CAMF6005 – Genre Case Study	Assessment 2	James Roberts - 1706516
Genre Case Study: With Reference to Narrative Theory in the Age of New Media, Consider and Discuss the Extent to Which it is Possible for the Player to Influence the Outcome of a Video Game, With Reference to Rockstar’s Grand Theft Auto V (2013) and Red Dead Redemption (2010) as well as Rocksteady’s Batman: Arkaham Knight (2015) and Insomniac Games’ Marvel’s Spider-Man (2018).
Video games are still often overlooked and disregarded by many people across the world as being simple, time wasting distractions made for children.  However, the technological advancements over the last couple of decades have meant that games developers have been able to create more immersive worlds and emotive characters that enthral audiences.  Alongside these developments comes the improvement in video game narratives.  In the current age of new media, video games have transcended into one of the most engrossing and entertaining forms of storytelling, regardless of game genre, whether it is an interactive drama quick time events based game like Quantic Dream’s Detroit: Become Human (2018) or an action adventure game series such as Naughty Dog’s Uncharted (2007 -) series.  It has not necessarily become easier to create a truly great video game narrative, though in a postmodern world, there are more stories, tropes and references to draw from as inspiration, to use as the foundations from which to create a new story, particularly since there is intertextuality with film genres.  This makes it easier to attract certain audiences to a game, for example, Supermassive Games’ Until Dawn (2015) is a survival horror game, so audiences should expect dark environments, some graphic violence and scenes of suspense, conventions typically seen in this genre.  In the case of a licensed game, such as Respawn Entertainment’s Star Wars Jedi: Fallen Order (2019), there would be more in terms of fan expectation as that is set in a story world built up through a multimedia franchise including films, books and television shows, but even from the title expectations would include space travel and lightsaber fights.
American developer Rockstar Games, based in New York, is most famous for its Grand Theft Auto series, open world action adventure games that centre on organised crime.  What started out as a simplistic, top down view sand box game, where the player completed tasks just completed jobs for a fictional, local crime syndicated, has since evolved into an almost photo realistic open world where the general objective is still to carry out jobs for a crime syndicate, but there is more overall freedom in how the player goes about this.  Their latest entry in the franchise, Grand Theft Auto V was originally released in 2013 on PlayStation 3 and Xbox 360, with an enhanced edition released on PlayStation 4 and Xbox One in 2014 (2015 on PC).  It is arguably multi generic, meaning that it features tropes such as crime bosses and drug trafficking as is expected in the gangster genre, but also elaborate robberies and getaway car chases as would be found in a heist film.  The plot is told from the perspectives of three separate playable characters - Michael, Franklin and Trevor -, whose stories crossover.  The three protagonists can be swapped between at any time depending on story progression, often times being found in random, sometimes comical situations, as though they are actually living their lives and the player is simply dropping in on them, controlling them for but a small window of time.  
Whilst there is a main story, the game is filled with optional mini games, also referred to as hobbies, such as parachute jumps and yoga.  One could potentially spend hours of game play at a time not even contributing to the progression of the narrative and instead live their own virtual lives vicariously through these characters, driving fancy cars and taking in a game of golf, all the while ignoring the primary objective.  
Over the course of both the campaign and the time spent free roaming, the player, if they are paying attention, will be subjected to all of the characters’ personalities and quirks, meaning that if the creators did their jobs well enough, they will by the end of the story have grown attached to them.  Therefore, when the final mission arrives and the player, as Franklin, can influence the outcome of the video game’s narrative by making a choice, either Michael is killed, Trevor is killed or all three can of them can survive.  If the player lets one of the protagonists die this way then they will no longer be playable post game in free roam.
Another of Rockstar’s successful properties, Red Dead Redemption (2010) also offers a certain level of narrative freedom, to an extent.  This game is a Western action adventure game featuring an open world like Grand Theft Auto, but featuring horses rather than cars, and centres around John Marston, a former outlaw turned hired gun after his family is held hostage by the government.  The players can progress through the main story at their own pace and complete almost all side quests whenever they want to, with optional activities also available, such as arm wrestling, playing blackjack and drinking to the point of John getting drunk.  The final story mission featuring John as the playable character involves him outnumbered in a last stand gunfight.  The player is in control during this, but is not able to win the ambush, so cannot influence this outcome of the game’s narrative.  After this mission, there is a time jump in the story.  The player takes control of Jack Marston, John’s son, who is now older and looking for revenge against the man responsible for the death of his father.  The player is then free to complete any side quests and other optional objectives as this other character.  Therefore it could be argued that by having either John or Jack completing these missions, adding to their individual overall stories, the player is influencing the outcome of the game.
A genre in cinema that has seen a boost in popularity and success over the last couple of decades is that of the superhero variety.  With great popularity comes great money making possibilities, and so the video game industry attempted to follow suit.  
Many Marvel and DC licensed video games have been released with varying levels of quality, often times being rushed out to coincide with the release of a movie in cinemas, as was the case when Sega had the contract to develop tie in games to Marvel Studios first five films, with the titles Iron Man (2008), The Incredible Hulk (2008), Iron Man 2 (2010), Thor: God of Thunder (2011) and Captain America: Super Soldier (2011).  It would be fair to think that by being based on existing stories, licensed tie in games would not have a trouble with a compelling narrative, though due to demanding filmmaking processes and the short turnaround in game development time, this is rarely the case, with Treyarch’s Spider-Man 2 (2004) (the PlayStation 2, Xbox and GameCube version at least) being the exception to the rule.
In the late 2000s, critics often wrote off superhero games upon their announcement, let alone waiting for their release dates, whereas Hollywood was awash with their film counterparts, particularly with the success of Sam Raimi’s Spider-Man Trilogy (2007, 2004, 2007) for Sony Pictures and the first two entries in Christopher Nolan’s Batman trilogy Batman Begins (2005) and The Dark Knight (2008) for Warner Bros.  The three Spider-Man films and Batman Begins all received tie in video games from Treyarch and Eurocom under Electronic Arts respectively, though The Dark Knight, well renowned for actor Heath Ledger’s chilling portrayal of villain The Joker, did not receive one.  A game adaptation was being developed, as was leaked by actor Gary Oldman, who played police Commissioner Jim Gordon in the film, but ended up being cancelled mid production.  However, that does not mean that there would not be a video game released to capitalise on the resurgence in popularity of Batman and his archenemy The Joker.
In 2009, London based Rocksteady Studios, whose only video game release up to this point was the first person shooter Urban Chaos: Riot Response (2006) which was met with average reviews, surprised many across the industry when they released third person action adventure game Batman: Arkham Asylum to wide critical and audience acclaim.  It was praised not only for its intuitive gameplay mechanics, but also for its original story, which was written by Paul Dini, creator of Emmy award winning Batman: The Animated Series (1992 - 1995), as well as for bringing back veteran voice actors from the show Kevin Conroy and Mark Hamill as the caped crusader and the clown prince of crime respectively.  The success of this game led to an even more successful sequel Batman: Arkham City (2011) and a prequel developed by Warner Bros. Montreal that was met with more mixed reactions Batman: Arkham Origins (2013).  In 2014 Rocksteady Studios announced their return to the franchise, sans writer Paul Dini, with their conclusion to their Arkham story, though this does not mean that another entry in the franchise could not still be released, especially since it has been long rumoured that Warner Bros. Montreal will be back with another game, more likely now that a cryptic social media marketing campaign has recently started.          
Batman: Arkham Knight was released in the summer of 2015 on PlayStation 4, Xbox One and (though with many game breaking glitches) PC to generally favourable reviews.  The game begins in a rather cinematic way akin to some superhero movies and not too differently to how Batman films The Dark Knight and The Dark Knight Rises (2012) open; equilibrium, the villain disturbs the equilibrium, the hero is called into action.  As the opening credits roll, the player takes control of a police officer in a diner who is approached by a customer who asks him to see to a hooded patron with his back to the camera who appears to be smoking.  It is only once the player approaches the culprit that it is revealed not to be cigarette smoke, but fumes from a fear toxin being spread by one of villain The Scarecrow’s followers.  This drives everyone in the diner, including the police officer, mad with fear as they start to hallucinate and begin attacking each other.  Through the officer’s perspective, the player sees that he believes he is being attacked by demonic looking creatures.  Here, the player is in full control over whether to shoot at the oncoming creatures or not.  Whether or not the player shoots at the attackers has very little effect on the outcome of the game, but it does alter some lines of dialogue later.  The officer survives this attack and spends the whole game in the Gotham City Police Department, where he blames himself for what happened.  His fellow officers, if spoken to, will comment on how they are sorry for him that he may lose his badge if the player shot and killed anyone, how it is lucky he did not kill anyone if the player shot but missed, or they will praise him, impressed that despite being so heavily drugged he never fired a shot.  Again, no real effect on the narrative outcome, but some nice personalisation in regards to the player’s actions.
Of course, as a video game, Batman is faced with a number of secondary objectives as well as the main story, one of these includes confronting The Riddler, which cannot be done until the player has collected two hundred and forty three (243) question mark shaped trophies by solving a series of puzzles and solved forty (40) riddles throughout Gotham City.  Again, objectives like this are optional and not necessary in order to finish the story but without achieving one hundred percent (100%) completion, the “true ending” cannot be seen by the player (unless they search for it online).  Therefore, it can be argued that it is possible for the player to affect the outcome of this video game.
More recently, Insomniac Games did what many fans would have deemed impossible by making a game that could actually compete with, and arguably surpass, Treyarch’s Spider-Man 2 when they released Marvel’s Spider-Man on PlayStation 4 in September 2018.  By this point in time, six live action Spider-Man films had been released, including two reboots, starring three different actors as the titular wall crawling superhero.  The latest actor to wear the iconic mask, Tom Holland, was part of Marvel Studios’ flourishing cinematic universe, featuring not only in his own headline film Spider-Man: Homecoming (2017), but also Captain America: Civil War (2016), Avengers: Infinity War (2018) and Avengers: Endgame (2019) (as well as direct sequel Spider-Man: Far From Home (2019) more recently).  Due to the popularity of this iteration of the character, it would not have been a complete surprise if this game was announced as a movie tie in, although whilst it is not, there are still a large number of references throughout to the legacy of the character from both on screen and inside comic book pages.
Insomniac Games, known for the original PlayStation exclusive Spyro The Dragon trilogy (1998, 1999, 2000) and the Ratchet & Clank series (2002 - ), created their own original story and continuity in close partnership with Marvel.  By having their own unique version of Peter Parker, his allies and his rogues’ gallery, Insomniac had, within reason, the creative freedom necessary to give audiences a compelling Spider-Man story while also providing traits and, more importantly for a game, gameplay that feels authentic to the character in an incredibly accurate open world New York City.  The blend between cut scenes and gameplay is arguably more cinematic than that of Batman: Arkham Knight, particularly the opening sequence that starts by panning across Peter’s messy apartment, providing necessary visual exposition to catch the player up on where this version of Parker is in his life.  Brass instruments softly play the opening fanfare of this game’s theme music before an alarm clock goes off, Peter wakes up and as he springs into action, the heroic music changes into alternative indie rock song Alive (2016) by Warbly Jets.  With that, Peter suits up into his traditional red and blue, barely has breakfast, watches a rent past due letter slide under his bedroom door and leaps out of his open window, performs a few parkour moves, leaps of the building and with that a visual prompt displays - press “R2” to swing - the player is immediately in control of the “friendly neighbourhood web slinger”.  
As with Batman: Arkham Knight there are secondary objectives that the player may complete if the so wish, though there is no bonus ending for doing so, only the satisfied feeling of having done everything the game has to offer.  However, random crimes throughout the city will occur at any point throughout the game, as a superheroes work is never finished.  Though the player may not influence the outcome of the videogame’s story, they can choose how faithful to the spirit of Spider-Man they want to be.  For example, during the story, Peter may get a phone call whilst patrolling as his alter ego from his boss at work telling him to meet him at his laboratory.  At this point, the player can head straight to this objective to continue the story, where Peter will be berated slightly for being late, despite immediately going there.  Alternatively however, on the way to the primary objective, the player may notice a crime in progress, signalled by audible police chatter and a small red warning symbol pointing in its direction.  For added gameplay time and to fulfil the mantra of Spider-Man, “with great power, comes great responsibility”, the player can choose to be sidetracked and foil a mugging or stop a police chase, meaning that when the character is told off for his tardiness upon continuation of the main objective, it feels that much more authentic to the character as seen in comic books and film or television.  This is not necessarily influencing the outcome of the game, more so influencing the gaming experience and adding more layers, in a sense, to their personal narrative.
Games such as Quantic Dream’s Heavy Rain (2010) and the aforementioned Detroit: Become Human will allow the players decisions during gameplay to drastically influence the overall outcome of the story, either with character deaths or other endings.  It is harder for franchises to fulfil this to the same level.  A series like Bioware’s Mass Effect, a third person action role playing game, allowed the player to create their own character and, like Quantic Dream, choose dialogue from multiple options, personalising the overall narrative across multiple games.  However, there was well documented fan anger upon the release of Mass Effect 3 (2012).  Although the game was a critical success, fans argued that the way the game initially ended seemed to render all personal character choices throughout this and the previous games pointless.  Though there were slight story differences, it was felt that the player did not necessarily influence the outcome of the game. 
Similar can be said about the now defunct Telltale Games and their The Walking Dead series (2012 - 2019).  This was an episodic game series split into three seasons with five episodes in each (excluding spin off seasons).   Multiple choices could be made throughout each individual episode, the player could choose a dialogue option when speaking to someone that offended them, let someone die, pick up an item that may be useful later, and while this would affect some moments throughout the story, it would not influence the outcome of the game’s overall story.  If this was the case, then every player would end up with drastically different games from each other at great cost to a developer with many other projects on the go at one time.     
That being said, speaking in terms of narrative, there is another way that gamers can influence the outcome of a video game on a personal level, that being if the player does not finish the game either due to disinterest, lack of time or, simply, inability to.  As popular Irish comedian and video game fan Dara Ó Briain once said in a stand up routine, “you cannot be bad at watching a movie.  You cannot be bad at listening to an album.  But you can be bad at playing a video game, and the video game will punish you, and deny you access to the rest of the video game.”        
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