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Introduction

Giraffes and Shamblers

Peter Admirand


The first I heard of The Last of Us was a decade ago after a basketball game in Dublin. I don’t remember whether we won or lost, but a teammate driving me home asked if I knew of this game? I hadn’t. He began to explain the story. As I listened, a gentle rain swished across the windshield. It was dark. He then spoke about how a giraffe scene—which meant nothing then—had him in tears. He was smiling as he said it, implying, “I couldn’t believe it, either.” Squeamish about gore, I was hesitant to play, but intrigued by the narrative. Days later, tears from my eyes soon trickled but at a much earlier point in the game, the father in me watching Joel’s distraught and horrified face as his “baby girl” is dying in his arms and there is nothing he can do about it. Did they really now kill cute, innocent girls in video games—even ones that you momentarily play as? It seemed like some commandment had been broken, if not theological then game-ological. My eyes burst in shock and sadness—as they also did when Henry later turned the gun on himself.

Emotions and feelings exploded like nail bombs during gameplay. I was petrified at some points (especially from runner grunts and howls, and of course, clicks from clickers) but also intrigued and exhilarated while surviving against dubious odds, or finally succeeding after repeatedly watching Joel’s (my?) face ripped apart by a bloater. While not opposed to a well-aimed sniper shot to a hunter’s head from (let’s say) three klicks away, I loved the scavenging and exploring the most, discovering notes about Ish or Firefly pendants hanging from tree branches. But it was the growing bond between the daughterless father and the fatherless daughter that propelled me through the misery and hopelessness. Sometime around Pittsburgh, I was way past the point of no return with my need to protect Joel’s cargo—risking my life and limb if it meant another Savage Starlight issue could be found for her. Perhaps the bond was even further cemented when Joel was shot and near death during “Winter,” and I first played as Ellie. After the disturbing escape from David’s cell and killing his goons in a blinding snowstorm, we were trapped in a flaming restaurant with a sadistic, cannibalistic pedophile, and trying to avoid the scrunch of broken glass as we scurried, amidst his diabolic taunts: “run, little rabbit, run.” And my teammate was right about the giraffe scene—an image of it now hangs on my office wall along with my PS3 and PS4 copies of both games.

Because something about the Fireflies made me distrust them, I was fully on Joel’s side the first time he (I?) woke up in St. Mary’s Hospital and discovered Ellie would die during an experimental and desperate operation. When Joel (I?) killed the doctor (who we now know is Jerry Anderson), it surprised me, but I quickly thought we need to escape, my heart racing, morals and consequences, apparently, be damned. Still feeling the heroic dad, carrying Ellie and avoiding trigger-happy Fireflies, I didn’t process Joel’s slaying of Marlene. Instead, fully complicit and identified with Joel and Ellie (almost as if the game was a form of trauma), I didn’t really think how Joel (me?) had just murdered and lied his way to keep Ellie safe. I was just glad she was alive. Did any of those others really matter? What other choice did we have?

Much of this unprocessed, unthinking, or vengeful state would have severe consequences in the second game, which is more cynical and hopeless than the first—at least if you still sought to protect that once sheltered girl (now young woman) who was engulfed by rage and haunted by revenge. Yet the questions the narrative raises about the consequences of violence and the game’s demand both to participate in that violence and to feel empathy and compassion for apparent enemies provide conflicting, frustrating, and deeply illuminating moments. Such is to say, for those of you who have only watched the excellent first season of HBO’s The Last of Us, I am jealous that you still have a first experience with the games in your future—but also pity you on the bloody path ahead. There is much to like in the second game and some of that material is brilliantly discussed in this book, but the game is more one you admire than necessarily enjoy, though my overall verdict depends on how and whether some deeper redemption occurs in part III; hence the question in this book’s subtitle.


Rationale, Purpose, and Structure

In the call for proposals for this book, I did not restrict TLOU source material—whether the games, the HBO series, The Last of Us: American Dreams comic books, or the excellent art companion books, The Art of The Last of Us and The Art of The Last of Us Part II. Those visually striking books also served as helpful references (and so did you, contributors to The Last of Us Wiki). While both games are now upgraded and enhanced for the PS5, this book can serve as a helpful companion as we wait until the next game and season. There are many ethical and theological undercurrents to wade through in the meantime—even if some of us may have initially avoided them in our bonding with Joel and Ellie. But the pulls are there and they are robust, and reckoning comes one way or another.

Above I sketched the genesis of my falling for TLOU and it has been a joy to be involved as the editor of this book. As noted, while my aims were expansive in terms of what TLOU material writers could draw from, the focus was on ethical and theological issues and themes. Some of us might rejoice in a God of creation who fashioned artists, writers, game developers, and actors who can bring a world like TLOU to life, but the fungal virus, the violence, and the betrayals told within also mirror much of our world, and here the call and journey for meaning and purpose, or for theists, a search for God’s presence, can be as tenuous and jarring.

The thirteen chapters are divided into three parts, which echo the book’s subtitle—Violence, Ethics, Redemption?—with the question mark not referring to violence, for who can deny its ubiquity, or the need (if not the fragility) of ethics, but how, whether, why, what, and who can be spoken of as redeemed or redemptive. Such a claim demands pause and uncertainty, especially amidst the hellish landscape of TLOU, where morally vacuous and heinous actions are committed by nearly all its main protagonists (especially Ellie, Abby, and Joel). Redemption is also always linked to a question as a work-in-progress, the possibility for backsliding or cyclical degeneration, and the inevitable taint of sin and suffering. Redemption remains more a hope or goal than a fixed state, especially in this world, where the stories of the living are not complete and moral catharsis and moral failure linger and cusp the possible. Judgments perhaps could be rendered if TLOU2 was the definitive end, but we anticipate and thirst for still untold or unresolved narratives—and perhaps a firmer, more tangible sign of healing and renewal, whether for Abby and Lev, or that once little joke-book aficionado who is now utterly alone and with much blood upon her.

In this book, I did not separate chapters according to whether it focused on the games or the TV show as many contributors drew freely from the various genres, but signposts are signaled throughout the book to distinguish what is being referenced, as the first game and the HBO series are generally compatible but there are still differences, or shades of nuance.

Part I, “Violence,” opens with perhaps the scariest chapter in the book because it is the one most rooted in science and fact. David O’Connor and Jerry Hourihane Clancy first explain the myths and realities of the cordyceps fungi and highlight previous and current outbreaks or illnesses that may be caused from fungi. What is frightening is how little scientists still know about fungi and fungal species and how climate change and rises in global temperature make a fungal outbreak more likely. Examining the scientific veracity or myths behind the game and HBO series, they say one is more realistic than the other when it comes to scientific fact. Before reading their chapter, think about that for a moment! They didn’t say it was only fiction.

In chapter 2, Amy M. Green tracks Ellie and Abby in their intertwined but opposing journey during two hospital missions in TLOU2, Ellie’s showing her further fall into hatred and revenge, and Abby’s trying to redeem some part of her after her brutal murder of Joel in the lodge. Green’s close reading of both Abby’s and Ellie’s moral trajectories include a fascinating account of Abby’s battle with the Rat King—which transpires because Abby is trying to get medicine for the Seraphite Yara (and so an enemy of her group). Meanwhile, Ellie’s parallel boss battle involves her torture and murder of Nora. Ellie returns to Dina shaking and traumatized, whatever news gained not worth the price of her moral dissolution. This focus brilliantly depicts the parallel and converging paths of these two protagonists trying to find some peace and meaning after the murders of their fathers, with Abby providing a warning to Ellie that the price of revenge will be too costly.

As The Brothers Karamazov is one of my favorite novels, it was a pleasure to have David K. Goodin investigate the moral landscape of TLOU through the theological thought of Fyodor Dostoevsky and the Nobel laureate, Albert Schweitzer. Schweitzer’s undying commitment to and reverence for all life is a needful reminder in any age—especially as it raises challenges in times of war, or for our context, the post-apocalypse. For Goodin, one of those clear and arduous questions is how and whether Christianity still makes sense, and more specifically, whether the Christian call for agape and Christ’s call to embrace enemies are impossible moral imperatives. For Goodin, though, the theologies of Dostoevsky and Schweitzer can provide a possible positive response to those questions.

Can religion, though
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