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Whenever the topic of music for video games is raised, most conjure images in their head of chip-tune, repetitive, often simple tracks that are not necessarily seen as artistic pieces in their own right. The pieces are often understated in their importance towards adding to the overall end product of a game, save for a few exceptions. Title themes for popular games tend to hold a place within popular culture, largely due to the same reasons that certain pop songs do. For example, they regularly contain catchy melodic hooks, as is apparent in, for example, the Super Mario Bros. theme, which by many is seen as a timeless piece, and, at least, is widely recognisable (Kohler, 2007). However, since the days of simple graphics, 8-bit music and sound effects, considerable advancements in technology have led to more rounded experiences in all forms of media, including video games. This, in turn, has given composers and sound designers within the video game industry access to new techniques and solutions that have, in essence, changed the way consumers view soundtracks. This increase in depth and production value has helped different genres of games become distinguished sonically. For example, many would now expect action or shooter games to have full-on, pumping background music in order to stimulate an adrenaline rush. This precedent has been set by games such as Doom and been cultivated through to the modern era with the Call of Duty franchise being a notable succession of the same framework.
One genre that has, however, maintained an air of creative liberty, despite iconic titles known for their soundtracks, is that of fantasy role-playing games. As the name, fantasy, suggests, composers are not bound by real-world situations in which to create pieces for. Instead they are free to be inspired by each individual world that has been created through the lore of the game and design a soundtrack that fits the title’s individual narrative. The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim, developed by Bethesda Game Studios and released in November 2011 is one such fantasy game. It is a title which, although staying within many of the stylistic boundaries set by previous releases within the genre, is keen for players to explore its vast, open world at their leisure and own pace; a feature it is famous for. The style of the world and lore built by the developer is one of Nordic medieval fantasy; set in times where Viking Jarls reigned supreme, but in a world completely different to ours, with magic and creatures known only in human myths. The styling within the world itself gives off elements of wonder, with stunning architecture, white mountains and beautiful vistas. These combine to create a sense of adventure, with the game dropping the player in with little to no explanation and letting them experience the universe without worrying about overarching storylines until they are ready. This style of medieval fantasy setting seems then in almost direct contrast to another title by the name of The Witcher 3: Wild Hunt released by Polish publishers CD Projekt in May 2015. With a setting still similarly within a world different to our own in a medieval style, but with a harsher, more barren, war-torn environment; it retains a darker, grittier atmosphere and seems more grounded in reality compared to Skyrim. 
The composer of the Skyrim soundtrack, Jeremy Soule, often spoken of as the John Williams of video game music (Napolitano, 2007), is best known for his previous work within the industry, such as: Star Wars: Knights Of The Old Republic and Guild Wars. This puts his previous experience broadly within the realms of fantasy games. This is a slightly different stylistic background compared to that of Marcin Przybyłowicz, the composer of The Witcher 3, whose previous works consist of games from a wider array of genres and even include a composition credit on Polish television series Korona królów. To stage a comparison between the stylistic difference of the soundtracks of The Witcher 3 and Skyrim, one must take this past work and individual musical influences of the composers into account. It should be expected that two composers with differing backgrounds would approach the same title from different directions, let alone separate titles with their own bespoke settings. 
To begin a comparison, one could study the different aims of the two composers and what they felt they needed to achieve in their respective games in order to give the consumers an experience which is, although consistent with the fantasy theme, one of uniqueness with touches of their own personal flair within. One of these aims is to help place the gamer in the world that has been created and stimulate a higher level of immersion. One of the ways this is achieved is through the use of ambient pieces usually triggered to play between quests and in low-intensity areas of the game world For example, In Soule’s track titled From Past To Present the listener is led through to the sense of wonder described earlier by dynamic orchestral swells and crescendos. A constantly evolving piece, although having a simple melodic motif that is repeated at points throughout the track, it never stays with the same melody for any significant length of time and flows in and out of different sets of dynamic ranges, always remaining quietly intriguing to the consumer. Using a classical instrumentation model of string, horn and choir sections that interweave with each other, mirroring the same motif, and only a light use of short notes on tuned percussion instruments, allowing This instrumentation model evokes feelings of peace and serenity and suggests that Soule had a clear vision of the mood he was attempting to portray. Soule stated when writing about the piece itself that it was supposed to represent a form of “living music” that had “always existed, without owing anything to a creator” (Nephele, 2011). The piece itself is queued to play in towns within the game in the daytime and the overall ambient nature of the track, filled with long, peaceful, drones suits this situation incredibly well, it is not overbearing but holds enough relevance to the in-game scene to provide the listener with a significantly richer experience. A contrasting example to this piece would be the ambient, location-specific, themes from The Witcher 3; specifically the track Kaer Morhen. The setting this piece was composed for is a peaceful mountaintop castle that appears to be above the charred landscape of the rest of the game world; both physically and metaphorically. This is reflected in the piece itself by Przybyłowicz, much like Soule, choosing to compose in a major key, with sweeping crescendos throughout that, however, do not outstay their welcome dynamically. However one of the first points to note upon first listen is that Przybyłowicz has chosen to call upon a contrasting set of instruments. The instruments themselves instantly appear to attribute themselves to a more folk-oriented timbre, giving the atmosphere a more raw sense of feeling. Another stylistic choice to note that is unlike that of similar music within the Skyrim soundtrack is that of a driving rhythm throughout the whole track played on a medieval lute-style instrument. This arpeggio is constant and gives the main melody a more refined base to jump from; the main melody, played by the flute, being much more pronounced than the one in From Past To Present, perhaps Przybyłowicz thought that a strong melody would add a homely effect, helping to contrast better from the strong violence present in the rest of the game’s story. 
When faced with the conflicting challenge of composing for scenes or situations within games that involve violence and combat, as many fantasy titles do, a host of new opportunities for artistic expression may present themselves. As this is a more important aspect of the product in the case of The Witcher 3, Przybyłowicz appears to show increased confidence within his own interpretation and seems to try to create unique pieces that push the boundaries of the genre. The piece Silver For Monsters… is a great example of this. It takes the Slavic scales and instrumentation from Kaer Morhen but completely tips the timbre and general feel on its head. By doing this, Przybyłowicz instantly creates a sense of panic and increasing anxiety, almost like you are surrounded. This effect fits perfectly with the sort of situations players find themselves in as they play out the story, cornered by groups of enemies. The long, emotional shouts and complex harsh vocal work that Przybyłowicz punctuates the track with, appear to be an effort by him to remind the player that the character they possess is mighty in strength and able to overcome the adversity they find themselves in. The powerful beating percussion calls upon images of war drums and the idea of marching to one’s death. The impression that is given of Przybyłowicz delving deeper, stylistically, for the music set for combat scenes which, as mentioned, are vital to the game’s style and feel, probably has a lot to do with his choice of staff. His co-composer, Mikolai Stroinski selected by Przybyłowicz personally, spent his childhood reading the Witcher novels; written by Andrzej Sapkowski. Couple this with the apparent great communication they shared between each other on the project and it is clear to see how Przybyłowicz has such a deep understanding of the subject matter (McAllister, 2015). On the other hand, Soule has chosen to represent the way he sees the combat element of Skyrim which, unlike the Witcher series of games, is reasonably slow-paced, relying not on swift swordsmanship and fancy flurries but slowly trading blows with your opponent. This style of combat has clearly inspired the approach that Soule has tackled this compositional situation. Instead of a frenzy of arpeggios and harsh vocal shouting, the piece Tooth and Claw is slow to build up and doesn’t actually evolve much, instead relying on constantly building apprehension with the same staccato, stabbing rhythm throughout, it is incredibly repetitive and short in length, obviously designed to be crossfaded and looped depending on how long the combat situation lasts. What further builds tension in this piece is the tempo, much slower than The Witcher’s combat tracks. This slower tempo, coupled with the stabbing rhythm almost recreates a constant heartbeat at just the right bpm to induce a consistent feeling of disquiet throughout the length of the piece. Like Przybyłowicz, Soule has used largely the same instrumentation as in his ambient pieces and composed in a minor key with larger, more sudden dynamic changes and a harsher timbre from each instrument. 
The listener gets the impression then, that Soule has composed these pieces with an image of an awe-inspiring, epic battle in his head, coupled with, light-hearted, free-spirited downtime in the quieter areas of the game world This again draws from the game’s tendency, stylistically, to drive for a more adventurous, traditionally fantasy, game with its more beautiful, untouched wilderness and overall exploratory theme. Compared to Skyrim, The Witcher 3’s soundtrack appears, overall, to be of a more serious tone, showcasing a world more of gravity and consequence. Przybyłowicz makes his real-world influences clear and stays rooted within these, almost setting himself up to be groundbreaking by removing the fantastic from fantasy. Although one could argue that Przybyłowicz’s work is more innovative musically, there could also be a point to be made that Soule has been just as inventive with the way he has incorporated the stimulus given to him into his own work. However, it is more than clear that there is just as much merit in both styles of work.
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