Shipley, Jeremy CLAIRVOYANT LEARNING: THE STRANGENESS OF PLAYING GAMES

.
of how strangeness is cultivated philosophically. I use the word strangeness in this paper as I use any other word—based on

its etymological history and my own relationship to its vocabulary.

Based on the German phrase heimlich (which translates to home-Iike in English), canny comes to our senses denoting a
feeling of familiarity or home. The uncanny, or un-home-like, might suggest a feeling of home that is estranged and
unfamiliar—a reality based on some sort of fiction, or a fiction based on reality. Kubrick’s adaptation of Stephen King’s
horror novel embodies this etymological inscription of strangeness, creating new meaning by playing with old forms. King’s
novel, a modern rendition of a classic haunted house story, doubles as postmodern horror film depicting terrorized characters
stuck in a hotel acting as their temporary home. As time progresses and the weather worsens, the characters go through

varying levels of insanity which is amplified through Kubrick’s use of cinematography.

This doubling, or exchange between fiction and reality, plays out not only through the image on the screen (a fiction) but also
through the viewer’s belief in the conviction of the camera (a reality), the viewer’s knowledge of cinematography as a
storytelling device (a fiction), the viewer’s belief in the conviction of the actors’ performances (a reality), and the scripting of
King’s story (a fiction)—not to mention the exchange between King’s revival of this classic literary structure, Kubrick’s
appropriation and manipulation of King’s story, or the particular un-home-like setting of the story where I personally find

the most significant embodiment of the cinematic uncanny.

I like to think of the cinematic uncanny as a strangeness that is created using four basic elements of cinematography: framing,
movement, lighting, and sound. Kubrick is a real master of these elements while King sets up a fictional masterpiece that
serves to inspire Kubrick’s vision. It is during this uncanny exchange that Kubrick and King virtually collaborate to create a

variety of story structures within which they play. Therein lies my interest in the cinematic uncanny.

“Invisible seers who recompose human languages of sign and vision postulate another form of subjectivity, a perceiving
subject who is indeed Other and outside our frame of reference. This seer [...] is a cyborg before the concept was invented—
occupying a similar instrumental space to the proliferating processes and instruments that have been invented to penetrate
the mysteries of the invisible, hidden worlds, both inner and outer, and to look back at ourselves” (322-323). In her book
Phantasmagoria: Spirit Visions, Metaphors, and Media into the Twenty-First Century, Marina Warner suggest that camera’s
purpose is to recompose the same historical texts or ideas that continue to make us aware of a thing’s strangeness; the camera
captures and reanimates the atemporal zeitgeist present in these stories. It is precisely this phantasmagoric strangeness that

projects old stories through new media, allowing us to peer into the future with a cinematic lens.
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" Quest Design is the engineering of narrative space in a game. Intrigued by a recent job posting I came across on Bethesda
Game Studios’ website, I remembered what their director, Todd Howard, who has spearheaded such monumental games as
Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Figure 2), often says about this notion of narrative space in their games: “The key experience in our
games is the world itself. It is the main character that speaks to the player.” When a player encounters another character in
Skyrim, it is the job of the Quest Designer to write the characters’ dialogue and curate all possible responses to a character’s

decision.

Originally interested in Level Design, the modeling and arrangement of objects within the virtual world of a game, while
considering the previous definition of narrative space described by Salen and Zimmerman, I find that Todd Howard’s idea of
the world being the main character of Bethesda’s games suggests that Quest Design and Level Design are one in the same.
Since a level can be synonymously thought of as a story or narrative, I find the flexibility and complex mapping of narrative

space in the Bethesda games to be signified by the player’s interaction with the world as well as the characters within it.

Seemingly driving the players to experience the world in whichever way they choose, while creating a desire in their players to
learn and grow through character interactions, it is obvious that Quest Design in Games is also synonymous with my own
teaching philosophy. Essentially, Quest Design can be viewed as a business model of Education where the classroom becomes
a narrative space where students are not being marched linearly through a lesson plan but are psychologically urged to learn
through their own drive to explore the conceptual world that their teacher has designed. This would create a more engaged
and immersive learning experience for the students, whom, in turn, will (hopefully) become more engaging and immersed

world leaders.

" Jon Rafman (Figure 7), a contemporary filmmaker from Montreal, theatricalizes the perceived dangers of subcultures
through journalistic writing and video documentation. As Jon Rafman tells Gabriel Sanchez of Artforum for an editorial
regarding his show at the Contemporary Art Museum in St. Louis, his film Codes of Honor (2011) “deals with a loss of
history and the struggle to preserve tradition in a culture where the new sweeps away the old.” While claiming that the piece
is about “the pro gamer as a contemporary tragic hero who strives for classic virtues in a hyperaccelerated age,” Rafman’s
work frequently approaches gaming culture with a similar Gothic-Romantic perspective that keeps many of the “subcultures”

he examines in the dark. Relishing in darkness, Rafman’s work documents the virtual limitations of the human psyche.

As Rafman points out, “the moment you ‘discover’ said culture it has already moved on.” Although mesmerized by these
newfound narrative spaces that he stumbles upon while surfing the Web, Rafman also concerns himself with the feeling of
“entrapment and isolation felt by many as social and political life becomes increasingly abstracted and experience
dematerialized.” Simultaneously horrified and enlightened by the vast array of fetish cultures that he discovers in his
excavation of Internet culture, I concur with Rafman when he regards the repulsion of this virtual space with “the
impossibility of total escape from physical reality.” Although danger happens in the mind, when transformed, the mind can

harbor emotions and opinions towards the world that effects the well-being of the body within it.
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Vit Angela Washko (Figure 9), a contemporary artist from Pennsylvania, explores the ethnography of gaming culture by using
games (like World of Warcraft) as open platforms for discussing shadowy topics (such as gender representation within these
worlds). Particularly, concerned with “the misogyny, homophobia, racist, and otherwise discriminatory language used within

>

the game space [of World of Warcraft],” as Washko notes in her essay Why Talk Feminism in World of Warcraft, the artist
postulates that the Internet harbors a unique narrative space where individuals are free to speak their mind through the veil of
virtual avatars. In her project The Council on Gender Sensitivity and Behavioral Awareness in World of Warcraft, Washko
enters into these sacred game spaces as a participant as well as an informant, taking it upon herself to mediate such difficult
conversations. Rather than exist in these worlds as a passive observer ignoring backhanded comments between other players

in the community, she takes it upon herself to question the thought processes of others while remaining sensitive to the

possible baggage these involuntary narrators are likely bringing to the game.

Washko writes, “As a gamer who is also an artist and a feminist, I consider it my responsibility to dispel stereotypes about
gamers—especially WoW players—who have been mislabeled as unattractive, mean-spirited losers. At the same time, I
question my fellow gamers’ propagation of the hateful speech that earns them those epithets.” As Washko remains hopeful of
these game spaces as sanctuaries designed to encourage problem-solving and leadership skills, she is ever aware and
combative of campaigns such as #Gamergate that aim to silence others who field such personal and prodding conversations.
She hopes that more gamers can step up into leadership positions like the one she has assumed in-game to act as role models

in order to transform the assumptions of these game spaces into something more positive.

Washko’s technique in fielding these conversations is masterful, possessing the sensitivity, bravery, and craft it takes to wield
the language of her subject (the WoW community) in order to speak to it from within. However, the subjecthood that she
seems to highlight appears to be predominately female, non-heterosexual, and/or non-white— thus implicitly scapegoating a
class of individuals, leaving many feeling voiceless and/or persecuted. Granted that history points to an allocation of
patriarchal control, this narrow lens creates a flawed process of archiving these histories. Washko is only limited by her own
human perception, and, yet, still does everything she can to remain sensitive and progressive on this issue of
misrepresentation. Because there are many sides to this narrative that remain undocumented and unseen, these communities

need more individuals with Washko’s ambition contributing to this discourse.
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SUMMARY

In retelling multiple stories of my research, this document serves as a quest to archive my interest in games as evolved systems
of play that continue to manipulate the way we view literacy. In describing the subtly of these terms while examining the
folkloric histories that contextualize the language of this media, I have doubly manipulated the form of my paper to be like a
choose-your-own-adventure tale, reflecting the estrangement of time and authorship unique to the narrative space in games.
Unlike the formal structures found in literature or cinema, games animate collaborative and nonlinear systems that return the
craft of storytelling to its oral traditions, reciting old texts through new media. In this paper, the reader is urged to tread the
demanding and twisted paths that I have created. However, given the limitations of my authorship and the freewill of the
reader, like an open world sandbox game, [ welcome deviations from the path, knowing that any sequence will eventually lead

the reader to my conclusion that games are strange because of how they continue to revamp the path to higher education.
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