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BattleZone and the Origins of First-Person Shooting Games

Mark J. P. Wolf

Atari’s arcade game BattleZone (Atari 1980) was not the first shooting game, nor the first to have a first-person perspective, nor even the first to combine the two. But the game does represent the coalescence of the first-person shooter (FPS) genre (or subgenre of the shooting game genre, since not all shooting games are from a first-person perspective), as it brought together all the necessary elements now recognized as being essential to the first-person shooter as it is typically defined today. BattleZone combined them into a single game that was commercially available in wide release to the general public, and, as such, became a milestone and turning point in the history of the FPS. The influences, precursors, and development of the elements found in BattleZone occurred over more than a century, so it is to these that we must first turn our attention, as we examine how shooting became a game, how shooting games became virtual, and finally how they arrived at the form taken in BattleZone.

Shooting Becomes a Game

If the idea of shooting projectiles developed to allow one to do damage at a distance without putting one’s self into harm’s way, that is, within reach of whatever was being shot at, it makes sense to assume that increasing one’s accuracy would be a good thing. Shooting practice would be the result, and if two or more individuals practiced shooting, it seems natural that it would turn into a competition, and finally, into a kind of game.

Shooting competitions have probably existed for as long as projectile weapons have been around, and were no doubt the inspiration for shooting galleries on carnival fairgrounds from the late 1890s onward, which we might consider the very first first-person shooting games. As a fairground attraction with less dangerous guns, shooting galleries allowed carnival patrons to try their hand at shooting even if they would normally never handle real guns. This reduced possibility of danger helped to enhance the game-like nature of competitive shooting, allowing more concentration on its more playful aspects. Shooting galleries, however, still required safety measures and operators who tended the games, and it would be some time before technology had advanced sufficiently such that these could be eliminated.

Meanwhile, other outdoor games were adapted into indoor versions. For example, croquet was turned into billiards, and during the late 1700s in France the pool table used for billiards was narrowed and posts were added, becoming the game Bagatelle. Players would use cues to send balls up the table and ricochet them off pegs and into holes. During the 1800s, Bagatelle games became smaller, and eventually table-top versions were made. French soldiers brought Bagatelle to America during the Revolutionary War, and the tables became popular in the United States. In 1869, British inventor Montague Redgrave started producing Bagatelle tables in Ohio, but he replaced the pool cues with plungers and glassed over the Bagatelle table, making the game more self-contained. After further innovation and redesign, Bagatelle became known as pinball, which went on to even greater success during the twentieth century, during which time such features as backlights, bumpers, and flippers were added, and the game was electrified.

As pinball began to find success, other fairground games were adapted into electromechanical games, and among them were shooting gallery games. The Mechanical Trading Co. produced the coin-operated Automatic Shooting Range in 1895, and the Automatic Sports Company of London, England, produced several coin-operated shooting games for the arcade into the 1920s. Automatic Sports’ coin-operated games took place in glass-enclosed cases atop fanciful pedestals designed to bring the games up to the right height for standing players. Electromechanical games further sanitized and automated shooting galleries through the use of easily resettable targets, reusable ammunition, a mounted gun, and an enclosed space that contained all the elements of the game apart from the controls of the gun. Everything stayed within the game cabinet, and targets and guns were automatically reset, so no operator was required, allowing players to play unattended and greater profits to be made. Shooting games became less like shooting with real guns; gone was the noise and recoil of a real gun, and the field of action was miniaturized to only a few feet across, making timing far less important since the short distances eliminated the need to anticipate the movements of targets and compensate one’s aim as a result (although some games did attempt to simulate these things, like Chicago Coin’s Pistol (1947), which advertised “Realistic Recoil and Report Action” on its flyer; and some games also used mirrors within their cabinets to increase the shooting distance). From a design point of view, this meant that moving targets and other elements of difficulty became more important, since the use of distant targets was no longer possible. Overall, however, encased coin-operated games abstracted shooting games to an even greater degree than had fairground shooting galleries, and skills needed for the games no longer translated into the skills needed for the use of real weaponry.

Electromechanical games were the dominant coin-operated arcade games from the late 1930s to the early 1970s, and shooting games released during this time included such games as A. B. T. Manufacturing Corporation’s Challenger (1939), Chicago Coin’s Pistol (1947), Genco’s Sky Gunner (1953), Midway’s Trophy Gun (1964), and Chicago Coin’s Super Circus Rifle Gallery (1969) and Sharp Shooter (1971). Although today the abilities of electromechanical games seem very limited when compared with possibilities that video games offer, by the time arcade video games appeared in 1971, electromechanical games had become quite advanced, even to the point of offering competitive machine-controlled players. Midway’s Wild Kingdom (1971), for example, had “Jungle Charlie” who competed against the player; according to pinball and game collector Clay F. Harrell,


Midway’s Wild Kingdom is a very challenging gun game because the player is shooting against “Jungle Charlie”, a 3“ high moving mechanical marksman on the game’s playfield. Unlike say Haunted House where the player can take their time and shoot as slow as they want, Wild Kingdom forces the player to shoot fast. After the first shot is taken, the player is shooting against Jungle Charlie (the first shot is a ‘warm up’ shot and the player can take as long as they want for the first shot). If the player takes too long to shoot, Jungle Charlie shoots the animal instead causing the animal to retreat, and Jungle Charlie *never* misses. To slow Jungle Charlie, the player can fire his gun – Jungle Charlie can not shoot if the player is shooting (and likewise the player can not shot [sic] if Jungle Charlie is shooting). Each game gets 25 shots, with Jungle Charlie shooting out of the 25 shots. If the player is slow he may only get the first shot, and Jungle Charlie will use the other 24 shots! Jungle Charlie’s movement speed can be adjusted. If he’s adjusted too fast the game is nearly impossible to shoot as Jungle Charlie is too quick. At 3000 points the game automatically speeds up Jungle Charlie too. (Pinrepair.com 2011b)



Although early video games represented a technological novelty, they could not provide some of the kinds of play experiences that electromechanical games could. Eventually, video games improved and surpassed electromechanical games, ending their dominance in the arcade, and video games offered additional benefits for arcade operators as well, especially when it came to repairs.

Whereas electromechanical arcade games did not need constant supervision from a human attendant the way that carnival games did, they still needed frequent maintenance due to their many moving parts and occasional breakdowns. Video games, with far few moving parts (usually only the controllers), were less likely to break down and more reliable, and technologically they were much less idiosyncratic in their design; all used a monitor for their imagery instead of plastic or metal models that had to be painted, assembled, and tested. After PONG (Atari 1972) proved that arcade video games could be successful, it was natural that games would begin the transition from electromechanical contraptions to virtual on-screen versions of the same activities. But shooting games had already begun the process of becoming virtual as early as the 1920s.

Shooting Games Become Virtual

The first element of shooting games to become virtual was ammunition. So long as actual physical projectiles of some kind flew through the air between the player’s gun and the target, the field of action between the two had to be encased for safety reasons, as well as to recycle the ammunition and keep it from leaving the system. By using a light beam instead of a physical projectile, guns could once again be used in the open air just as in carnival shooting galleries; all that was needed was a way to sense when the beam of light struck its target.

William Gent used an electrical light gun in his Electric Rifle game of the 1920s (Pinrepair 2011c), and in 1936 the jukebox manufacturer Seeburg Corporation used the newly invented phototube, a vacuum tube with a light sensor inside it, in a duck shooting arcade game called Ray-O-Lite (Pinrepair 2011a). Players held a full-sized rifle which shot a light beam at the moving targets, each of which contained a phototube inside it; when the phototube detected the light beam, the hit was registered and the score increased. The “Ray-O-Lite” technology went on to be used in other Seeburg games like Shoot the Bear (1947), and other companies began to use similar light gun-based technologies. Eventually light gun technology became available in a consumer product for home use; in 1970, Nintendo released Gunpei Yokoi’s Beam Gun toy, a light gun that came with targets with photoelectric cells on them.

The Magnavox Odyssey was the first home video game system with a light gun peripheral (released in 1972, and based on Ralph Baer’s prototype of 1968), and reversed the usual hardware configuration by putting the photoelectric cell inside the gun barrel, where it would detect the light of the target on the television screen (though it would also register hits if pointed at a light bulb or any light source). Four Odyssey games used the light gun (Prehistoric Safari [1972], Shooting Gallery [1972], Dogfight [1972], and Shootout [1972]), in which the player fired at on-screen targets. The Odyssey’s shooting games represented a further advancement of the first-person shooting game into the virtual realm, as both their ammunition and their targets were now virtual.

Virtual shooting found its natural home in the video game, and video games had involved shooting from their very beginning. The first patent for an interactive electronic game, United States patent #2,455,992, “Cathode-Ray Tube Amusement Device,” was filed by Thomas T. Goldsmith, Jr. and Estle Ray Mann on January 25, 1947 and issued on December 14, 1948 (it did not involve a video signal, however, and could therefore arguably be denied the status of a “video” game). The description of the proposed device’s content describes a scenario with shooting going on:


In carrying out the invention a cathode-ray tube is used upon the face of which the trace of the ray or electron beam can be seen. One or more targets, such as pictures of airplanes, for example, are placed upon the face of the tube and controls are available to the player so that he can manipulate the trace or position of the beam which is automatically caused to move across the face of the tube. This movement of the beam may be periodic and its repetition rate may be varied. Its path is preferably caused to depart from a straight line so as to require an increased amount of skill and care for success in playing the game.

The game can be made more spectacular, and the interest therein both from the player’s and the observer’s standpoint can be increased, by making a visible explosion of the cathode-ray beam take place when the target is hit. (United States Patent 2,455,992)



Some of the earliest video games, such as the mainframe game Spacewar! (1962) and commercial games based on it like Galaxy Game (1971) and Computer Space (1971), also involved shooting. In these games, the weaponry, the ammunition, and the targets were all virtual; but as these games featured shooting from a third-person perspective, they provided a much different kind of shooting experience than first-person shooting games. The third-person perspective required the control of an on-screen avatar, and its top-down or side view was less immersive than a first-person perspective. But a first-person perspective required z-axis depth and a three-dimensional game-space, something that electromechanical games, with their physical game-spaces, could not help providing, but which video games would struggle to simulate during the 1970s.

Video games and First-Person Perspective

Actual shooting, and shooting games involving a hand-held gun of some sort, naturally make use of the first-person perspective of the player’s own vision, since shooting depends greatly on the player’s ability to aim while assessing the three-dimensional position of targets, whether they are moving or static. This close connection between shooting and perspective is apparent in the sharp divide that we find between first-person and third-person shooting games; no other genre of video game finds itself so divided according to player point-of-view. For example, racing games are available from both first-person and third-person perspectives, but we do not speak of “first-person racers” as often as we do “first-person shooters” (a Google search performed on April 8, 2011, found 17,100,000 results for “first-person shooter” but only 4,420 results for “first-person racer”; a ratio of more than 3868 to 1).

As video games, shooting games had to wait until the mid-1970s for first-person perspective. The Odyssey’s four shooting games had flat graphics, and were little more than the back wall of a shooting gallery, and although it might be argued that the use of the light gun made the games first-person perspective shooting games, such an argument would broaden the sense of the term to the point where the usual distinctions made between perspectives would be lost. One would be able to argue that Pac-Man (Namco 1980) had a first-person perspective of someone hovering over the maze and looking down at the figures moving within it; the term “first-person” would come to encompass all third-person points of view as well as the usual meaning of subjective, optical viewpoints located at characters’ positions. (It is interesting to note how this problem does not occur in media involving lens-based imaging, like photography, film, and television; every view shown in these media is either from a character’s point of view or at the very least a point of view that has a distinct position in the three-dimensional space of the image’s diegesis; but the two-dimensional worlds of video games are seen from views from a standpoint outside of their worlds.)

The first two shooting games to use a first-person perspective were both mainframe games; Maze War (Colley 1974) on the Imlac PDS-1 (see Figure 1.1), and Spasim (Bowery 1974), which was short for space simulator, on the PLATO system. Mainframe games had more processing power and speed than arcade games or home video games of the day, and were the incubators where many genres of video games were born, including the FPS. Both Maze War and Spasim depicted movement through a three-dimensional space, and including the shooting of enemy figures when they were on-screen and positioned in the player’s view. In Spasim, movement advanced in jumps from one position to another, with time needed in between to render the next view, as opposed to movement and shooting that occurred in real time. In Maze War, movement in a straight line down hallways was relatively smooth, but turning was done in 90-degree increments, resulting in potentially confusing graphics as the vanishing point stays the same during 90-degree turns while everything else changes abruptly.
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Figure 1.1 Maze War (Colley 1974) was one of the earliest shooting games to feature a first-person perspective.



Maze War and Spasim were both networked multiplayer games, allowing players to shoot at each other. Thus, unlike almost all shooting games that had gone before them, competitive shooting no longer meant only a competition to see who could hit the most targets or who had the most accurate shooting, but rather who could shoot the other player’s avatar first; thus did shooting games go from friendly competition to kill-or-be-killed deathmatches, a move that would set the stage and tone for most of the FPSs that followed. Maze War also contained “robots” that would automatically shoot you if they were in line with you down a hallway, so even in a single-player game, danger could lurk just around the corner.

But if danger was just around the corner, it could be avoided. Although Maze War allowed players to switch between the first-person point of view and an overhead map of the maze (making it also the first game to incorporate both points of view and allow a player to choose between them), the map only showed the player’s location in the maze, and not those of the other players. Because it was so easy to turn a corner and suddenly be surprised and shot at, an additional feature allowed the player to peek around a corner without being seen, momentarily disconnecting the first-person view from the player’s actual location (“The Maze War 30 Year Retrospective at the DigiBarn”, Digibarn Computer Museum website), a feature prefiguring the separation of point-of-view from movement.

Another new twist introduced in Maze War was the possibility of getting shot at and killed from behind, without ever even seeing your attacker. Instead of the fixed and unchanging point of view found in a shooting gallery, Maze War required you to change your view as well as keep watch on the space all around you. Unlike all other video games up to this point, one did not merely watch the game’s world from some point outside it, but rather from within the world, and there was a sense of off-screen space surrounding the player and events that were occurring unseen in those spaces.

Both Maze War and Spasim used vector graphics to display their views (raster versions of Maze War appeared later). Since lines of perspective extending to a vanishing point are almost always diagonal lines, vector graphics had an advantage over early raster graphics in creating a first-person perspective. Raster graphics could only roughly approximate diagonal lines, by linking blocks corner to corner diagonally, or spacing them apart like the pylons in Atari’s Night Driver (1976). Vector graphics, drawn on the screen one line at a time in any direction, could produce a stronger sense of lines converging at a vanishing point. Vector graphics came to the arcade with Cinematronics’s release of Space Wars (1977), and another of the company’s games, Speed Freak (1978) featured the first real-time rendered three-dimensional computer animation in an arcade video game, an explosion of car parts when the player crashed.

Yet although they both represented advances in the genre, what Maze War and Spasim lacked was the kind of aiming and shooting that players enjoyed in third-person perspective shooting games. In both games, shooting was done with a keystroke, and aiming was limited to facing in the right direction, due to the limitations of the positioning of the player’s point-of-view, like the 90-degree incremental turns in Maze War.

The following year, another multiplayer shooting game on PLATO advanced the genre a step further. John Edo Haefeli’s tank simulator Panther (1975) was even more complex, with an entire screen listing the game’s features and their keyboard shortcuts. The tank and its turret could be turned independently of each other, there were gross, coarse, and fine adjustments for turret positioning, the player’s view could be zoomed in and out, and the controls allowed the player to determine the distance to targets, fire shells, deploy mines, and move ammunition and fuel from one player’s tank to another. Whereas Maze War allowed the player to switch between a first-person view and an overhead map of the game’s space, Panther had an overhead view of the tank (showing the direction that the tank and its gun turret was facing) that appeared in the corner of the first-person view, splitting the player’s attention between the two different views. The game also had hidden line removal, and simulated the physics of shooting along a trajectory, accounting for source and target speeds, and even the curvature of the earth. Two years later, an updated version of Panther with better graphics, known as Panzer (1977), was produced by Northwestern University along with the US Army Armor School at Fort Knox. (For other takes on militarism in FPS games, see the essays by Voorhees, Miller, and Moore in this volume.)

The games on PLATO were far more advanced than the simpler and more streamlined games of the arcade, and, as networked games, sometimes slower in their operation as well. They were operated entirely by keyboard, and could take time to learn, due to all their features and commands. That PONG (1972) was so much more successful than Computer Space (Nutting Associates 1971) demonstrated that simplified controls were needed to reach a mass audience at the arcade, where shorter game times meant more money and steep learning curves were bad for business. While Panther enjoyed a following of technology-savvy users on mainframe computers, it would take another first-person tank game to break through to the mass commercial market of the arcades: BattleZone (1980).

The Arrival of BattleZone

Atari’s BattleZone was a three-dimensional vector graphics game and the first arcade video game to feature a computationally true three-dimensional environment. Its green vector graphics depicted a barren landscape with cubical and pyramidal obstacles and mountains on the horizon (including an erupting volcano), and enemy tanks (and a UFO) that came at the player’s tank from any direction on the plane, forcing the player to watch the radar scope that revealed enemy positions within a short radius. Above the action were red vector graphics (the screen used a color overlay) displaying the score, high score, tanks remaining, and the radar scope. Released the same year as Pac-Man (1980) and Defender (Williams 1980), BattleZone joined the ranks of the most popular arcade video games to appear during the Golden Age of the arcade.

Because BattleZone is both a tank game and a vector graphics game, it is often compared to Panther, which is assumed to be its inspiration. But apart from the tank theme and vector graphics, the games differ in many ways, and a more likely candidate for BattleZone’s inspiration can be found in an earlier tank arcade game from Atari; Tank! (1974), the groundbreaking and influential game which was the first arcade game to use read-only memory (ROM) and which inspired Combat (1977), the cartridge packaged with the Atari VCS 2600.

Unlike Panther, which used a computer keyboard, BattleZone’s controls were, like Tank!, a pair of joysticks and a fire button which allowed the player to move forward, move backward, right turn, left turn, and fire. Firing was done only in the direction the tank was facing, meaning you could not fire and run away at the same time (as you could in Panther); BattleZone was almost like a first-person version of Tank! since both tanks were operated in a similar fashion. Both games were also designed at Atari, as commercial arcade games. Finally, there is the admission from Ed Rotberg, the designer of BattleZone, that Tank! was more of an influence than Panther:


Actually it wasn’t based on Panther. It may have inspired whoever originally suggested the idea at the brainstorming meeting where it was proposed, but I seriously doubt it. It was more a matter of the success of the original, top-down Tank game Atari did and the advent of the vector generator. There is only so much you can do with vectors, a tank concept, and somewhat limited processor power. While I did play on PLATO, I don’t ever remember playing Panther, though I was aware of it. The design of BattleZone was primarily mine. (Ed Rotberg, e-mail to the author, April 12, 2011)



BattleZone combined shooting with a first-person shooting perspective, a three-dimensional environment, a mobile viewpoint, computer-controlled enemies, smooth movement in all directions, and simple controls with a shallow learning curve, and made them available to a mass audience as an arcade video game.
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Figure 1.2 BattleZone (Atari 1980) was the first FPS to become available to a general public audience.



For many people, BattleZone was their first encounter with an FPS video game (and with interactive three-dimensional computer graphics, for that matter), and it is no wonder that it became one of the most popular and influential games of the 1980s. BattleZone was ported to other game systems, including the Atari 2600 in 1983, and Atarisoft released home computer versions of BattleZone for the Apple II, the Commodore 64, and MS-DOS in 1983, the Sinclair ZX Spectrum in 1984, the Atari ST in 1986, the Atari XE in 1987, the Nintendo Game Boy in 1996, and the PlayStation Portable in 2006. Updated versions of BattleZone include the four-player networked BattleZone 2000 (1995) for the Atari Lynx, a 1996 Java version that can be played online, a 3D remake in 1998, Pandemic Studios’s BattleZone II: Combat Commander (1999), a high-definition version for Xbox Live Arcade in 2008, and a download for Microsoft’s Game Room service for the Xbox 360 in 2010. A host of BattleZone clones also appeared, for various consoles and computers, including Atari’s own Red Baron (1980), which used the same hardware but depicted dogfights between biplanes instead of tanks. In 1981, a more advanced version of BattleZone known as the “Bradley Trainer” was also developed for the US military for tank training, but only two prototypes were ever produced.

Eventually the FPS would undergo other refinements, most notably in the relationship between looking and aiming. Just as the later, more advanced version of Panther allowed one to aim in a different direction than the direction of movement (a feature not found in BattleZone), later FPS games would make the direction of one’s aim less dependent on the direction of one’s view. Whereas in BattleZone the gunsight is always centered in the player’s point of view, making “looking” and “aiming” the same thing, these games allowed the gunsight to be moved around freely within the player’s point of view, limited only by the edges of the screen. Although earlier games, like Taito’s Interceptor (1976) and Atari’s Missile Command (1980), had gunsights that could move around the screen, the player’s point-of-view itself was fixed and immovable. Such a feature could have been incorporated into BattleZone, but it would not have made sense due to the vehicular nature of the player’s avatar, since the aiming of a tank is much less flexible than that of standing and aiming a pistol with one’s own arm. During the mid to late 1990s, however, “free looking,” also known as “mouselooking,” would become a standard feature of the FPS.

Although BattleZone significantly shaped the development of the FPS, many of its features had already appeared in one form or another in earlier games, so it was the combination of these in a single game, and, most importantly, the game’s availability to a wide audience, that was its main contribution to the genre. In this sense, BattleZone helped the FPS coalesce into a full-fledged subgenre of the shooting game genre (or, as some would have it, a genre all its own); and BattleZone’s iconic status as a video game and widespread popularity set a standard that helped make certain elements seem indispensable to the FPS, even if it was not the first game to introduce those elements. As such, BattleZone was both a milestone in the development of the FPS and one of the main games to promote it to the public, and it will always be remembered along with the great games of the video arcade game’s Golden Age.
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Call to Action, Invitation to Play: The Immediacy of the Caricature in Team Fortress 2

James Manning

Team Fortress 2 (hereafter TF2) was released by Valve as part of The Orange Box compilation in October 2007 for PC, Xbox 360 and later, Playstation 3. Arguably the third release of this multiplayer, team-based FPS following the Quake (id Software 1996) modification Team Fortress (1996) and Valve’s own Half-Life (Valve 1998) mod Team Fortress Classic (1999). As such, many of the series’ defining gameplay elements were already in place, including the character classes and team-oriented play dynamic (PlanetFortress n.d.). During its lengthy nine-year development, the designers of TF2 were able to focus on refining these core mechanics whilst experimenting with suitable visual styles in an attempt to serve two, self-identified aims—in terms of branding, to differentiate TF2 from other multiplayer FPS games (Wicklund 2007) and, in terms of gameplay, to focus the players’ attention towards achieving the goals of the game during the intensity of play (Diaz 2007). It is the latter which concerns us here.

The scope of this chapter is to focus on the visual information presented on-screen to the player during play. This is not to suggest the overall aesthetic appeal of TF2 is one based solely on a reading of the screen, rather it is how TF2 makes explicit use of the affordance of the screen that forms the basis of and delimits our discussion here. If, as Barry Atkins suggests, the “gamer’s gaze” is one focused on the future possibilities of action, how such possibilities manifest in this way should be of paramount concern to the game developer; “[v]ideo games prioritize the participation of the player as he or she plays, and that player always apprehends the game as a matrix of future possibility. [… This] places the player at the center of experience as its principle creator, necessarily engaged in an imaginative act, and always oriented toward the future” (Atkins 2006, 137). In recent years, the increased computational power made available to game developers via modern gaming platforms has provided the game artist with a near-infinite number of visual possibilities to exploit and yet, for the majority of Western developers, the predominant choice seems to be in pursuit of a photo-realistic image (see, for example, Moore in this same volume). As explored later, such demands often place undue emphasis on the appearance of the image over and above its ability to enable play. It is under such conditions that the success of the image seems often to be determined more by its ability to provide for the player an approximation of a photographic image, rather than its ability to provide the visual cues necessary for the player to construct a coherent space within which to play. In contrast, by adopting a non-photorealistic visual style, TF2 avoids such double-scrutiny, enabling the design of the image to be driven by the demands of the game operating as a constant reinforcement as to the possibilities of play1.

In recognition of their technical and artistic achievements, the rendering techniques developed by Valve have already been well documented, noting the illustrative style as heavily influenced by the commercial paintings of early to mid-twentieth century American illustrators J. C. Leyendecker, Dean Cornwell, and Norman Rockwell (Mitchell, Francke, and Eng 2007; Mitchell 2008). Such material provides keen insight from the perspective of the developers as does the developers’ commentary available within the game and underpins the formation of the wider discussion here. As such, this chapter begins by tracing a particular history of animation practice through the comic strip and caricature. Returning to games, by separating the screen space into three distinct yet interrelated parts—the heads-up display, the contested space of the game environment, and the animated space of the player-characters—the proceeding sections provide an account as to how the non-photorealistic style adopted by TF2 exploits the visual economies and pictorial effects associated with animation practices in order to best serve the demands of a team-oriented, class-based, multiplayer FPS game.

Amplification Through Simplification

Art historian Ernst Gombrich, in his seminal study of the developments in representational art, recognizes the demands placed on artists to continually evolve their pictorial image-making techniques through what Gombrich refers to as “the gradual modification of the traditional schematic conventions of image making” (2002, xi). For Gombrich, this is a process of trial and error, of “lumbering advance and subsequent simplification”; a process most noticeable when considering the canon of work by a single artist where initial reliance on “heavy technique” is later replaced by “sublime simplification” (2002, 280). To give an example, Gombrich compares the gold braid detailing in two portraits by Dutch artist Rembrandt of twenty years apart: “he had to learn to build up the image of sparkling gold braid in all its detail before he could find out how much could be omitted for the beholder ready to meet him halfway” (2002, 280). Important here is the role the viewer plays in deciphering the visual information or, as is here, the affective qualities of the pictorial effects. The success of an image is one defined by both artist and viewer as, for Gombrich, it is the viewer’s expectations that condition his or her perceptions and understanding of an image (2002, 210–11). The viewer interprets the singular brush-stroke as gold braid in Rembrandt’s later simplification not because the brush-stroke would in isolation resemble the detailing itself; rather the brush-stroke within the context of the painting is enough of an indication to conjure up the idea of gold braiding sewn into a cloak draped over the shoulder of the man represented in the portrait. It is the context of the image that provides the means for the viewer to ascertain the function of the brush-strokes themselves.


[image: images]

Figure 2.1 Extract from Rodolphe Töpffer’s “Essai de Physiognomonie” (Schmid 1845).



Rembrandt’s visual shorthand developed through a process of experimentation with pictorial effects, eliminating the unnecessary so that only the necessary remains. Gombrich provides an account of how such experimental tendencies enabled comic-strip inventor Rodolphe Töpffer to develop his image-making technique through systematic alteration of the arrangement of forms in his line or contour drawings (2002, 287–8). Töpffer’s selective style suited the technological advancements in the printing press of the time and the graphical styles made accessible through the developments in lithographic reproduction (Gombrich 2002, 284). Similarly, art historian Edward Lucie-Smith suggests that all caricatures, including strip cartoons, can be categorized as having one thing in common—they were all designed for print; “[c]aricature is generally two things – popular and public – and it is print which enables it to be both” (1981, 13). Increased demands for the printed press and associated demands for the printed image shaped the very nature of the caricature both in terms of its subject-matter and associated graphical techniques (Lucie-Smith 1981, 14).

Comic-book artist Scott McCloud refers to this process as “amplification through simplification” in that “[w]hen we abstract an image through cartooning, we’re not so much eliminating details as we are focusing on specific details” (McCloud 1994, 30, emphasis removed). Drawing from semiotics, McCloud defines a scale of “iconic abstraction” where the iconicity of the image (images that bear at least some resemblance to their referent) can be defined in relative terms to each other, with greater or lesser degrees of abstraction (1994, 46). In a similar vein, recognizing the opposing tendencies in animation and live-action production practices, Maureen Furniss conceives of a “mimesis/abstraction continuum” upon which all “motion picture production” can be mapped:


In constructing this continuum, it is probably best to use more neutral terms than ‘animation’ or ‘live-action’ to constitute the ends of the spectrum. Although the terms ‘mimesis’ and ‘abstraction’ are not ideal, they are useful in suggesting opposing tendencies under which animation and live-action imagery can be juxtaposed. The term ‘mimesis’ represents a desire to reproduce natural reality (more like live-action work) while the term ‘abstraction’ describes the use of pure form – a suggestion of a concept rather than an attempt to explicate it in real life terms (more like animation). (Furniss 1998, 5)



Parallels can be drawn between Furniss’s “suggestion of concept” and McCloud’s notion of “iconic abstraction” in that both have a tendency to oppose the desire to reproduce the appearance of reality. Crucially, early developments in animated form borrowed much from the physical humor and visual pun associated with the comic strip and the vaudevillian performances of the time (Wells 1998, 17–20; 131–2). For the vaudevillian performer, the need to quickly establish with the audience a character with personality in terms of status and identity formed just as much an integral part of the vaudevillian routine as for, through its derivation, the seven-minute cartoon. Under such demands for immediacy and clarity, stereotype, caricature and its associated level of visual shorthand played a central role in the development of both form and content of the animated cartoon. As such, the graphic conventions and associated physical humor came to define the “golden era” of the cartoon from the 1920s to the 1950s; a style that, according to Paul Wells, “prioritizes ‘the visual,’ illustrates the exploitation of the form, and determines the schemata which underpins an audience’s expectation of the cartoon.” (1998, 135, original emphasis).

Such expectation is driven by
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