battlefields, and voice controls (figure 2). The game, while 
not a critical success, was an example of a large AAA company trying 
new ideas and putting creativity first to push innovation.

Innovation is not exclusive to indie games: there are different kinds of 
innovation, and there are game designers trying to push the medium 
in every corner of the gaming industry. They just need to be found.

INNOVATION AND AAA
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In 1982, the US home console market totalled $3.2 billion, with Atari 
(figure 1) representing 70% of this market share (The Dot Eaters, 2017). 
However, a gradual saturation of the market (Video Game Console Li-
brary, 2016) and a drop in production quality (Oxford, 2011) gradually 
eroded this success. In 1983, three million of cartridges of Atari’s “E.T.” 
went unsold, marking an unfortunate turnaround in the gaming indus-
try: revenues dropped 97% (World Public Library, no date), and the 
1983 crash was upon gaming. Was this crash as absolute and damag-
ing as claimed?

Firstly, it is worth noting that this event is sometimes called “the 
American video game crash”; Japan, getting even more specific, called 
it the “Atari Crash” (World Public Library, no date), indicating it was not 
perceived as a global disaster. Japanese company Nintendo, tellingly, 
continued production of their first home console during this period 
and released the Famicom in Japan on July 15th 1983, later released 
in the US.

Another contemporary technology trend must also be considered: 
home computers. The early 1980s saw computers getting increasing-
ly cheap, small, and powerful. Not only could they be used for work or 
programming, but they could also be used for gaming. Testament to 
their versatility, their success as gaming platforms endured through-
out, and long after, the video game crash.

In the UK, sales the ZX Spectrum, developed by Sinclair Research Ltd., 
cemented the format’s success: in the run-up to Christmas 1983, over 
50k machines were sold every month in the UK (Retro Gamer, 2015, p. 
11). In the US, the very land of the video game crash, the Commodore 
64 (figure 2) was itself released in August 1982, going on to become 
the largest-selling console in history, with an estimated 20 to 30 mil-
lion sales (Commodore Computers, 2016).

Was the 1983 video game crash as disastrous as it sounds? Yes, but 
only for part of the world, and part of the industry.

THE 1983 CRASH
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Casual games, a term used for games that may not call for long-term 
commitment or frequent sessions (Computer Hope, 2017), are usual-
ly associated with small publishers or mobile developers. One video 
game giant has challenged this assumption, however: Nintendo.

In the mid 2000s, hardware competition in the gaming industry was 
rife. Microsoft cemented its gaming presence with the Xbox 360 in 
2005, before Sony following suit with the 2006 PlayStation 3. How 
could Nintendo retain (or regain) their market-share against such in-
creasingly sophisticated competition?

Nintendo turned away from technical escalation and instead turned 
towards the “Blue Ocean” strategy. Perrin Kaplan, VP of Nintendo of 
America in 2006, explains this model in an interview: “Seeing a Blue 
Ocean is the notion of creating a market where there initially was none–going 
out where nobody has yet gone” (Kaplan, 2006). He then explains how 
Nintendo will now strive to make games for people who have never 
played games, or who may not like core gaming genres, adding that 
these games were “not the core of what we want to develop” (Kaplan, 
2006).

The result? A resounding success. The Blue Ocean console, the Wii 
(figure 1), sold over 100 million units (Nintendo, no date). Despite its 
technical inferiority, the Wii’s sensing devices allowed the platform to 
release game genres never seen before and to reach a wide audience. 
One of the Wii’s flagship titles, Wii Fit (figure 2), came with a sens-
ing platform and prompted the user to do physical exercise; the game 
sold 42 million copies worldwide (Hollensen, 2013).

However, by 2011, Sony and Microsoft released their own version of 
the Wii’s sensing device, and regained their market share superiori-
ty over Nintendo (Hollensen, 2013). This prompted Nintendo to move 
back towards a hardcore gaming market, a strategy which resulted 
in the follow-up console, the Wii-U, selling a disappointing 2 million 
less units than expected on its first year (Hollensen 2013). Blue Ocean 
works - but not forever.

CASUAL NINTENDO
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INTRODUCTION
Realism in media can be defined as the link between a particular type 
of media and how it mirrors a form of reality (Glyndwr University, no 
date). Being both audio-visual and interactive, video games have an 
innate versatility with regards to representing realism, and can make 
use of several lenses to do so. This essay will explore how Dishonored 
2 (Arkane Studios, 2016) uses these lenses to create realism and en-
gage with the player. It will firstly focus on sensory aspects of realism 
by examining the audio-visual landscape of the game, before explor-
ing how mechanical elements such as rules and artificial intelligence 
behaviour create realistic-ness, another form of realism. The essay 
will then examine how the game world is used to invoke social real-
ism in the player, before finally analysing how the personalisation of 
the game experience serves to further enhance its prism of realism 
through choice.

THE SENSORY EXPERIENCE
To assess whether a game is realistic, an initial question must be 
answered: what is realism in video games? For Adams, realism is “a 
continuous scale upon which the game’s relationship to the real world is 
measured” (Adams, 2014, p. 520), conveyed through game graphics 
and physics. This definition is echoed by Malliet, whose study partici-
pants are found to spontaneously talk about game realism as a matter 
of graphical realism (Malliet, 2007).

Graphical and physical fidelity is indeed omnipresent in Dishonored 
2, a game built around three-dimensional environments mirroring re-
ality in their design and behaviour. Urban environments display true 
to life architecture, texture, shapes, and colours (figure 1); in-game 
nature echoes this with elaborate weather effects and realistic flo-
ra. Humanoids, while sometimes stylised, also mirror their real-world 
counterparts in their overall design. To further enhance the sense of fi-
delity, life-like physics and collision also apply in Dishonored 2: space 
can be navigated, walls and obstacles cannot be passed, and gravity 
is present, while various objects can be picked-up, thrown, or broken. 

DISHONORED 2 AND REALISM
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To achieve sensory realism, sound should also be examined. Ribbens 
calls for a phenomenon called perceptual pervasiveness, defined as a 
sensory experience that requires an auditory component (Ribbens,, 
2013). Dishonored 2 also fulfils this requirement by featuring a wide 
variety of in-game sounds, both mechanical (footsteps, gun shots, 
bird chirps, water ebbing, glass breaking) and environmental (char-
acters talking, characters playing and singing songs, spoken audio 
diaries), all mirrored, once again, on real-life counterparts.

However, there is more to game realism than audio-visual faithful-
ness. Focusing solely on these elements constitute what Salen and 
Zimmer refer to as “immersive fallacy”, in other words “the belief that the 
pleasure of a media experience is the ability of that experience to transport 
the player into an illusory reality” (Salen and Zimmer, 2004, p. 458). They 
argue that, instead, realism within a game must occur through “an en-
gagement that happens through play itself” (Salen and Zimmer, 2004, p.  
451). How can this phenomenon be defined, and how does it apply to 
Dishonored 2?

RULES, BEHAVIOUR, AND REALISTIC-NESS
Play, as defined by Zimmerman, is “the human effect of rules set in mo-
tion” (Zimmerman, 2009, p. 26); Adams makes a similar link between 
play and rules, defining rules as “instructions that dictate to the player 
how to play” (Adams, 2014, p. 521). Rules determine how a player pro-
gresses, what they can and cannot do in-game, but also determine 
the behaviour of in-game objects and non-player characters. 

As highlighted by Frasca, behaviours are an important component to 
simulations: “[a simulation] does not simply retain the generally audiovis-
ual-characteristics of the object but it also includes a model of its behav-
iours” (Frasca 2003 p. 223); Malliet goes as far as arguing that this is 
the only way to determine realism, and states that “a simulation of a 
car engine is considered realistic not when it looks exactly like a real car en-
gine, but when it behaves like a real car engine” (Malliet, 2007). If a game 
is to realistically simulate something or someone, behaviour, through 
rules, is therefore a factor that must be examined. This behavioural fi-
delity constitutes what Galloway calls “reaslistic-ness”, in other words 
a “yardstick held up to representation” (Galloway, 2014).
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In Dishonored 2, realistic-ness is present in several in-game elements, 
but it is best represented by the characters’ behaviour and the rules 
behind it. Dishonored 2’s characters autonomously walk, talk, interact 
with each other, smoke, drink, play cards (figure 2), or interact with 
objects in the world; they can be seen reading signs, actioning water 
pumps, or looking at buildings and vistas. It is however in their inter-
action with the player that the characters show the full extent of their 
behavioural realistic-ness. Enemy guards, for instance, drastically 
change their behaviour as a result of the player’s actions: if they over-
hear the player walk or hit an object, they will walk in their direction to 
look for them, going as far as looking under tables if they cannot find 
them. While on alert, they will also call back-up, close and lock doors 
or windows, and turn on alarm systems. It is interesting to note that if 
the player reloads the game, guards’ behaviour will not always be the 
same, creating a sense of organic randomness that enhances realis-
tic-ness. In-game civilians, similarly, will react to the player: they will 
run screaming if they spot the player carrying a corpse or sometimes 
alert guards if they spot other unlawful behaviour.

However, realistic-ness can also affect the game world at large; Gal-
loway for instance argues that, in terms of realistic-ness, theorists 
must also discuss the game worlds in which the actions occur (Gallo-
way, 2014). On this subject, Adams also notes that “a realistic game as-
sumes that players can count on certain similarities between the real world 
and the game world” (Adams, 2014, p. 466). How does this occur within 
Dishonored 2?

A Social Realist Game World
Busselle and Bilandzic define the study of game worlds realism as 
as “game social realism”, which highlights “the extent of which the game 
content and game rules are consistent with the actual world” (Busselle and 
Bilandzic, 2008). This theory considers that realism goes beyond 
well-designed rules and consistent behaviour, and seeps into the ex-
perience and feel of the game world. This is furthered by Malliet who 
notes that, in order to achieve authenticity and realism in a game, 
a theorist should look, amongst other things, at “the social contracts 
that are possible within the game (i.e. what is being simulated in the game)” 
(Malliet, 2007). 
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As Ribbens notes, “because players believe the designers have created a 
coherent fictional environment, they judge the environment as being more 
realistic” (Ribbens, 2013). To achieve these goals, Dishonored 2 makes 
extensive use of its distinct historical setting, an alternate Victorian 
world set in the late 1800s. This is achieved through overall graphical 
fidelity but also through small details, all modelled on real Victorian 
equivalents: period-accurate adverts on the walls, criminal wanted 
notices, public event notices, and newspapers.

Beyond the simple historical accuracy, however, social commentary 
is an important part of game social realism; Galloway paraphrases 
cinematographer André Bazin saying that “[realism] also means real 
life in all its dirty details, hopeful desires and abysmal defeats” (Galloway, 
2004). Dishonored 2 addresses this requirement by setting a very po-
litical and sinister tone to the game and to its narrative beats: a mon-
arch has been overthrown, resulting in intense political turmoil that 
eventually turns the world into a totalitarian state. This has a direct 
consequence on the game world throughout the game: cities are in-
creasingly deserted, curfews are enforced, chaos and criminal behav-
iour increases, and ruin and decay can be seen to slowly seep into the 
game world (figure 3).

Social realism can also be shown through more personal elements of 
the game world. On that subject, Galloway further defines social real-
ist games as “those games that reflect critically on the minutia of everyday 
life, replete as it is with struggle, personal drama and injustice” (Galloway 
2004). Dishonored 2 achieves this by making extensive use of civil-
ian notes, letters and photos that can be found throughout the world, 
often telling very personal tales about characters within the game 
world, and, through a description of the hardships they experience, 
illustrating the harshness of the world they live in.

Beyond the game world there is, however, another way that games 
can exude emotions and make themselves more realistic to the player: 
the personal angle. Reporting on his studies Malliet notes that “not all 
participants had the same understanding of game realism. […] others asso-
ciated realism with games that offer a real life-like experience or with games 
where the characters have human-like emotion” (Malliet, 2007). What is 
this link and how is it applied by Dishonored 2?
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Towards a Personal Narrative
The link between realism and personal relevance has already been 
made in the study of media; Hall notes, for instance, that “something 
was considered realistic if the audience could either feel the character’s 
emotions or have an affective response to the character as they would to a 
real person” (Hall, 2003, p. 635). However, video games, through their 
action-based interactions, can further enhance this phenomenon. As 
Malliet notes “games are often found to be more life-like the films, in the 
sense that players are offered a certain amount of freedom when it comes to 
making choices” (Malliet, 2007); he goes on by quoting one of his inter-
viewees stating that “it is this freedom of choice that makes it appear re-
alistic”, highlighting a clear link between the player’s choices and the 
sense of realism.

Dishonored 2 places the importance of choice and control early on in 
the game as, within the first hour, the player must chose between two 
playable characters to play the rest of the game (figure 4). This choice 
will have various effects throughout the game, each playable charac-
ter prompting different reactions the game’s inhabitants and allowing 
different actions to be performed. As Sommerseth notes, “Realism in 
games stems from the player’s experience of control over the game” (Som-
merseth, 2007), making this an important factor for realism. 

In Dishonored 2, however, the notion of choice is further embedded 
in the gameplay itself. All the way through the game, the player must 
choose whether to be stealthy or confrontational, and, more impor-
tantly, whether to kill or merely incapacitate everyone they meet; this 
mechanic is also applied to important characters in the game. These 
choices affect the endings and the future of the world, sometimes 
drastically, as well as the game world itself: violent actions will re-
sult in more enemies and in greater decay of the game world and its 
inhabitants, while a stealthier or less lethal approach will help pacify 
on the world at large. These constant and important player choices 
are an illustration of what Van Looy calls “introjection”, “the fact that, in 
contrast to more traditional forms of fiction, in video games players them-
selves inject themselves into the action by means of their avatar” (Van Looy, 
2006). Konjin highlights a further link between in-game choices and 
player emotions by noting that  “by involving oneself to a certain extent 
into the situations, characters, and events in a mediated with, the viewer 
may adopt the perspective of the media figure and may experience emotions 
through empathy, identification, or becoming emotionally involved” (Konjin, 
E, 2009).
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It should be noted, however, that realism through choice may not be 
achieved universally. As Malliet notes in his study on game realism, 
“it was clear that not all gamers allow themselves to become involved in a 
game to the same degree” (Malliet, 2007), the difference being espe-
cially strong in games featuring ethical or ideological issues where 
“involvement is often a matter of individual choices of how much of one’s 
morality one decides to take into the game” (Malliet, 2007). Dishonored 
2, where radically different choices can be made about the world and 
its inhabitants, may therefore not achieve realism with some players 
who chose not to engage with this type of realism.

Conclusion
Dishonored 2 achieves realism through various lenses. The game 
uses graphical, physical and auditory fidelity to instil a sense of real-
ism, building on this with carefully designed rules and behaviours that 
add realistic-ness. Dishonored 2 also makes use of its game world and 
setting to add a socially realistic element to the game, communicated 
through visual and written materials. Finally, by allowing frequent and 
meaningful choices throughout the gameplay, Dishonored 2 triggers 
a sense of control and emotional investment with the player, making 
realism personal. It should be noted, however, that this mechanic will 
not have the same effect on all players, as players may not all choose 
to invest emotionally and morally in the game. 
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Prune is a 2015 mobile game developed by Joel McDonald, around 
the ethos “Cultivate what matters. Cut away the rest.” (McDonald, 2015). 
It is centred around one single mechanic: pruning a growing tree’s 
branches by swiping the mobile device’s screen, so it can reach the 
light and flower. Levels are won when the tree bears the right amount 
of flowers, and lost when the tree’s growth is stopped or destroyed by 
an obstacle.

In Prune, minimalistic sounds and visuals take centre stage (figure 
1) and there are no written instructions. Gameplay is instead taught 
through a mix of visual cues (swiping motion symbol on the screen, 
highlight of the branches) and sounds (cutting sound, breaking sound 
when hitting an obstacle, chiming sound when flowering). This spare-
ness is echoed by a limited colour palette and subdued, single-note 
sounds. Aesthetically, Prune is a very sensory game, allowing the 
player to lose themselves in what they experience without the dis-
tractions of text or complex mechanics.

Challenge and strategy come from the trees’ real-time growth, requir-
ing quick thinking so they can be pruned tactically and avoid obsta-
cles that lead to a game over. Later game stages include more complex 
mechanics, such as wind or objects gradually burning the tree (figure 
2), increasing the challenge. Nonetheless, Prune is a forgiving game: 
any level can be replayed without penalty, and levels can be skipped 
after several failed attempts. This player-centric approach empha-
sises experience over potential frustration, and further enhances the 
meditative feel of the game.

Prune is a consistent game, with simple but strong artistic vision and 
minimalistic gameplay. However, for these very reasons, the game 
can become repetitive after a few hours, lacking variety. The pruning 
gameplay can also be troublesome on small screens due to a lack of 
precision, resulting in occasional frustration. It might not be a game 
that can be played for days, but it is worth losing yourself in its beauty 
for a little while.

REVIEW: PRUNE
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