FROM REBUKE BY TRITIN FILMS

FILMMAKING WITH GAMING ENGINES

words Katie Salen and Tommy Pallotta




FROM FATHER FRAGS BEST BY ZARATHUSTRA STUDIOS

“GREETINGS, PROFESSOR FALKEN. WOULD YOU LIKE TO PLAY A GAME?” . waAr GAMES, 1983

DEPENDING ON YOUR AGE, THE FIRST VIDEO GAME
YOU PLAYED WAS PROBABLY ALONG THE LINES OF
PONG, PACMAN OR QUAKE. TOGGLING THE JOYSTICK
OR PUSHING A BUTTON PUT THE CHARACTERS INTO
PLAY-SERVING, EATING OTHERS OR SWINGING
FROM LEVEL TO LEVEL. TODAY'S GAMING ENVI-
RONMENTS AND THEIR WORLD WIDE WRESTLING
FEDERATION-MEETS-BLADE RUNNER AESTHETIC
HAVE CREATED A LEGION OF FOLLOWERS WHO HAVE
BEEN TAKEN OFF THE SIDELINES AND PUT OUT ONTO
THE PLAYING FIELD.

First-person shooters co-exist with the environment they create
in this digi-cinematic arena. As your avatar looks up, for exam-
ple, the view changes in the same manner as your field of vision

does when looking up from mountains to the sky. Not content to
only play the game. today's gamers have set a revolution in
motion. With desktop computer technology in hand, they have
turned the original intended use of games like Quake and Doom
on their heads: they have made them into films.

Origin of a New Cinematic Species

Trendsetting gaming giants Quake and Dgom were among the
first to let players design and program their own maps (environ
ments), skins (character avatars), weapons, and tools. These
pioneering software features gave players unprecedented
power by allowing them to alter both the forms and the spaces
in which they play. Imagine having the capability Lo change your

location from the Badlands of South Dakota to the bad lands of

Mars with a click. No location scout needed. Small wonder this
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Strange Universe

When you download the average Quake movie, you
probably notice that the storytelling is not as sophisti-
cated as in, say, a film like Toy Story. The reasons can
be traced to two factors: the filmmaking experience of
the creators and the nature of the storyline themselves.
First, keep in mind that Quake movie makers are
gamers expanding the domain of the game. Typically,
they're filmmakers by default, not by training. Second,
starylines tend to be of the shoot-em-up variety where
action-not nuance-is emphasized. That universe is
slowly expanding, however, as creators with fimmaking
sawy jump on board. Two groups who've created buzz
are ILL Clan and Strange Company. Both have pro-
duced narrative films using 3D computer game

engines. The three primary participants at Strange,
Hugh Hancock, Gorden McDonald, and Anthony
Bailey, have coined the term ‘Machinima’ to describe
this new practice of filmmaking and have developed a
web portal-Machinima.com-dedicated to the genre.
You don't need to be a gamer to download ILL Clan's
Looney Tunes-influenced Apartment Huntin® or
Strange's Lovecraft-based Eschaton series; they're
available via MPEG and QuickTime formats.

Gamers and non-gamers alike are taking an interest in
these movies. A real coup was achieved, for example,

when Wireds animationexpress.com asked (o stream
Apartment Huntin® on their website. 1D Software (the

makers of Quake and Doom) gave |LL Clan permission

1o show the flick-which uses Quake wireframes and

maps-even though it was outside the gaming world.
Apartment Huntin®has the added distinction of being the
only Quake movie on animationexpress.com. As an

emerging subculture within the digi-cinematic universe,
Machinima may be at the root level of an even more per-
sonal “personal” movie. Don't like what you're watching?
Think that scene drags? Well, nat only are you a player
but you are a producer/director, too. Participants can
latch on to any production department they desire: from
map builders (location), coders (screenwriters), actors,
on to the model makers (special FX). They even shortcut
Cannes; no need to shop the script for investors, just
post it online. Creators need not go it alone. Websites
such as Quake Movie Library (gmovies.telefragged
com). Psyk's Popcorn Jungle (www.frag.com/ppj).
Planetquake's Cineplex (www.planetquake.com/cine-
plax/), and Zarathustra Studios (www.planetquake
.com/zs/), support the movie maker by offering tools,
tutorials, movie reviews, and, most importantly, down-
loads of the movies themselves.

DEO TO FILM TRANSFER

Future Thoughts

Like independent filmmaking, Machinima are largely a
labor of love. While there are festivals (in particular
SXSW's Conduit Fest) the larger distribution outlet is
the web. To date, neither Strange nor ILL Clan has made
money producing in this arena. All that might change in
the not-too-distant future. Strange Company, for exam-
ple, has raised funding to create a set of filmmaking
tools utilizing the Lithtech Il game engine. They hope to
use these filmmaking tools to make Machinima that are
sellable. So, what does this all mean? That a strong
grassroots community of computer animators are being
born and they are carving out a place for themselves.
Stemming from their passion for games, these filmmak-
ers are steadfastly working without the benefit of high-
end SGI machines or motion capture suites. Tucked
away inside the cozy confines of their homes, they are
creating the next brave new media world.
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