CREATIVE PRACTICE 2: Game Audio (M4X01558)
[bookmark: _GoBack]Project Report
Peter Rees (1702731)


Project Outline and Aims

In this project, we were given a single level, or scene, of a video game in the form of a Unity file. The scene was complete except that all the sounds and music had been stripped out. It was our task to replace them with a soundtrack that we made ourselves.
For me, the aims of the project were threefold: 
· to learn something about the craft of sound-effects production
· to have an opportunity to write music to accompany moving images
· to gain experience with Unity, a games-development platform used for a number of major titles, including some, such as Monument Valley, Firewatch and The Room, that even I’ve heard of. 


Research, Context and Practice

The Game
The game is called Angry Bots. It is a third-person shooter – that is, your character is visible onscreen, as opposed to first-person shooters, which are presented through a subjective lens. In the game, the player trudges from room to room carrying his gun like a vengeful building inspector. Trapped in a confined space, following light-up paths on the floor while avoiding or killing hostile strangers, it’s remarkably like being a passenger on the world’s worst budget airline. 
As a side note, the continuing prevalence of the lone-shooter trope in mainstream entertainment strikes me as crass at best, and that was a minor challenge for me in working through this assignment. 

Target Audience
Obviously this game will mostly appeal to those who play shooter-style games with science-fiction settings. And since the game exhibits all the imagination and joie de vivre for which teenage boys are renowned, it is safe to say that a large proportion of those who play it will be young men. In fact, a recent study (Yee, 2017) found that female gamers made up as little as four percent of the audience for some genres of shooter. What this means for the sound designer is unclear. With a game like this, there certainly seems little reason to go out of one’s way to make concessions for the female gamer, but what those concessions would be in any case is hard to say, unless it came down to specific choices around music – which might, in any case, rest on dubious assumptions. In the end I did what I usually do, which is please myself and hope for the best.

Foley
Foley is the term given to the production of film sound effects using commonplace objects. The name comes from Hollywood sound-effects man Jack Foley (1891–1967), who claimed, perhaps not-quite-seriously, to have walked 5000 miles in the studio overdubbing footsteps for the likes of Rock Hudson and Marlon Brando (Jackson, 2005). During the course of this project, I concluded that there are two key prerequisites for any foley artist worthy of the name: the first is the ability to mentally disassociate familiar sounds from their origins and imbue them with new possibilities; so that, for example, the rustling of a paper bag reveals itself to be a perfect aural analogue for rain. In my opinion, this is where true genius in the field of foley lies. 
The second is to hear the potential in each sound for warping in post-production – whether that involves plugins such as reverbs and distortions, playing back at different speeds or in reverse, or simply layering with other sounds to create new timbres. It is amazing how much variety of sound can be wrung out of the simplest harmonic material. To give one of many possible examples, I was able to derive a presentable machine gun from the sound of a spoon tapping the rungs of an oven tray. 
The class did a single foley session in Studio 1, a highlight of which for me was Will Scott’s use of a guitar pickup with various electrical items to get some phenomenal hums and throbs. Subsequently, I borrowed the new Zoom handheld recorders for two more sessions around my home. Crisp packets, glass lampshades, old clockwork mechanisms and vacuum cleaners all did sterling service as raw material. 
The sounds required for Angry Bots were predictable enough – gunshots, robots, footsteps etc. The challenge lay in investing these formulaic elements with some kind of unique identity and even charisma. I took inspiration from the rain-soaked, heavy-metal ambience of the game’s setting and, where possible, included elements suggestive of rust and unlubricated machinery. I wanted the sounds to hang together almost as a single, dynamic piece.

Music
Early game composers were restricted by the 8-bit format to creating blippy-bleepy ‘chiptune’ soundtracks. That said, composers such as Koji Kondo (Super Mario Bros., Legend of Zelda) seemed positively liberated by this constraint (Whalen, 2007). Thirty years later, a trawl through YouTube clips of gameplay from recent action titles shows a clear trend towards glossy, blockbuster-style soundtracks, dripping with strings and massed choirs. Other game genres, and particularly games from smaller, independent developers, allow for more adventurous approaches – some examples being Jessica Curry’s haunting pastoral score for Everybody’s Gone to the Rapture, Austin Wintory’s cello-driven music for Journey and David Kanaga’s brilliant and unclassifiable Oikospiel from 2017.
Game music differs from other soundtrack music in being, by necessity, both open-ended and reactive. Usually an additive approach is required, where separate layers of music can come and go as decreed by the game makers and the movement of the players (Henson, 2018) – for example, to ramp up tension for an impending moment of crisis. And, of course, each layer has to loop smoothly, since it will be used for an indeterminate length of time. 
Not having the technical capability of implementing a true additive soundtrack, I attempted to simulate one by constructing my music out of five independent layers that moved in and out of focus in a loose, arrhythmic way. To help the music fit with the existing sound scheme, I created it largely out of sounds I’d already made for the game, transformed using a spectral synth, Izotope Iris 2. The mood of the piece is dark and brooding. An intermittent, low strings motif adds tension, while percussive elements, metallic creaks and steam-like noise bursts further blur the line between music and sound design. The finished piece is around two and a half minutes long, and loops reasonably seamlessly. 

Implementation
This was where the wheels (nearly) fell off. Implementing the sounds – that is, getting them into the game – seemed like a straightforward task. However, the location of the various sounds within the game engine often felt arbitrary or wilfully obscure. Some placements were amusingly pedantic, such as having to follow the main character’s skeletal structure from his spine all the way to his hand in order to insert the sound of his machine gun there. Others were so well hidden you needed an OS map to find them. Some objects had no sounds. Some sounds had no objects, which meant that quite a bit of work ended up on the cutting-room floor. What was lacking was a single, consistent system for attaching sound files to objects in the game. 
As part of the implementation process, it was necessary to learn to navigate Unity’s main pane, which, thankfully, is reasonably logical. The main thing lacking was the ability to test sounds immediately, without having to play through the level to reach them. Unfortunately, manually moving the player required the main camera to be moved and reconfigured separately, otherwise you would find yourself gazing at an empty patch of scenery or, worse, into the void of infinite space. 
The final stage was to create a playable build of the game. This is an automated process within Unity that didn’t present any problems, and I was easily able to produce builds that worked flawlessly on both Mac and Windows platforms. 


Project Summary and Analysis of Final Product

Despite the aforementioned frustrations, and the sheer quantity of sounds that needed to be produced, ultimately I was pleasantly surprised by this project. There is something satisfying about hearing one’s work in a new context like this, especially if it seems to do the job.
As far as the project aims are concerned, the studio foley session was a lot of fun, and the post-production work was a good way to explore the outer reaches of certain plugins and techniques and create atonal, dissonant sounds. But most of all I enjoyed the process of crafting the music, which seemed like a bottomless well of sonic possibilities. However, my sense is that, due to the eccentricities of either the game’s design or the Unity engine itself (I’m not qualified to say), the project as a whole ended up being a lot more technical than anticipated, and almost certainly too technical for this level. 
Having now bumbled through the finished game build a few times, I’m satisfied that my audio feels both coherent and evocative. Everything fits together well, with nothing sounding odd or incongruous to my ears. Most importantly to me, the small incidental noises in the music tie it closely to the environmental sounds, so that the music seems to emerge organically from the setting itself. 
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