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Assignment: Critical analysis – Adam Chapman has written that playing videogames can be “historically meaningful” as a means of producing “intertextual historical narratives.” Choose a videogame (or small sample of video games) which concentrate on war and conflict, and assess the extent to which Chapman’s ideas are applicable to their output.

Video Games as History and the Case for Valiant Hearts
‘This is the story of crossed destinies and a broken love in a world torn apart.’ – Valiant Hearts tagline
The question of whether or not games can constitute a valid form of historical representation is one which is hotly debated among historians, as it brings with it further questions about the depiction of history more broadly. Some of the resistance to recognising video games as useful depictions of history no doubt comes from a traditional, elitist attitude towards the study of history, one which holds non-fiction texts up as the only ‘proper’ form of historical representation. Others hold valid concerns about the ability of certain media forms, which serve first and foremost as entertainment, to represent history without sacrificing either their enjoyability or their historical accuracy. However, historical video games are not without their defenders. In his essay ‘Is Sid Meier’s Civilization History?’, Adam Chapman considers the role of video games as history, and his conclusions are ultimately positive. Although Chapman focuses largely on the titular Civilization series, his observations on its usefulness can be applied to other historical video games. Chapman’s essay concludes that video games can indeed be ‘historically meaningful’ by creating ‘intertextual historical narratives’, which he argues Civilization is able to do.[footnoteRef:1] I would suggest that other games outside the Civilization series also have this ability, even if their method in doing so is somewhat different to that of strategy games. In particular, there is one video game that provides a valuable interpretation of history, specifically World War One, by aiming for both the hearts and minds of its players. The game in question, Valiant Hearts, is simultaneously a relatively-simple, side-scrolling puzzle game and a thoughtful illustration of human experiences during World War One. While it is in no way a substitute for factual, text-based sources, Valiant Hearts nevertheless has something unique to offer the history community, particularly as part of education. In this essay, we will look at Valiant Hearts in more detail and consider how it is historically meaningful, as well as how Chapman’s ideas about video games and history apply to it.  [1:  Adam Chapman, ‘Is Sid Meir’s Civilization History?’ Rethinking History Vol. 17, No. 3 (2013), 312–332, p. 316.] 

	Valiant Hearts was released in 2014 by Ubisoft, having been developed by Ubisoft Montpellier, a French video game company. As it was first produced in France, Valiant Hearts is not the original name of the game, nor is it a direct translation of its French-language title. While it is advertised in English as Valiant Hearts: The Great War (sometimes with the French name following after a forward slash), the game’s French title is Soldats Inconnus: Mémoires de la Grande Guerre, which translates roughly as ‘Unknown Soldiers: Memoirs of the Great War’.  This French title is perhaps a better description of the game than its English counterpart, which suggests a kind of glory and heroism that is not the primary focus of the story. Rather, Valiant Hearts’ first interest is in the personal experience of its main characters in the war. These experiences are sometimes represented through the rather direct use of letters and diary entries in-game, making the use of the term ‘mémoires’ in its title especially apt. 
	In Chapman’s essay on the function of video games as historical ‘metonymic narrative devices’,[footnoteRef:2] he primarily analyses Sid Meier’s Civilization series. Valiant Hearts is fundamentally a very different game to Civilization. I would argue that many of Chapman’s point still apply to Valiant Hearts in spite of these dissimilarities, but it is nevertheless important to consider how the two games differ before we can acknowledge their shared usefulness. Perhaps the most crucial difference between the two is that while Civilization is a strategy game focusing on the interactions between world powers within a historical context, while Valiant Hearts is a side-scrolling puzzle game which includes the broader context of the war as background, while the main conflict of the story lies with its fictional main characters. The difference in genres of the two games here is significant. While the narrative landscape in Civilization forms itself around the decisions of the player, Valiant Hearts retains a linear narrative which is not impacted by the player’s decisions. This means that one of the key points in Chapman’s essay – that Civilizations is a useful educational tool because it encourages students to develop historical knowledge that backs up their decisions in-game –does not apply to Valiant Hearts.  [2:  Ibid., p. 313.] 

	However, this is not to say that Valiant Hearts’ historical context is completely overpowered by its focus on the characters’ personal experiences. On the contrary, the importance of the war’s real-world impact are fundamental to the characters’ stories: Emile is a French farmer called up to serve; Karl is a German expatriate living in France, who is called back to Germany when war breaks out; Marie struggles to survive in a rural area of France overrun by military, while her father and husband have been conscripted; Anna is a Belgian exchange student searching for her father amid the chaos of the war; and Freddie is an American who has voluntarily enlisted in the French army out of a personal vendetta against the Germans. Between the game’s playable levels, cutscenes are narrated over a map, with the voiceover explaining the events which have led both the characters and their countries to be where they are in the war. Without placing these characters in an historical context, their narratives would make little sense to the player. As a result of this, Valiant Hearts effectively insists that players keep the game’s historical context in mind. The background of World War One thus serves not just to simply add colour to the game, but also acts as the driving force behind all of the game’s events. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Even beyond acting as background for the plot and featuring in narrated cutscenes, historical information appears frequently in Valiant Hearts. Though the game at first appears more artistic than realistic, featuring two-dimensional cartoons and puzzle mechanics which are nowhere near the realities of fighting in war, Valiant Hearts nevertheless goes out of its way to include the facts of World War One in the game. At periodic intervals during gameplay, the player will be prompted to press the tab button, which will open a dialogue box that contains (among other things) real-life photographs and paragraphs on the historical reality of elements within the game. For example, when the player has to help an Indian soldier place sticks of dynamite, the game will prompt them to read a short piece on the Garhwal Rifles and their role in the war. These prompts are admittedly a bit clunky, and they have not been received well by all players – a reviewer on the gaming website IGN complained that, ‘You’re constantly bombarded with historical fact boxes. Reading them is entirely optional, but I found the prompt too insistent and a bit irritating.’[footnoteRef:3] Interestingly, the same reviewer added, ‘Valiant Hearts does a great job of presenting such information through the world itself. It doesn’t need Encarta ‘95-style footnotes.’[footnoteRef:4] Still, I would argue that these so-called ‘footnotes’ provide some of the educational effectiveness that Chapman praised in Civilizations. While the gameplay will not change according to the player’s actions, and so historical knowledge will not necessarily help the player do any better in the game, Valiant Hearts nevertheless opens the door to players/students who are interested in learning more about the history behind the game. As the IGN reviewer, Krupa, noted, these entries are optional, but making them easy to access and mentally connect to gameplay makes them an effective tool for education. [3:  Daniel Krupa, ‘Valiant Hearts: The Great War Review’, IGN [online]. <http://uk.ign.com/articles/2014/06/24/valiant-hearts-the-great-war-review> Accessed 18 May 2018.]  [4:  Ibid.] 

	While Valiant Hearts’ presentation of extra facts is part of what makes it a useful form of historical representation, there is another aspect of it that is even more important. In his book on history and film, Robert A. Rosenstone suggested that focusing primarily on the supposedly objective accuracy of a historical film is to miss the point of its usefulness. Instead of providing an image of history which is seen to be wholly realistic and factual, films might be better utilised in presenting a metaphorical representation of the past. Defending Oliver Stone, a man who Rosenstone honours as a ‘filmmaker-historian’, he wrote, 
‘Perhaps in a visual culture, the truth of the individual fact is less important than the overall truth of the metaphors we create to help us to understand the past. […] Maybe Oliver Stone is a […] person who, in a sense, makes history by making myths, and makes myths in order to tell truths.’[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Robert A. Rosenstone, History on Film/Film on History (Harlow: Longman/Pearson, 2006), p. 132.] 

These comments by Rosenstone can be applied to video games as well as film, since both are visual mediums that show semi- to fully-fictionalised representations of the past. Rosenstone’s praise of Stone could also apply to the makers of Valiant Hearts, who likewise succeed in their use of metaphors to help the viewer understand history. 
	Despite (or perhaps because of) its unrealistic artwork and gameplay, Valiant Hearts manages to create a representation of World War One that is highly atmospheric and affecting. The main characters rarely, if ever, get involved in direct physical fighting, but the horror of the violence others suffer is a constant refrain throughout the game. There is a notable scene during Emile’s first time on the battlefield, when he and his fellow soldiers in the French army charge towards the Germans. The player has to control Emile as he runs forward, dodging missiles and gunfire. It begins in fairly typical action-adventure style, with an energetic soundtrack and relatively light atmosphere. However, this quickly changes when the soldier leading the French troops is hit by a missile. The atmosphere of the scene is suddenly transformed from exciting to horrific: the sky turns red, the music becomes threatening, ruined buildings loom in the background, and dead and dismembered bodies appear on the ground. This scene conveys the terror of warfare in WWI, even as the technical details may be inaccurate. As has been mentioned before, the primary focus of Valiant Hearts is on showing the human impact of the war. As Krupa says, Valiant Hearts is ‘much more interested in how people are affected by such terrible events than recreating the violence.’[footnoteRef:6]  The effect of these ‘terrible events’ extends beyond the battlefield, to the suffering of both soldiers and non-combatants in being kept away from their loved ones, illustrated through diary entries and letters shown within the game. These characters may not be directly based on historical figures, but their struggles are representative of all those who were affected by the Great War. When Emile first goes off to fight, the narration says that, ‘like so many others, he had no idea what fate had in store for him.’[footnoteRef:7] From this quote, we can tell that Valiant Hearts focuses on a small number of characters, but the struggles they experience are reflective of a larger group. Rather than creating an experience that is true to life with regard to technical detail, Valiant Hearts focuses instead on establishing what Brian Rejack termed ‘sympathetic identification with the past’.[footnoteRef:8] What Valiant Hearts lacks in terms of accurate historical representation, it makes up for in atmosphere, by capturing an emotional experience of World War One. Valiant Hearts’ effectiveness in this regard is a testimony to the usefulness of video games in representing history. There is perhaps no more immersive form of media than a video game, which goes beyond asking someone to sympathise with a character and instead blurs the line between player and character, forcing the viewer to become invested in whoever they are playing as. Valiant Hearts thus demonstrates how video games’ unique ability in this regard can be best put to use when representing history, by impacting players both intellectually and emotionally. [6:  Krupa, ‘Valiant Hearts: The Great War Review’]  [7:  Ubisoft Montpellier, Valiant Hearts: The Great War (computer video game) (Paris: Ubisoft Entertainment SA, 2014).]  [8:  Brian Rejack, ‘Toward a Virtual Reenactment of History: Video Games and the Recreation of the Past,’ Rethinking History, Vol. 11, No. 3 (September 2007), 411-25, p. 414.] 

	When Chapman discussed the usefulness of video games as representations on history, the games he had in mind were quite different to Valiant Hearts. The educational effectiveness of strategy games focused on international conflict, such as Civilization and Europa Universalis, might be more immediately apparent, but this does not mean that a linear, story-telling game such as Valiant Hearts cannot offer the study of history its own contribution. Valiant Hearts not only provides players with factual, textual information and encouragement to learn more about World War One, it also provides the equally significant (and perhaps rarer) immersive experience of taking on the role of one of the people directly involved in the war. This makes Valiant Hearts both a valuable contribution to historical study and a useful tool for education. Though Chapman was talking about a different type of game when he advocated for their significance as forms of history, Valiant Hearts is nevertheless ‘historically meaningful’. The game is not just capable of producing ‘intertextual historical narratives’, but it brings emotion and sympathy to those narratives as well. In today’s visually-orientated world, where representations of history that are not text-based are more important than ever, Valiant Hearts is a worthy contribution to the study of history.
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