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The Role of the Audience as the Performer in Video Games

	This essay will examine the audience’s role during a video game experience and how the player takes on the form of a composer, orchestrating the sounds of the game through synchresis action of pressing a button to create a unique score.  Michel Chion’s theory of synchresis will also be analysed in relation to video games, looking into a brief history of the audio-visual contract in the games industry.  Pierre Schaeffer’s work on acousmatic sounds will also be touched upon and contextualised to show the significance of immersion in games and how it effects the players transcendence from audience to performer.
	Two case studies will be conducted on a pair of contrasting examples to show how games can, on the one hand showcase the player as a musician/conductor using game sounds (i.e. the Guitar Hero Series) and on the other hand, view how all game experiences can be seen to have the same effect, though in a subtle way, unbeknownst to the player; using Assassins Creed: Origins (of the Adventure genre) as an example of this theory.
	Conclusions will then be drawn on how the audience, taking on the role of the conductor, gains the power to trigger sound in the game world and how this command can be seen as essential to the players immersion in the video game experience.  The significance of immersion as a tool to be used by games developers will also be analysed in relation to the effects of a games audio on making the player feel as if they are interacting with the game world.
	Synchresis is the natural pairing of a sound with a visual – it is something that occurs in the brain when both actions are carried out simultaneously, for example; if some coins were to drop onto a wooden floor, the audience would expect to hear the sound of metal objects impacting a hard surface.  Due to the brains tenuous connection in linking sound and image, the audio half of the synchresis can be replaced by a similar sound and still achieve the same effect i.e. replacing the sounds of coins hitting the floor with metal washers and achieving the same effect.  This could also in turn be used to increase the impact of an audio-visual event i.e. The coin example - The sound of metal weights dropped onto a hard surface, matched up with the image of the coins hitting the wooden floor to give the impression that the coins were heavy, or the impact was focused.  [Chion, 1994]
“For a shot of a hammer, any one of a hundred sounds will do” – Michel Chion, 1994.

Since their conception, video games have always been regarded as having a causal relationship between sound and visuals as far back as the infancy of video games with examples such as Pong (1972) in which a sound is triggered upon an onscreen ball hitting a paddle controlled by the player, all the way to the modern age of video games in which the player has a far wider array of actions available and in turn more opportunities for synchresis to occur (usually caused by the physical action of a button being pressed).  This phenomenon is what leads to the perception that a player could be regarded as a composer/musician, creating sounds linked to a physical action to almost compose a unique score every time a game is played. [Collins, 2013]
This concept is taken into a literal sense with the “Guitar Hero” game series, in which players use a guitar shaped controller, holding down the corresponding buttons on the neck and strumming a paddle on the lower half in time with symbols on screen to create the impression of a song being performed in a live show environment.  This is possibly the clearest example of the cause and effect nature in video game synchresis as it showcases the fact that players should be seeing themselves as conductors/musicians playing an instrument.  This effect is furthered by Michel Chion’s theory of the Audio Visual Contract; in which the audience can disassociate the fact that the sound they are hearing is being produced electronically/unnaturally by i.e. a TV speaker and visuals are being produced by i.e. a screen, further immersing the player in the impression that they have actively transcended the role of the audience/viewer and have become the performer. [Chion, 1994]
“…The most important thing you can do as a sound designer is to make the right choice, for the right sound at the right moment…” – Ben Burtt
The immersion caused by player driven synchresis in the “Guitar Hero” series is furthered by the games setting, where the player takes the place of a guitarist in a busy live performance environment playing to a crowd that reacts to how the game is played.  If the player completes the on screen challenges in time and music is played, the interactive crowd environment changes the atmosphere by cheering the players actions in-game.  On the other hand, if the player misses or fails the on screen challenges that appear, an error sound occurs, and the crowd will begin to dislike the players performance; eventually going as far as to jeer the player while the game is still active.  These factors, paired with the immersion caused by the audio visual contract only act to further cause the impression on the player that they are performing a musical piece and are no longer merely audience members.
Sounds triggered by player interactions in game could be perceived as meaningful, as the majority of video games take place in acousmatic soundscapes in a similar way to film media.  The key difference and possibly the main attraction to video games in general is the ability to inject synchresis and visualised sound objects into acousmatic environments at the players discretion as opposed to Film media in which the audience is passive to events that unfold.  Acousmatic sound is an audio event that occurs out of the viewers vision, also known as off screen sound.  The term Acousmatic was first coined by the French composer Pierre Schaeffer in the 1950’s.  Schaeffer, who was a front runner in the “concrete music” movement pioneered the idea of a reduced form of listening where background sounds are given as much prevalence as the main focus’ of musical pieces. [Brian Kane, 2014]
“Sound is the vocabulary of nature… noises are as well articulated as words in the dictionary…” – Pierre Schaeffer, 1987.
Acousmatic sound is widely used in the horror genre of video games to increase tension by means of off screen sounds used in a 3D audio space to disorientate the player, to create time distortion and to give the impression of a larger, occupied world.  This paired with visualised sound and player driven synchresis is central to the video game experience; giving developers the ability to craft worlds that can use audio techniques as a means to expand the players perception past the visual plane.  “Assassins Creed: Origins” is a prime example of a game world where a combination of acousmatic and visualised sounds, paired with player triggered synchresis; create the opportunity for the player to become a conductor, composing a score of game sounds much in the same way as “Guitar Hero” but largely unbeknownst to the player.
“Assassins Creed: Origins” is an Action/Adventure game developed by Ubisoft and released in 2017.  Set in Ancient Egypt, the player takes control of the main character and protagonist; “Bayek” in his quest for vengeance against a shadowy cult known as “The Masked Ones”.  The game takes the player to a variety of different environments; open desert plains, bustling ancient cities, derelict tombs and narrow water ways – each with their own unique acousmatic soundscapes and opportunities for the player to create different unique patterns of sound using the controller.
Much like “Guitar Hero” the player can create sounds by pushing a single button/combination of buttons that are paired with a visual cue on screen; in the form of the playable character “Bayek” performing an action/animation.  There are also many altering factors that are taken into account with an open world, adventure style game in comparison to “Guitar Hero”; for example, the player can make “Bayek” swing a sword in game, triggering a sound comparable to a thrashing gust of wind – If the player was to make “Bayek” strike an object/the environment with the same action, the sound would be altered at the point of impact causing i.e. metal clashing on stone, sand, organic material etc.  [Collins, 2013]
“I think it’s fascinating that we can hear a little burst of noise, shaped in a particular way, and – combined with the visual effects in a game – understand that is a sword slash, a burst of lightning or a fireball.” – Andrew Aversa
This array of possibilities presents the player with a possible combination of sounds available to them, comparable to the notes on an instrument.  When looking at all of these player triggered game sounds objectively, it can be said that the sound objects are organic, interchangeable notes; creating a unique orchestrated score often un-noticed by the player as they are not integral to the core gameplay experience and are merely there as a tool to immerse players in the created worlds, sometimes affirming a player’s progress.
To conclude, the player transcends the role of audience member/player and becomes a de-facto conductor; with the power to create personal, individualised scores consisting of game sounds – often triggered by a button press – that happen as a bi-product of game play.  With sound effects in video games often varying in timbre, tone, tempo and pitch to match the myriad of actions available to the player; it must be conceded that it is perfectly reasonable to assume that full, musical sequences could be crafted using purely sound assets triggered by a player in a game world.
The players ability to create sounds at will through synchresis, in combination with the use of the audio-visual contract makes modern game experiences more and more immersive.  The combination of increasingly realistic and sophisticated graphics, along with the players increasing amount of control, adaptability and interactivity when it comes to sound; break the boundaries between audience and character or performer.
Ultimately, immersion is one of the most important tools in a video games developer’s arsenal; with sound being a major driving force in helping the player forget about real world for a time, suspending disbelief.  Players have an emotional investment and become a performer in the game world, not just musically with the games sounds but also emotionally; as immersion allows them to see themselves in the place of the character they are playing, assimilating the experience and tailoring it into their own personal journeys.
“The game designer shouldn’t be making a world in which the player is just a small part.  The players the boss; it’s your job to entertain him or her.” – John Carmack
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