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I would like to comment on Hideo Kojima’s Game Metal Gear Solid because its creators at Konami Entertainment of Japan chose to present this game to us in a manner that I think highlights the arguments posed by narratology and ludology on this growing medium known collectively to the general public as video games. Aside from the actual game, Konami also chose to have a movie that the player may obtain once he or she has completed the game. This movie is essentially the plot of the game with all the interactive parts removed from it. In other words every prescripted dialogue, every cut-scene, everything that is not the game, is strewn together in the order in which it was originally presented to the player to make a movie about 200 minutes long. This short synopsis of the game (short compared to the approximately 13 hours required to complete the game) when presented by itself is a linear narrative in the most traditional sense.  


This movie embodies the story embedded in the game Metal Gear Solid that qualifies it as, what Janet Murray calls, a cyberdrama. In her words a cyberdrama emphasizes the enactment of a story in the particular fictional space of the computer (Murray, First Person 4). In this case the player of the game assumes the role of Solid Snake, an ex-member of the elite black ops team Fox-Hound. He is kidnapped and “convinced” to take on a mission under the control of his old commander. The player is briefed that the new Fox-Hound has taken the DARPA chief hostage and has stolen a nuclear weapon. They make the odd demand for the genetic remains of the old Fox-Hound leader, codename: Big Boss, and threaten to use the nuclear weapon if the demands are not met. The job of Solid Snake (the player) is to infiltrate the enemy base, save the DARPA chief, and ascertain the validity of the terrorist threat. Of course different from the traditional linear narrative, Solid Snake is not just another character in the narrative, and by narrative I am referring to the collection of events that are highlighted in the movie. Instead Solid Snake, during actual gameplay, takes on the role of an actor that the player may manipulate within the various occurrences of the game. This is what makes it a cyberdrama. Through this manipulation the player is allowed to navigate through the story to unfurl the rest of the plot. He finds out the reason for the terrorist’s strange demand, the player also encounters new characters and interacts with them to discover their motivations their involvement with the plot as well as clues on how to proceed. Solid Snake is an agent for the player, a virtual representation of the player’s influence on the various events, objects and characters in the “fictional space of the computer”. 


Metal Gear Solid may fit the mold of a cyberdrama, but it is also a video game, and the purpose of the game is not only to reveal the plot. Because the player can influence the progression of events, we as a video game playing audience may experience “agency”, which is what Janet Murray calls the pleasure of interactivity, and describes as “When the world responds expressively and coherently to our engagement to it” (Murray, First Person 10). As Solid Snake, the player may choose how he wishes to engage the environment. The player may have Solid Snake shoot out the cameras to prevent from being detected, Infrared beams can be exposed by using the smoke from Snake’s favorite vice: cigarettes, and claymore mines may be planted and disarmed at the player’s whim. It’s also this quality that I believe links Metal Gear Solid to Espen Aarseth idea of a cybertext. I will refrain from calling Metal Gear Solid a “text” to respect both the word’s denotative definition, and Aarseth’s usage of the word. I lack the technical vocabulary to precisely refer to the medium in a way that allows me to express not only its tangible properties but its metaphorical ones as well, so for the moment I will simply refer to it as the “Game” with a capital ‘G’ for convenience.  Aarseth describes a cybertext as a text that contains an information feedback loop between text and user, where the user must perform some work to make the entirety of the text emerge. He also loosely describes it as a text that contains structural gaps that must be filled in by the user (Aarseth Cybertexts 1-3). In Metal Gear Solid the Game allows the player to take different paths each with its own set of consequences, and in fact the entirety of the Game will not emerge until the player takes these paths. Furthermore, once the entirety of the Game and also the plot has been unfolded (when the game has reached its end) the player may choose to play again, take different combination of paths, and put together a different Game from the one experienced before. For example: one of the first challenges in the game is to get inside the building. The player can choose to kill his way through all the guards and walk in the front door, a difficult but not impossible feat, or he can sneak past undetected and wait for the guard at the door to fall asleep and then walk in the front door. Another option is make your way toward a ventilation shaft and crawl your way into the building. In each case the choices of the player form a new manifestation of the Game.


Professor Aarseth might disagree with my usage of his theory and some of his ludologist colleagues, Like Markku Eskelinen might accuse me of not carrying enough intellectual weight. Luckily the good people at Konami provided us with another presentation of Metal Gear Solid called Metal Gear Solid: VR Missions. VR Missions is the opposite of the movie at the end of the original game. Anything that has to do with plot has been taken out of the game, and any backstory or narrative quality in it is superfluous at best. In essence it is only the game part of Metal Gear Solid and here I use the word game in the same manner I would to refer to the game of chess or the game of baseball, an idea that Aarseth describes precisely. Aarseth describes a game as consisting of three things: the rules, the semiotics, and the application of the rules (the gameplay). This is what VR Missions tried to capture, what Eskelinen calls the “gaming-situation”.  In doing this VR Missions does a good job in accenting Aarseth’s three components of games. The rules are well known and well defined, the semiotics are present and recognizable, and the entire pleasure of playing VR Missions is to engage in the gameplay. In this setting another one of Aarseth’s claims resound. Aarseth says the most coincidental aspect of a game is its semiotics (The signs, symbols, and images used to represent the various objects of the gameworld) (Aarseth First Person 47). When playing the game, the player, or rather his agent is placed in a setting and given a goal. These goals can be defeat all the enemies using a given weapon, reach the other end of the area, hit all the checkpoints etc. The setting or level is completed when all the goals are accomplished and the player is then placed in a new setting with new goals. Typically the player once again assumes the role of Solid Snake and he has to face the Fox-Hound soldiers again. However, whether playing as Snake or playing any of the other characters from the game I don’t imagine the experience of the game changing much, in other words the agent of the player is pretty independent of his representation, as long as the rules of the game remain the same. Many of the levels don’t even have defined terrain. Often the ground is represented by simple blocks with colored lines very reminiscent of the holodeck in Gene Rodenberry’s Star Trek: The Next Generation. The ground could have easily been dirt, grass, stone, or a pile of teddy bears and the experience would have gone unaltered though perhaps a little distracted in some cases. 


Metal Gear Solid does a fantastic service to us by separating the narrative situation, the movie, and the gaming situation, Metal Gear Solid: VR Missions. This allows us to generate, apply and explore theories from two opposing schools of thought concerning this upcoming medium known as the video game, be it a cyberdrama, a cybertext, both, or neither. More than that though, I believe that it illustrates how when you combine the two elements, an entirely new beast can emerge. Not all video games are Metal Gear Solid nor should they be, but it is a structure that demonstrates one of the possible capacities a video game may have. It is in my opinion that this is one of the ways we can recombine the characteristics of games and stories that Janet Murray longs for, and it is also a game where the objectives of the gameplay and the narrative are not in opposition to each other. The 200 minute long movie has glaring omissions in the sequence of events that have to be filled in with a 100 or 200 word text synopsis, and even then not all the holes are filled. This because there are some events that simply could not be divorced from the gameplay. VR Missions is a fun game, but the player’s actions lack intensity and meaning. That’s because VR Missions, as Scott McCloud would describe it, has only signs in its semiotics, where as the original game also contains symbols (they also contain meaning as opposed to only representation). They gain this status because the player can also add interpretive meaning to his actions in the original game. In VR Missions there is a level where you must use your Stinger missile launcher to shoot down an airborne target. Like I mentioned before the experience is independent of what was used to represent that airborne target, as long as it flew around and the player had something that acquired aspect lock and fired at it. In the original game the actions and signs have meaning. Snake is no longer just the representation of the player in the gameworld; he is also the best-trained soldier that the greatest military power in history has produced. The action of shooting down the helicopter is no longer just a goal to be completed so that the player can move on to the next scenario. Now it represents how that soldier overcomes the seemingly impossible task of defeating an armored gunship one-on-one while he’s still on foot. In this manner the Game can be interpreted in a meaningful way. The same way the text of an ordinary linear literary narrative can be. By meaningful I mean to exclude the seemingly arbitrary interpretation sometimes given to games like Tetris where the blocks falling are interpreted as the decline of communist society or some other oddity like that. 


Thinkers like Janet Murray and Espen Aarseth are treading exciting new ground in their fields of cyberdrama, and cybertexts. These are providing valuable new insight into video games, as they often fall under the umbrella of those fields, but I think that there is a lot more ground to cover and many many more concepts that need to be considered before we can form a robust, inclusive, and mature theory on the subject. 
