
3 Gritty realism: reading Half-Life

Half-Life     [inc. Half-Life (1998), Half-Life: Opposing Force (1999),
Half-Life: Blue Shift (2001)]. First-person shooter. The player
controls the actions of an in-game protagonist from a first-
person perspective. What the player sees is what the protagonist
would see. Progression through the game largely involves forward
movement through a series of areas within a government
research complex. There is a limited need to interact with objects
and the landscape. All versions of the game offer variations on
a basic escape and evasion theme, with protagonists attempting
escape from both human and alien opponents after a scientific
experiment goes badly wrong. Occasional excursions are made
into an alien dimension. The three versions of Half-Life offer
three varying perspectives on events: those of Gordon Freeman,
a scientist involved in the experiment, Adrian Shepherd, a
member of a military team sent in response to events, and Barney
Calhoun, a security guard.

Any notion that game-fictions such as Half-Life and Tomb Raider
might point, however vaguely, towards the eventual development
of an increasingly refined form of computer-based fictional text
would appear to be extreme if one were simply to judge them ac-
cording to the sophistication of the stories that they tell. While this
study does not seek to minimise the extent to which fictions such
as Half-Life are essentially formulaic, it is how they are told and
how they are read that concerns us here far more than the content
of their stories. In this sense we are more concerned with the pos-
sibilities for the future of narrative telling implied in Half-Life than
with what it actually achieves. Admittedly, the plots currently on
offer in most game-fictions are, like the dialogue they contain,
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56 More than a game

particularly open to criticism for being primitive, juvenile, and of-
ten almost painfully crude. Not only do many game-fictions rely
on an extensive audience understanding of the conventions of a
wide range of popular genre fictions in order to function as read-
able texts, they also currently demand that their readership be con-
tent with fictions that (as games) are extremely limited in their
textual ambition even when compared with other forms of popu-
lar genre fiction.

That Half-Life is ‘only a game’ and yet manages to present
any kind of involved emplotment at all has been seen as something
of an achievement. To some extent an acknowledgement of the
more obvious limitations of the form are part of an unspoken and
tacit agreement between player and text to make fewer demands of
game-fictions than of films or novels – no one expects great dia-
logue in a game-fiction; no one looks for depth of characterisation;
no one judges the success of a game fiction on the sophistication
of its back-story or the logic of its scientific extrapolation. A paral-
lel might even be drawn between the current state of audience ex-
pectation of this nascent form and that experienced by the audience
of early cinema. In the early twenty-first century it is still possible
to gather a paying audience for a game-fiction on the promise of
the presentation of previously unseen spectacle, as it was when films
of train wrecks played to satisfied audiences in the early twentieth
century. Technological advance allows the presentation of ever more
impressive visual spectacles that paper over the cracks of a lack of
sophistication in other areas. Particularly in the case of weaponry,
something that looks good on screen is far more likely to be in-
cluded than something that emerges from the strict application of
physical laws or narrative logic. Narrative consistency often becomes
subservient to the demands of the promise of spectacle, and is little
more than a way of moving from one big bang to the next. As the
producers of the film version of Lara Croft: Tomb Raider (2001)
have discovered to their cost, contemporary cinema audiences can
be far less forgiving.
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57Gritty realism: reading Half-Life

Story, such as it is, more often than not provides a wafer-
thin narrative excuse for the real meat and drink of such game-
fictions – shooting things to impressive effect. Sometimes cut scenes
and FMV sequences have been used effectively to present a devel-
oping story, as in the rather arch video-casts and news broadcasts
that had linked missions in Westwood’s Command & Conquer se-
ries of real-time strategy games, but often their essentially mechani-
cal function is all too visible. In Command & Conquer: Tiberium
Sun Westwood managed to entertain in its often camp rendering
of the unfolding conflict between the Global Defense Initiative (the
clean-shaven square-jawed ‘good guys’) and the Brotherhood of
Nod (the quasi-terrorist ‘bad guys’ with a convenient habit of wear-
ing black), but the role such cut-scenes served for setting the vic-
tory conditions which had to be met if the game is to be won
remained barely concealed. It is also worth noting that it is usually
possible to dispose of such narrative links with one or two key-
strokes, which indicates just how peripheral they are to the core
business of gameplay.

Half-Life goes beyond the conventional model of present-
ing a sequence of linked mission briefings to offer what appears to
be an organically developing plot as often ‘explained’ through what
is overheard as through what is told directly to the protagonist, but
such explanatory statements are still a potentially interesting ad-
dendum to the unfolding of the game rather than a necessary part
of gameplay. The plot that unfolds through the combination of
audio and visual discovery (essentially that Freeman has been be-
trayed and lied to) is interesting enough in its cumulative effect,
but it hardly demands that the reader be alert to the subtlety of
possible meanings or any potential for any ambiguity of meaning.
It can be assumed that everything we are told is a falsehood. We
would be in error, however, if we make too many assumptions about
there being any imperative for the imparting of information about
plot development (even in the form of a series of untruths) through
language. Half-Life prioritises vision over language, and constructs
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58 More than a game

a world in which ‘seeing is believing’. Should the audio speakers fail
while we are playing Half-Life it is the absence of non-linguistic
cues that might indicate the location and nature of a threat that
would be the greatest loss to the game – not the loss of the words
spoken by the game’s other characters. What this chapter shows is
that Half-Life makes different demands on its readers than many of
the games that preceded it, demands that require a refinement of
our understanding of how game-fictions might communicate their
meanings and construct narrative without any dependence on the
mediation of language.

Before Half-Life is discussed in detail, however, it is worth
giving brief consideration to some of the negative press that game-
fictions have received. This demotion of the importance of lan-
guage as no longer the primary system of signification in
game-fiction arguably compounds the simplistic classification of
game-fictions as inevitably crude, and unable to provide a chal-
lenging reading experience. At the risk of caricaturing the negative
reception that game-fictions have often encountered, the reading
of the written word is socially valorised as it demonstrates a skill,
‘literacy’, that is accepted as an unqualified ‘good’. The develop-
ment of an equivalent ability to ‘read’ game-fictions is taken as a
given, something that, like an ability to read television, demands
no equivalent skill level and can be achieved by the pre-literate or
the illiterate. It therefore appears to belong firmly outside suppos-
edly ‘high’ culture, accessible to children and those lacking in the
kind of education that has traditionally been seen as providing ac-
cess to art. As any reader who is older than their late teens will be
able to confirm, the challenge of Half-Life is more to manual dex-
terity and hand-eye co-ordination than to what are often thought
of as the ‘higher’ brain functions. The puzzles that are supposed to
be so taxing to the thinking processes of your average games player
are often little more than variants on the theme of ‘square peg
through square hole’, and are hardly comparable with the complex
textual decoding activities of the reader of, for example, the detective
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59Gritty realism: reading Half-Life

novel. There is even a possible connection between the continual
need to use one’s finger to trace out a reading of a game-fiction
(although there is no parallel need to move one’s lips) and the vague
contempt in which it is often held. At first glance everything about
Half-Life conspires to confirm just how ‘low’ it is in relation to the
high culture versus low culture debates that continue to inform
discussions about the ‘value’ of texts.

Textual content also fixes game-fictions at the lower end
of such a scale of assumed textual value. In terms of overarching
plot, both Tomb Raider and Half-Life are essentially heroic adven-
tures apparently inviting the most basic form of identification (‘and
with one mighty bound I was free’) that are as notable for their
political naivete and ideological conservatism as they are for their
technological achievement in presenting detailed worlds on screen.
It is possible, for example, to see many of the individual episodes
in Tomb Raider as providing a remarkably consistent metaphor for
a kind of (British) imperialism that is, understandably, only rarely
celebrated in contemporary culture, and only rarely offered up at
all without accompanying critique. The aristocratic Lara Croft trav-
els to foreign climes armed to the teeth and filled with the kind of
spirit of adventure that would have made Rider Haggard proud
and still been familiar to Ian Fleming as he drafted the earliest of
the James Bond volumes. Foreign space is full of traps and snares,
and the threat that it represents is only defused through violence
and (often) through the application of superior technology. Those
representatives of the various indigenous populations that are not
to be dealt with violently are regarded as significant only in so far
as they have temporary use-value. Even those individuals who aid
Lara Croft, such as the local guide who lights her way in the open-
ing ‘Tomb of Set’ sequence in Tomb Raider: The Last Revelation, are
mute. ‘Native’ inhabitants have no pretence of independent sub-
jectivity, and are usually little more than types taken off the shelf
marked cultural cliché, whether they be spear-waving Polynesian
tribesmen or staff-wielding Tibetan monks. Lara Croft’s dismissive
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60 More than a game

statement ‘Egypt, nothing but pyramids and sand’ in the film Lara
Croft: Tomb Raider might be ironically presented, but it neverthe-
less reveals something telling about the ways in which the games,
and the film, apprehend the ‘other’. Indigenous cultures are only of
real interest in terms of the commodity value of the artefacts re-
turned to the colonising homeland. Like a latter day Lord Elgin,
Lara Croft’s primary interest is in the extraction of these artefacts
for return ‘home’, although to the private gallery of the Croft estate
rather than to some digital version of the British Museum.

Half-Life is a much more internal and American affair,
but is no less guilty of offering up a fictional world from which
the political, moral and ethical complications of the adult world,
and even much of the popular fiction read by adults, have been
excluded. The violence of Half-Life, and this is an exceptionally
violent game in which most player control is given over to the
aiming and firing of a wide range of weapons, is never sanitised
as it is in Tomb Raider, and it can never be forgotten that at the
centre of the camera view of the first-person perspective are the
cross-hairs of a gunsight. There is no question that the only way
one survives under threat is to be armed, and not to hesitate in
using weapons. There is an occasional need to take a finger off
the fire button so that the protagonist might seek help from some
of the cowering scientists who are also trapped within the Black
Mesa complex, and a degree of cooperation with other charac-
ters is required within Opposing Force, but this is driven by self-
interest (kill a scientist, soldier or guard needed to open a crucial
doorway and the game terminates) rather than an accommoda-
tion of humane motives. Recognition of the ‘other’, be it human
or alien, is more often than not simply the prelude to its destruc-
tion. That process of ‘othering’ is even made explicit in the lack
of obvious humanity in many of the game’s opponents – not
just in the form of the alien entities, but in presenting the special
forces troops that hunt down Freeman as faceless behind their
gas masks.
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61Gritty realism: reading Half-Life

This game does demand serious and careful consideration
as a work of popular fiction, however, and the observation that
Half-Life owes much of the feel of its interface to combat flight
simulators (that similarly place a gunsight centre-screen) discussed
in detail at the end of this chapter should not blind us to the obvi-
ous lack of simulatory intent. If Half-Life is simulating something,
then it is not simulating lived experience. Although its visual refer-
ence is largely to a possible near-future, its emplotment gestures
far more firmly towards the 1950s science fiction B-movie and its
big-budget descendants than to the real world. Those elements of
the real that are used as reference markers are often disturbing. An
essentially off the shelf B-movie alien invasion plot is combined
with the kind of paranoid anti-government fantasies that inform
the thinking of US ‘militiamen’. But they combine to provide the
twin frames of xenophobic fear of the alien other coming from
without and the persecution of the individual from within by shady
government men in suits carrying briefcases. This is a basic dra-
matic premise that has become a contemporary fictional staple,
perhaps best exemplified by Chris Carter’s X-Files series. Freeman
is the quintessential figure of American self-reliant individualism,
gun-toting and capable, but he remains a fictional type, a contem-
porary Hawkeye or Dirty Harry, rather than a meaningful repre-
sentative of the survivalists holed up in the wilds of Montana.

Unlike some other games that have foregrounded their
reference to the real (counterterrorist games such as Rainbow-Six
(1998), or small-unit games such as Hidden and Dangerous (1999)),
Half-Life has always been clear in communicating its fictionality. It
might be accessible to the illiterate, at least as far as literacy is clas-
sically defined, but it demands a different kind of literacy within
the codes and conventions of popular culture if it is to make mean-
ingful sense as an extended text rather than a sequence of uncon-
nected fragments in which all one does is move the gunsight and
press the fire button. Half-Life acts to guarantee that the violence
that is at the heart of the game is internally justified as a response
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62 More than a game

to the world of the text, and that the visual allusions made to other
works of fiction act in some way to protect it from the kinds of
critique that would be encountered by a more ‘serious’ work of art.
There are plenty of visual markers that declare loudly that this is
‘only a game’, and a game that makes knowing reference to a range
of popular genres that themselves are rarely taken seriously (pri-
marily the science fiction B-movie and the genre horror film). To
be too po-faced in response to its violence, or its ideological con-
servatism, is to invite the automatic defence offered up by so much
of contemporary popular culture – that one is missing the irony,
has failed to note the knowing nudge and wink, and should ap-
proach the text on its own terms.

And yet Half-Life has been seen as setting something of a
benchmark in game-fiction history, setting a gold standard of both
‘storytelling’ and ‘realism’ that subsequent game-fictions have been
measured against. The game’s developers have certainly
foregrounded this aspect of the experience, as the following pro-
motional text taken from the publisher’s website demonstrates:

Throughout the game, both friends and foes behave in sophis-

ticated and unpredictable ways, a result of Half-Life’s powerful

and innovative artificial intelligence. The intensity of the game

also reflects the strong storyline, created by award-winning hor-

ror novelist Marc Laidlaw.1

The naming of an author is still a relatively unusual move within
the promotion of game-fictions, and it is worth noting because
what we have here is the central tension between a scripted fiction
sourced in a human author and the lack of ‘predictability’ intro-
duced through the operation of a ‘sophisticated’ artificial intelli-
gence.2 Somewhere in the intersection of the ‘authored’ (and
therefore ‘predictable’) and the ‘unpredictable’, Half-Life manages
to offer a reading experience that is of a different quality from that
which was offered by its competitors in the late 1990s. This chapter
seeks not so much to support the more hyperbolic claims for Half-
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63Gritty realism: reading Half-Life

Life’s radicalism as a groundbreaking text, as looking at the me-
chanics of its storytelling processes to interrogate the ways in which
it works as a supposedly interactive form of text that makes the
most of this point of intersection. Half-Life is offered as an example
of ‘first-person’ game-fictions through which some of the more
extreme claims for the future of game-fictions – that they repre-
sent something through which it is increasingly possible to see the
elision of the distinction between simulation and real – can be evalu-
ated in a critical manner.

Welcome to Black Mesa

Survival, and not exploration, is the core principle that drives Half-
Life forward. After an extended opening sequence that familiarises
the player with the in-game environment and establishes the sense
of workaday normality from which Half-Life will subsequently de-
viate, visual curiosity plays second fiddle to an often justified para-
noia. Half-Life has its own basic puzzle sequences that must be
solved and switches that have to be thrown in the correct sequence,
but it rarely allows the kind of aimless wandering about that had
so characterised the larger exterior or cavern levels of Tomb Raider.
Such touristic moments of restful admiration of the static game
landscape as those that accompany Lara Croft’s meanderings are
few and far between within the unforgiving environment of the
Black Mesa government research complex in which most of Half-
Life is set. The game’s designers have gone out of their way to make
this a frenetic, rather than leisurely, form of entertainment where
even the most mundane of contemporary environments, the cor-
porate office, takes on a terrifying potential. Every ceiling tile, ev-
ery ventilation duct, every wall recess, every corner, and every pool
of radioactive sludge represent potential sites of ambush. Even ap-
parently empty stretches of corridor where alien entities can ‘spawn’
in a burst of electrical discharge are the possible locations of an
encounter that will end the reading experience of Half-Life abruptly,
and in a terminal fashion. The helicopter gunships and alien entities
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64 More than a game

of Half-Life are undeniably impressive if one fixes the in-game cam-
era in place long enough to take in the detail with which they have
been rendered, but they are more likely to pose a direct (and brief)
threat than to be present simply to amaze and astound. The player
of Half-Life has to learn quickly not just to ‘look’, but to ‘look out’.

Until the text moves into the ‘other dimension’ from which
the aliens have come, the visual quality of the landscape is far more
‘gritty’ than that provided in most of Tomb Raider’s locales. Even
when there is time to stop and look, this landscape is remarkably
mundane, grimy and soiled. Only in the dystopian future London
of Tomb Raider III, with its mutant commuters and wrecked Tube
stations, does Tomb Raider approach the intensity of disintegra-
tion and offer a similarly ‘infected’ humanity to that of Half-Life.
What looks like a decommissioned Cold War missile site is already
falling into decay, rust-streaked and stained when first encountered
by the player. This is a landscape of rivets and iron plate, where the
miniaturisation of technology and the development of plastics has
had little impact. There are no futuristic i-Macs or evidence of con-
temporary ergonomic design in these offices. Interior colours are
muted, light sources are infrequent, and areas of deep shadow are
the norm. Noxious chemicals are spilled in pools in the corridors,
containers of toxic waste are scattered about, and corpses litter the
floor. Any expectation that emerging from underground will pro-
vide much relief are also disappointed – when not resembling mili-
tary car parks the exteriors are most often ledges carved out of
canyons that are static and lifeless. Even before the alien incursion
that damages so much of the infrastructure, the solid state hard-
ware of Black Mesa is in disrepair. Lights flicker, the electrics play
up, doors jam. When the game is played from the point of view of
the security guard Barney Calhoun in the third episode in the se-
ries, Blue Shift, colleagues encountered on the way to his post com-
plain about the alarm system, and the moment of release from his
own introductory train journey into the complex establishes the
extent to which this is a site of malfunctioning technology rather
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65Gritty realism: reading Half-Life

than a techno-fetishist’s dream of utopian potential. The first door-
way Barney attempts to open fails to recognise his pass and has to
be opened by a guard on the other side. In a moment that exempli-
fies the kind of internal reference which has since proved so ap-
pealing to the dedicated fan-base that Half-Life has acquired, the
frustrated Barney can also be glimpsed hammering on this door as
Gordon Freeman makes his own initial journey into the bowels of
Black Mesa.

This pervasive air of future decay, of course, is familiar
enough from genre science fiction texts, be they Golden Age or
cyberpunk. Yes this is the future, with all the technological trap-
pings and advanced hardware of an extrapolated future society, but
the most basic message conveyed by the physical manifestations of
that future is one of scientific and technological failure. Perhaps
surprisingly in a text dependent on technology for its very exist-
ence, both technology and science are almost literally demonised
here – or at least they are made responsible for conjuring the de-
monic, as the careless meddling of men in lab-coats results in the
invasion of alien entities. Science opens Pandora’s box and it is only
individual human agency (in actions taken by Freeman and there-
fore by the player or reader) that saves mankind.3 Such a move
invites obvious readings as an expression of the kinds of anti-sci-
entific distrust now all too familiar as scientific intervention in the
‘natural world’, such as the genetic modification of food or the po-
tentials of cloning technologies that fail to convince a sceptical
public of their benefits. We might have survived the Cold War and
the fear of imminent nuclear annihilation that had informed so
much science fiction of the 1950s and 60s, but we have our own
contemporary anxieties expressed through our popular fiction. In
a characteristic reduction of a complex issue to a clear binary op-
position between good and evil, we quickly learn again how fool-
ish it is to meddle with things we do not understand. Playing about
with ‘anomalous materials’ in Half-Life opens some sort of inter-
dimensional gateway that allows in invading aliens – taking up a
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66 More than a game

gun and acting with extreme violence allows the individual to solve
the problem in a rather direct fashion.

What amounts to a gritty engagement with contempo-
rary cultural anxieties is also reflected in the effect that the pro-
tagonist can have on the in-game landscape. To offer a quick gloss
on some of the jargon that has emerged in relation to game-fic-
tions, Half-Life’s ‘deformable environment’ (that is, its landscape
that can be affected by the actions of the player) is part of a basic
strategy of ‘immersion’ (the conceit that one might somehow ‘for-
get’ that one is playing because there is no collapse into illogical
lack of cause and effect).4 Immersion, when successfully achieved,
allows the reader to remain ‘in’ that environment because atten-
tion is not drawn to the surface of the screen that actually inter-
venes between reader and text. In Half-Life the player remains
within a landscape marked by the consequences of his or her ac-
tions, and one is not even allowed to ignore the consequences of
the violence that is so necessary to progress forward. In Tomb
Raider the corpses of the dead fade quickly from sight leaving
only possible pickups to mark the point of their passing. We are
left with medi-packs or piles of ammunition, and not with pools
of blood or the bodies of the slain. Within Black Mesa there is
some attempt to place pickups at logical points such as lockers or
armouries (although the frequency of crates that may or may not
contain useful items when broken open is already a tired cliché
of first-person fictions as narrative logic clashes with the necessi-
ties of progression through the game), and in Half-Life rather gory
reminders of the carnage that is wreaked litter the landscape. To
be too offended, however, by the cartoon representation of spilled
internal organs, lumps of meat and fragments of bone might well
be excessive. This may be gore, but it is cartoon gore that de-
pends for its effect, and distances itself from any possibility of
being truly disturbing, by its location within the ‘buckets of blood’
school of visual representation where excess neutralises its poten-
tial to shock.
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67Gritty realism: reading Half-Life

That this aspect of the visual experience can be disabled
as ‘inappropriate for younger players’ indicates its status as periph-
eral to gameplay in a manner that does not apply to the more dam-
aging effects the player can have on the physical landscape. Except
in very rare, and scripted, instances whatever one does with some
fairly heavy weaponry in Tomb Raider has no lasting effect on the
game landscape. For those with the inclination in Half-Life, large
chunks of scenery can be destroyed with heavy weapons, and it is
even possible to draw crude images on walls through a combina-
tion of carefully aimed gunshots. The Half-Life manual describes
such possibilities almost exclusively in terms of ‘realism’:

Half-Life’s environments are as realistic as possible, and this level

of realism will affect the way you move around. For instance,

there’s gravity – if you stand on ceiling tiles, don’t be surprised

if they collapse under your weight. There are also multiple sur-

face effects – yes, wet floors really are slippery. And, if hit hard

enough, glass will break.

Of course, the claims that can sometimes be made for such a de-
formable landscape (as contributory to the establishment of a form
of realism) are a little disingenuous. One might, conceivably, mark
one’s progress through sometimes confusingly similar corridor sec-
tions by leaving a mark on walls, but the ability to do such damage
appeals to a far more primal urge in most players. In a sense Half-
Life allows a level of irrelevant action and even mindless stupidity
that is deliberately excluded from a game such as Tomb Raider. The
advice offered in the manual for using heavy fixed weapons in Op-
posing Force, for example, encourages excess by pointing out that
there is no danger of running out of ammunition, and suggests
that if ‘you encounter a mounted gun, try firing it at every solid
structure in sight’. This is not just advice relating to game play, where
the landscape needs to be destroyed in order to allow progression,
but amounts to an encouragement to wreak the kind of havoc that
can have an undeniably impressive visual effect. Again, as when the
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68 More than a game

player is given full control of the Black Mesa monorail carriage, the
game’s designers have taken note of how much an audience still
enjoys the sight of a good train wreck.

On a much smaller scale, if you attempt to use the crow-
bar that can be acquired in parts of the Tomb Raider series all that
will happen, unless the protagonist is positioned at an appropriate
point, is that we will be treated to a rather stern ‘no’ from Lara
Croft. In Half-Life the crowbar can be used to mark surfaces, smash
computer screens, break open all crates (and not just the signifi-
cant ones that might be levered open by Lara Croft) and otherwise
vandalise an already distressed environment. No one tells the player
off in Half-Life, no matter what he or she chooses to do. As it also
says in the Opposing Force manual, ‘If it’s stupid but works, it isn’t
stupid.’ The claims for consequent immersion in the lack of pre-
scription of possible action, however, are perhaps extreme. There
is something related here to that most basic contractual agreement
between reader and text that Coleridge, discussing his ‘supernatu-
ral’ contributions to The Lyrical Ballads, referred to as ‘the willed
suspension of disbelief for the moment’.5 There are fewer remind-
ers that suspension of disbelief is an act of will, and fewer collapses
into a lack of cause and effect, than had been previously character-
istic of most game-fictions that constantly brought our attention
to the surface of the text–reader interface as we were forced to realise
that the fictional world without ‘surface effects’ and equivalents to
physical laws just didn’t ‘make sense’. But as such this is a matter of
intensity rather than a radical departure. The ability to ‘effect’ the
environment that is so proudly foregrounded is essentially limited
to being able to inflict damage upon it, rather than to have truly
multiple choice. When Freeman is faced with a lovingly modelled
drinks vending machine the options available to the reader are re-
vealingly limited. Hitting the ‘action’ or ‘use’ key does not result in
the orderly purchase of a fizzy drink. Do the cabinet some serious
damage with crowbar or firearm, however, and drinks cans come
tumbling out. Black Mesa might come equipped with all the
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69Gritty realism: reading Half-Life

necessary facilities for the fulfilment of basic human bodily func-
tions, with its vending machines, staff canteens, toilets, and shower
cubicles, but the possibility of engagement in any everyday human
activity (beyond the initial commute to work) is, as in Tomb Raider,
extremely limited.

A potentially more interesting attempt at the construc-
tion of a supposedly immersive environment is apparent in the
handling of sound, and shows that Half-Life has learned the les-
sons of recent horror films that have also depended on what might
be termed an audio ‘grittiness’. As The Blair Witch Project (1999)
had demonstrated so effectively to much of its audience, low visual
quality, a first-person perspective, and a soundtrack of unexplained
noises off can be combined with great effect within the horror genre.
Music, of a kind, still plays as we move through the text, but in
place of the kind of rousing orchestral accompaniment that had
provided a backdrop for Lara Croft’s more impressive entrances
and exits, or the explicit musical cues that had alerted the player to
imminent danger, the soundtrack of Half-Life features scuttling
movements, strange screams and wails, the crackle of electrical
shorting, and the grinding and crunching of machinery. Nor should
the visual and aural realism of Half-Life be dismissed out of hand
because it is realism and not real. Like the best genre horror mov-
ies, Half-Life is genuinely capable of generating convincing fear re-
sponses in its players. It can, in a way that Tomb Raider is rarely
able to do, make its players ‘jump’. Half-Life is described here as
gritty in its realism at least in part to distinguish it from the limited
operation of an internal logic in Tomb Raider, and to take account
of this focus, always, on a sustained illusion of an internally consis-
tent world that is closer to experienced reality than anything of-
fered in the Tomb Raider series. The level of Tomb Raider’s aural
realism, in comparison, is probably best indicated in the quasi-
orgasmic sighs produced when Lara Croft is inadvertently run into
walls. As a text that makes much use of the paranoid delusions of
conspiracy theorists (the government is not to be trusted; aliens
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will invade at any moment) as well as some perhaps more compre-
hensible, if extreme, workings through of contemporary anxieties
(‘science’ is meddling with things it does not fully understand, with
possibly disastrous consequences) Half-Life provides a constant
series of aural reminders that ‘they’ really are always ‘out to get you’
that never break the illusion of immersion.

This general grittiness of intent and effect spills over into
the manner in which the game is played out. Where a successful
reading encounter with Tomb Raider can concentrate, as noted in
Chapter 2, on the construction of a visually pleasing series of po-
tentially graceful movements, often within set-pieces that are in
some ways analogous to cinematic experience, there is a far clearer
sense of urgency in Half-Life, where the emphasis is less upon the
achievement of grace and more upon the handling of a form of
pressure that is generated through the continual possibility of in-
game ‘death’. Exploration of an often stunning visual environment
plays its part in Half-Life, particularly when Freeman or Shepherd
enter the alien dimension, but the aesthetic qualities of the visuals
in the main body of the game are secondary in function to their
status as possible threats to the safety of the protagonist. As such it
represents a very different kind of fictional text to that already dis-
cussed, one where the very ability to engage in the equivalent of
turning the page, rather than the appreciation of how stylishly one
is constructing a reading experience, is dominant, and in which the
skills of reading that are prioritised are far more related to speed of
recognition allowing for an immediacy of reaction than to any sense
of nuance or elegance.

The potentially subversive reader of Half-Life certainly has
fewer opportunities to exercise her or his subversive tendencies than
in Tomb Raider. In its very restrictions form, at least, also echoes
content. Freeman, Calhoun and Shepherd are trapped, and it is a
basic and deliberate irony of naming in the first episode of Half-
Life that Freeman is anything but free – confined within what
amounts to a physical entombment in the lower levels of Black
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71Gritty realism: reading Half-Life

Mesa, confined within genre, and confined by a progressive
emplotment that allows little deviation. The movement from one
plot fragment to another is relentlessly linear, opportunities for
digression or deviation are comparatively limited in a game set
mostly in corridors with single entrances and exits, and there is a
real attempt to generate a sense of urgency in relation to time
through the constant expectation that one will not be ‘allowed’ to
continue in unbroken sequence. Pause for breath or contempla-
tion within Half-Life, and all too often the opposition will come to
you. If you hesitate after being spotted, then small alien entities
(that bear more than a passing resemblance to the ‘face-hugger’
stage of the eponymous alien in the Alien film franchise) scuttle
forwards, or special forces troops rush towards Freeman and throw
grenades. Constant engagement with the game is required, and the
act of reading is one of perpetual activity if one is not to have any
illusion of immersion broken. To stay within the frame of the game
for as long as possible, to not be expelled from it to the manage-
ment screens as a consequence of in-game ‘death’, is as much a part
of Half-Life as it was for players of arcade cabinet versions of Space
Invaders (1978) or Asteroids (1979), whose eyes were never allowed
to lift from the screen or fingers move from the control buttons.
The player might not have to return to the very beginning of the
game after such an expulsion, or have to insert more loose change,
but the process of reading is disrupted, and any illusion of immer-
sion in the game environment is dispelled.

To draw negative conclusions from this structural linear-
ity, however, (to conclude that Half-Life represents little more than
a graphically sophisticated arcade experience, for example) seems
to suggest that there is little that is new here, beyond the technol-
ogy of delivery and the refinement of the visual experience. In terms
of formal characteristics one might as well be using the computing
potential on one’s desktop to play Space Invaders, or even solitaire
– as so many Microsoft Windows users still do. We turn the cards,
follow the rules, and when we lose we begin again. Check an option
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box on the solitaire game in Windows and you can even keep score.
If there is something new in game fictions such as Half-Life, then it
is not to be found in the confinement of its linearity, or in its in-
exorable formal movement from level to level of increasing diffi-
culty. Its departure from solitaire, or other game fiction forms where
screen after screen of marching green blocks had to be eliminated,
rests in its handling of notions of how this story is constructed not
through an incremental increase in score from level to level, or
through a reliance on a telling of plot through language, but on a
reading of largely non-linguistic cues that nevertheless combine to
construct a narrative that will be unique to each reader. This con-
struction of a unique text only comes about through a variation
on the standard contract that reader has with text – a contract that
depends on the promise of readerly freedom if the player acts within
the internal logic of the text.

With the absence of Lara Croft’s ‘no’ in Half-Life comes
the realisation that the game’s mechanics are grounded in a desire
to liberate the player even as he or she attempts to liberate Free-
man. We really are not going to be ‘told’ what we can or cannot do.
One might even draw on one of the most basic distinctions of
narratological analysis, that between ‘showing’ and ‘telling’, to es-
tablish what it is about Half-Life’s attempt at immersion that has
seen it so lauded for its originality and has placed the confinement
of its thematics and its mechanics of gameplay in stark relief against
what amounts to a species of liberation within storytelling. This
liberation within storytelling then allows us to apply all our will to
the suspension of our disbelief, and always for just a little while
longer. The definitions of ‘showing’ and ‘telling’ offered by Shlomith
Rimmon-Kenan remain useful in establishing the implications of
these terms:

‘Showing’ is the supposedly direct presentation of events and

conversations, the narrator seeming to disappear (as in drama)

and the reader being left to draw his own conclusions from what

he ‘sees’ and ‘hears’. ‘Telling’, on the other hand, is a presentation
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73Gritty realism: reading Half-Life

mediated by the narrator who, instead of directly and dramati-

cally exhibiting events and conversations, talks about them, sums

up, etc.6

As a primarily visual form, like most drama or film, the game-fic-
tion inevitably prioritises showing over telling, but it is the extent
of that prioritisation within Half-Life, and its consequences, that
we need to be alert to here. The very extent to which ‘telling’ is
subordinated allows for the illusion of readerly freedom to be con-
structed, and an apparent liberation to be had from the tyranny of
the prescriptive narrator who would condition meaning.

And this would appear to be the key to Half-Life’s achieve-
ment. In a game where the freedom of the individual to act is al-
ways under threat, the mechanics of the game concentrate on this
handing over of individual responsibility from other representa-
tives of authority (Valve’s development team; the named author
Marc Laidlaw) to the reader. Half-Life might be formulaic, but
within the constraints of its formula an illusion of individual agency
is constructed. To borrow another element of Rimmon-Kenan’s
work (that owes much to Brian McHale and originally related to
matters of speech representation within prose fiction) when think-
ing through these strategic moves made in relation to showing and
telling it is possible to draw an imaginary axis with diegesis (in this
context defined as an obvious act of telling) at one end and mime-
sis (an obvious act of showing) at the other. Telling is an essentially
diegetic strategy, and showing a mimetic strategy, and the further
one is from diegesis and the closer one is to an act of mimesis, the
more the text appears to be handing over this interpretative re-
sponsibility to the reader. As Wayne Booth had noticed as early as
1961, the making of such a distinction between ‘showing’ and ‘tell-
ing’ also involves the making of value judgements about the texts
that we read: ‘Much of our scholarly and critical work of the high-
est seriousness has, in fact, employed this same dialectical opposi-
tion between artful showing and moralistic, merely rhetorical
telling.’7 Despite Booth’s implication of negativity in his reference
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to ‘merely rhetorical telling’, this distinction is not finally reducible
to a simple classification of ‘showing equals good’ and ‘telling equals
bad’, but the most significant effect of a concentration on showing
over telling is to move a game-fiction like Half-Life further along
our imaginary mimetic axis than a game-fiction like Tomb Raider.
What is argued throughout the rest of this chapter is that it is the
distance that Half-Life has travelled along this axis, the extent to
which mimesis is approached, that has resulted in the plaudits of
its critics and the readerly satisfaction of its audience.

Valve’s own claims for the storytelling aspect of Half-Life
are certainly demanding of further consideration in this context:
‘Half-Life combines great storytelling in the tradition of Stephen
King with intense action and advanced technology to create a fright-
eningly realistic world where players need to think smart to sur-
vive.’8 On the one hand there is a clear appeal here to the ‘tradition’
of popular genre fiction exemplified, in sales terms at least, in the
work of Stephen King. On the other hand the ‘great storytelling’ is
only one element in this mix – ‘action’ and ‘advanced technology’
combine with storytelling to create this world. What we have here
is a recognition of a difference between ‘story’ (the linked events)
and ‘narration’ (the how of the communication of those events).
Narration emerges out of the tripartite human–text–machine in-
terface where there is a physical encounter with technology, and
cannot be simply fixed solely in some exterior figure of a narrator,
but in the reader who also functions as narrator. The artificial in-
telligence might be unpredictable, but it responds both to the al-
ready written script, and to the actions of the reader. In effect, the
player or reader of Half-Life is telling himself or herself the story in
a fashion that is inevitably unique to that individual, and to that
moment, and the lack of predictability guarantees an individual
and unique experience. As such the game-fiction is able to offer up
a form of mimesis more or less unavailable in other forms of popu-
lar entertainment. It is noted often enough that life does not have
the organisation of art, and yet the game-fiction offers up apparent
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75Gritty realism: reading Half-Life

disorganisation (it is closer to lived experience, is more ‘realistic’,
or at least more mimetic) while nevertheless remaining readable
in a satisfying way.

In such a context, the title of Half-Life itself bears exami-
nation not only as a potential reference to textual content (science
plus danger) within a term that describes the decay rate of radioac-
tive isotopes, but for what it might reveal about the self-conscious-
ness of this attempt at mimesis. Rather than being simply
descriptive, ‘half-life’ might even be a potentially useful mediating
term that may be of some use in classifying the degree and form of
realism attained by itself and other comparable examples of game-
fiction – this is emphatically not life, but is half-life, a representa-
tional approximation of ‘life’ fully aware of its limitations (as an
attempt at mimesis), rather than something that represents a frac-
tional attainment of ‘life’ that implies eventual realisation of its
potential for simulation in a confusion between text and real.9

Should it ever go too far towards the absolute simulation of life, as
is argued in detail in the final section of this chapter, it would fail as
readable text. It is the recognition of limits, as well as its attempt to
push those limits, that is the major achievement of this as readable
fiction. To place such emphasis on a possible distinction between
‘mimesis’ over ‘realism’ is not just a matter of logic-chopping or of
semantics: as new forms of text and representation have emerged
alongside the personal computer, so an accompanying language
has entered common usage that is not always subject to clear defini-
tion, and the offhand and casual usage of ‘realism’ needs more care-
ful consideration than has been currently recognised. In much the
same way that the term ‘virtual reality’ does not mean ‘virtually’ real
in the sense of approaching the real in any imminent and meaning-
ful way, but instead refers to a representational technological con-
struct that is other than the real, so the ‘realism’ claimed for Half-Life
offers something that is clear in its representational status.

The extended opening sequence of the original episode
of Half-Life provides a clear example of the ways in which this
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particular game-fiction experience negotiates the competing de-
mands of the need for the unseen hand of the game’s authors to
retain narratorial control of what is possible (that risks alerting the
player to the fact that suspension of disbelief, or immersion, is an
act of will) and the desire to hand over apparent narratorial con-
trol to the reader (that runs the risk of forcing the game into
unplayability). Running at just under five minutes on even a high
specification computer, this sequence not only indicates the recog-
nition of the debt owed by Half-Life to film conventions, but indi-
cates the extent to which it is prepared to go beyond the limits of
film’s fixed point of view. There is a comparable mix of plot estab-
lishment, information delivery, and technical display as is found in
the cut-scenes and FMV sequences of Tomb Raider in this opening
sequence. To an extent the reader is a similarly passive recipient of
a carefully planned visual experience as (in the manner of cinema)
the credit sequences roll as a printed overlay on screen. The point
of view of the player is moved inexorably forward as a light railway
carriage travels on a monorail through Black Mesa. A certain
amount of ‘telling’ is offered up as a calm voice-over provides fur-
ther information about the facility, its safety rules, and its basic
procedures. The length of this initial journey serves not only to
familiarise the first-time player with the visual style of the game
landscape, but emphasises the extent of the entrapment and en-
tombment from which the reader will have to escape, with a se-
quence of heavy doors sealing behind him or her as the journey is
made ever deeper into the facility.

But it is important to note that Half-Life departs from the
clear distinction between gameplay sequences and FMV sequences
that was a such a formal feature of Tomb Raider. Half-Life offers a
(limited) visual mobility throughout this initial journey that goes
far beyond normal cinematic experience. The protagonist can be
manipulated around the interior of the railway carriage to allow
the player/reader a more extended look at the various personnel
going about their daily business, the arc-welding robots, automated

chap3.p65 17/02/03, 09:5076

Barry Atkins - 9781526137548
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:36:46AM

via free access



77Gritty realism: reading Half-Life

transports, missile silos, or helicopter gunships that provide the
more interesting distractions throughout the journey. This ability
to have a degree of apparent control over the visual spectacle is an
example of the integration of all aspects of Half-Life within a con-
sistent visual register. In the opening sequence of Tomb Raider II
the player was presented with a carefully choreographed sequence
showing a journey to the Great Wall of China by helicopter that
was not only presented as a passive experience, but was of a differ-
ent, and superior, visual quality from that of the body of the game-
fiction: in Half-Life there is no similar hierarchy of visual quality.
Once the game-world of Half-Life is entered it offers an internal
consistency. We might not be able to experience the same kind of
subversive pleasures of reading available to the player of Tomb
Raider, but we are given the possibility of engaging in a plural read-
ing experience in exercising choices of observation, and of taking a
readerly responsibility for the detail of textual progression.

A clear sense of urgency is added to this transfer of narra-
tive authority, and is established through an unforgiving approach
to the possibility of failing to read well – the protagonist of Half-
Life, whether Gordon Freeman, Adrian Shepherd or Barney Calhoun
will ‘die’. To ‘fail’ in one’s reading in Half-Life, and to fall repeatedly
into the ultimate (if not ‘final’) confinement of ‘death’, is not only
possible – it is more or less inevitable. The fragility of the protago-
nist, the expectation that in extreme circumstances the human
frame will not be able to survive, however, is hardly a gesture to-
wards realism in a world where one can heal the protagonist by
plugging him into one of the helpful first-aid machines mounted
on the walls. The first of ‘Murphy’s Combat Laws’ listed in the
manual for Opposing Force is ‘You are not a superman’ – a point
implied, perhaps, in the naming of a Gordon, an Adrian and a
Barney in the three episodes of Half-Life. But the likelihood that
you will ‘die’ really functions to point up the degree of continuing
readerly responsibility for authorial function that is part of what is
termed here the contract of reading Half-Life. Unlike Tomb Raider,
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where that contract had demanded the discovery of correct se-
quences of pre-scripted actions, the emphasis, here, is far less on
the elegance with which progress is made through the plot, but on
the very possibility of any progress being made at all.

The imminence of the possibility of failure is, perhaps,
signalled in the way in which the save game options are handled
differently in each of these game fictions. There is an expectation
built into Half-Life that the reading experience will, again and again,
be brought to an abrupt halt by the ‘death’ of the protagonist. It is
also important to note what we are actually saving – we save a point
in narrative progression: we do not save Freeman. The game auto-
matically saves with surprising frequency, and the player can ‘quick
save’ with a single keystroke that does not demand expulsion to
the management screens. Unlike other fictional forms, where the
reader or viewer reads with the full knowledge that the protagonist
will survive and the pleasure of the text results from the unfolding
of the ‘how’, rather than the resolution of the ‘whether or not’, there
is something different happening here, and something that fore-
grounds the extent to which reading is an active, and not passive,
occupation.

I am a camera

Half-Life belongs to a specific sub-genre of game-fictions, the ‘first-
person shooter’, that, as the presence of an option to lower the level
of gory detail might indicate, has the potential to provoke an un-
derstandable degree of public disquiet. Nor is this merely a matter
of trying to protect the impressionable young from images that
might disturb. The concentration on notions of ‘first person’ in-
volvement (‘I’ act, rather than ‘Lara Croft’ acts, for example) ap-
pears to be at least partially responsible for such disquiet. In
addition, common use of the identifier ‘shooter’, the term used by
police forces in the United States to describe the perpetrator of
armed crime, raises the spectre of there being some connection
between those who play games belonging to this genre and those
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who commit acts of actual violence. In a world where, as Jean
Baudrillard predicted, simulation threatens the distinction between
true/not true, the simulation of the actions of the lone gunman for
the purposes of entertainment, and particularly for the entertain-
ment of the young, inevitably raises questions of taste, and in some
quarters, of decency. Such texts appear to present themselves as
something other than texts – something to be ‘acted out’ rather
than something to be ‘read’, where the success of that act of perfor-
mance is judged not by audience consensus or the level of applause
that greets the fall of the final curtain, but by body count. Realism,
a term rarely used with any critical sophistication in the marketing
of such games (and yet a term that all marketing teams continue to
deploy with enthusiasm), becomes a stick to beat the genre with in
such circumstances, particularly in the immediate wake of specific
tragedies involving firearms where the search for root causes and
causal explanations is at its most intense. At the very least the stri-
dent claims for realism made by games developers and publishers
seem to allow a confusion to exist between actions taken in the
world and engagement with the world of the game-fiction – which
it is imperative that we recognise as an act of reading.

It is worth noting that this confusion is even more ex-
treme in the case of game-fictions than it is in those other areas of
popular culture that have the portrayal of extreme violence at their
core. Cinema disarms criticism of its portrayal of violence in a
number of obvious ways, whether it is the aestheticisation of the
excessive within approximately contemporaneous films such as The
Matrix (1999) or Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000), or the
placing of violent excess within a humorous frame, as in so many
contemporary action movies. Similar strategic moves made by the
designers of game-fictions, and Half-Life makes extensive use of
both strategies, seem to carry less weight when the player/reader is
understood to not only ‘watch’ but to somehow ‘enact’ that vio-
lence. What this study seeks to address here is what is considered to
be the error of regarding a game-fiction such as this as an act of
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simulation rather than mimesis. The same technology can be used
to simulate (and a number of armed forces are reported to use
one-shot, one-kill, first-person shooter games to train their mem-
bers, and flight simulators are routinely used to train both civilian
and military pilots), but this is not what we encounter when we
read Half-Life.

Half-Life stands out among the examples of the first-per-
son shooter produced in the late 1990s in a number of significant
ways, both because of its careful incorporation of those cinematic
strategies that function to disarm the unease generated by the por-
trayal of violence, and in its consequent emphasis upon the
realisation that this is a fiction, and should be read as such. ‘It’s OK
to shoot things,’ it exclaims, ‘because this isn’t real life, it’s Half-Life.
It’s a paranoid-science-fiction-conspiracy-theory-thriller-horror
game.’ Its illusion of independent agency is just that, and Half-Life
succeeds as a game-fiction precisely because it is not simply at-
tempting to simulate the aiming and firing of weapons in the most
‘realistic’ fashion possible, but to involve the reader in a consciously
recognisable act of reading. This form of game-fiction might have
grown out of, and continue to be related to, those computer simu-
lators that attempt to present a plausible analogue of experience,
but it does not constitute an unproblematic simulation itself, and
any understanding that the reader of Half-Life might somehow
mistake simulation for real is misinformed.

It is far easier to find examples of such confusion in fic-
tions that consider the far future, rather than in the current genera-
tion of game-fictions themselves. As Iain M. Banks has noted, for
example, in his ‘Culture’ novel, Look to Windward:

The dozen or so civilisations which would eventually go on to

form the Culture had, during their separate ages of scarcity, spent

vast fortunes to make virtual reality as palpably real and

dismissibly virtual as possible … Thanks largely to all this pre-

existing effort, the level of accuracy and believability exhibited

as a matter of course by the virtual environments available on
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demand to any Culture citizen had been raised to such a pitch

that it had long been necessary – at the most profoundly

saturative level of manufactured-environment manipulation –

to introduce synthetic cues into the experience just to remind

the subject that what appeared to be real really wasn’t.10

It is essential to note just how far the distance is that remains be-
tween the visual environment shown on screen in contemporary
game-fictions and the real world. The possibility for confusion ad-
dressed through the introduction of ‘synthetic cues’ in the virtual
reality environments in Banks’s Culture is simply not a problem
faced by Half-Life, as even a cursory glance at a screen when the
game is running will confirm. However high we set the screen defi-
nition, we need no reminders, even in terms of visual quality that
‘what appeared to be real really wasn’t.’

It will be a long while before designers of fictions such as
Half-Life have to go to the lengths of the Culture in alerting their
audience to the fictionality of their product. Even those futuristic
explorations of the potential for confusion in the human encoun-
ter with the machine have pointed up the lack of likelihood for any
real confusion even when it will (perhaps) be allowed by the tech-
nology. When the crew of the starship USS Enterprise enter the holo-
deck in the television series Star Trek: The Next Generation
(1987–94), for example, the audience might be forgiven for think-
ing that they are being shown the eventual consequences of the
development of first-person viewpoint game-fictions such as Half-
Life. Gone, apparently, is the mediating presence of a Lara Croft
analogue as individuals are inserted directly and seamlessly into a
fictional world. The distinction between what is real and what is
computer generated is certainly blurred in Star Trek, at least from
the point of view of the crew member in question, as he or she
moves around a computer generated space indistinguishable from
other space, interacting with computer generated characters
equipped with such a sophisticated level of artificial intelligence
that their dialogue is indistinguishable from that of the crew. In
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part this is the result of the removal of any physical interface – in
this hologramatic future there is no screen providing a barrier as
well as access to the fictional, no keyboard, joystick or mouse to
manipulate, no clumsy virtual reality glove or helmet to remind
the individual of the artificiality of the experience.

Despite what might be expected to be the final achieve-
ment of the promise of realism within such an experience, that
depends on the direct manipulation of normal sensory input with-
out the need for any prosthetic aids, however, this remains an ex-
cursion into other fictional alternatives. At times, and in the finest
tradition of the original Star Trek television series, where parallel
evolution saw some suspiciously historical versions of planet Earth
scattered throughout the universe, these episodes also have the char-
acter of the small child allowed to play in the dressing up box, or at
least let loose in a studio costume department as intensive play is
made with the conventions (and costumes) of a wide range of film
and television genres. That all this occurs within the frame of a
television programme in which many of the other ‘real’ elements
are provided through the intervention of computer graphics, of
course, allows for a near flattening of difference between Star Trek’s
vision of the real and Star Trek’s vision of fantasy. That the crew
member experiences a three dimensional hologramatic represen-
tation has to be taken on trust, as the viewers’ access is filtered
through the two dimensions of the television screen. Special ef-
fects are no longer so ‘special’, but are instead a necessary and more
or less constant element in the visual mix available to genre sci-
ence fiction in both television and film. And, necessarily, there is
no actual difference between the quality of a visual event that takes
place in the holo-deck and a visual event that takes place in other
spaces within the Star Trek universe.

Nor is this interest in a blurring of distinction between
what is real and what is artificial unique to Iain Banks or the pro-
ducers of Star Trek: The Next Generation. In many of its manifesta-
tions it seems to allow dramatic tension, and even paranoia, to be
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constructed from this very inability (always posited some time in
the future) to distinguish between the real and the fictional. When
Philip K. Dick’s short story ‘We can remember it for you wholesale’
was adapted for the big screen as Total Recall (1990), for example,
the inability to distinguish between real event and artificial event
placed directly in memory was central to its plot. Even the X-Files
(1993–) has made play with the negative potential of such confu-
sion in updating the plot of Michael Crichton’s West World (1973)
in an episode co-written by William Gibson and entitled First Per-
son Shooter in which real deaths occur within a fictional space where
players take part in a game that itself owes much to multiplayer
computer games such as Quake Arena or Counter-Strike, the
multiplayer arena version of Half-Life. In written fiction, the ex-
ample of  Gibson’s Neuromancer, in which the essentially
recognisable artificiality and geometric abstraction of cyberspace
is accompanied by potentially more interesting sections in which
the main protagonist is caught in a simulation indistinguishable
from lived experience, has been followed by many imitators.11 In
each case, what is at stake is the very life of the reader, with the
possibility of real rather than in-game ‘death’ marking out the fu-
ture game-fiction as potentially lethal, rather than simply able to
corrupt the young.

The good news, at least as the technology of delivery stands
at the very beginning of the twenty-first century, is that such con-
fusion between real and fiction is impossible to sustain within com-
puter game-fictions themselves, even as the ambition of its
approximation is in some senses at the heart of the first-person
game experience. Such elision and flattening is possible on the big
screen, on television, or on the page because of a lack of visual
difference between the representation of the computer generated
simulation and the representation of the real. In Half-Life that move
towards the visual accuracy of representation is far more related to
the contribution it can make to the provision of originality of spec-
tacle (it is ‘better’ than what has gone before because it is ‘more
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84 More than a game

realistic’) than to any desire to deceive. After all, I cannot be alone
in thinking that ‘I’ would respond to experience of the events that
occur in Black Mesa in a somewhat different fashion than ‘I’ do
when I adopt the role of Gordon Freeman. The crew of the Enter-
prise might suspend their critical judgement of what is or is not
real, and the artificial memories of Total Recall’s Doug Quaid might
be presented as of such fine resolution that he is temporarily un-
able to distinguish between what was lived and what was placed
directly into memory, but the player of Half-Life is in little danger
of such confusion.

Freeman is not simply a vehicle through which the reader
might insert himself or herself into this fictional world. The reader
is more than likely in conversation to refer to Freeman’s actions in
the first person (‘… and then I rounded the bend in the corridor
and the ceiling fell in on me …’) but he and Shepherd and Calhoun
remain roles to be played. Identification, such as it is, is not abso-
lute or unproblematic. The mediation of their fictional presence
might not be visible in the same way that Lara Croft remains vis-
ible at all times, but it always intervenes to reconfirm that we are
reading text and not acting in the world.

Notes

1 http://sierrastudios.com/games/half-life (accessed September 2001).

2 This is beginning to change, both in frequency and in the reference

not just to an author who is accepted as proficient outside the world

of the computer game (as an ‘award winning’ writer of genre horror

fiction, for example), but in the naming of games designers as ‘au-

thors’. The most obvious current examples are Peter Molyneux, named

in all the marketing material for Black & White, and Sid Meier, whose

name routinely precedes the titles of the games he produces, such as

Sid Meier’s Alpha Centauri.

3 A discussion of ‘agency’, and its relationship to narration is provided

in Cohan and Shires, Telling Stories, pp. 83–112. The specific section

dealing with narrating agency (pp. 89–94) will be particularly useful

for anyone wanting to trace the ways in which narratological theory
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has integrated what is essentially a sociological term.

4 The problematics of any celebratory understanding of immersion that

situates the reader as the passive consumer of the computer game

product is touched on briefly by Scott McCracken in Pulp: Reading

Popular Fiction (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998), p.

118, when discussing Julian Stallybrass, ‘Just Gaming: Allegory and

Economy in Computer Games’, New Left Review, 198 (March/April

1993), pp. 83–106.

5 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria: Biographical Sketches of

my Literary Life and Opinions, in James Engell and W. Jackson Bate

(eds), Collected Writings of Samuel Taylor Coleridge VII (Princeton,

NJ: Princeton University Press, 1983), vol. 2, p. 6.

6 Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics

(London: Routledge, 1983), p. 107.

7 Wayne Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1961),

p. 61.

8 www.valvesoftware.com/projects.htm (accessed November 2000).

9 Nor is this a coincidence of naming unique to Half-Life. The more

recent first-person shooter Unreal (1998) makes much of the level of

simulatory visual ‘realism’ that it provides, but in its title shows how

this realistic excess is tempered by a strident demand for recognition

of its fictional status as a game.

10  Iain M. Banks, Look to Windward (London: Orbit, 2000), pp. 350–1.

This novel centres around exploration of a culture in which the ‘save’

option is available to all, and looks at the impact that such a possibil-

ity would have on the way we live, and the way we would then ap-

proach death.

11 A useful account of ‘cyberspace’ that both recognises the limits of cur-

rent technology and offers up a succinct reading of Neuromancer, can

be found in Adam Roberts, Science Fiction (London: Routledge, 2000),

pp. 167–80.
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