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It's not what you look at that matters, it's what you see
Henry David Thoreau

Thinking is the search for siblings … it is the searching thinking that seeks conncetions with the
siblings as the one who is related yet different, related in difference, and both the same and different in
relation to the common parent whose existence both unites and divides the siblings
Gerhard Richter
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Abstract

This thesis seeks to approach 3D videogames and the action contained within them through the images
they bring forth. Taking the videogame as part of a wider visual culture opens up the possibility of
employing cinema theory in the investigation of the videogame image. Using a phenomenological
reading of Deleuze's taxonomy of the cinema image as an analytical instrument it will be possible to
locate the action within the videogame image as only a part of the multifaceted movement-image. In
this model, the ability of the videogame image to engage the videogame player in the activity of
videogame play is dependent on the moments of perception and of affection. It is by this tripartite
nature of the videogame image that the predominance of action in 3D videogames can be assessed. By
their nature as computer applications, videogames are capable of flooding its users with instantaneous
and omnipresent action.Yet by their nature as image-generating machines, videogames show to be
capable of a more nuanced and reflexive way of presenting action.
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Foreword

The thesis that lies before you is born from a threefold motivation. And while it has taken me a
considerable amount of time to bring this project to completion, I am happy to find that this thesis
indeed unites all three of my fascinations. The first of which finds it origin in film studies, my first
academic interest. The choice to centre my thesis on the visual aspects of videogame is directly inspired
by my love for the cinema. This may also account for my efforts to examine the relations between
cinema and the videogame.
Alongside my interest for cinema, I have, throughout both my bachelor and my masters studies,
been drawn to philosophy. My interest in the applicationphilosophy to the study of (new)media was
first awakened by Jos de Mul's book Cyberspace Odyssee (2003) and it culminated in a bachelor's thesis on
virtual reality and its philosophical implications. This present thesis feels to me as a continuing of this
vain of theoretical contemplation.
While the study of film may have been my first academic preoccupation, I have been playing
videogames from a much earlier age. Starting out on the Atari 2600, I soon moved to play a wide
variety of games on the PC. The rise of videogames as a major force in today’s media landscape has
been a much commented development over the past decade. More than often such commentaries have
been accompanied by a tone of anxiety which in earlier times has also surrounded the cinema. The idea
of videogames as being a superficial form of entertainment offering only crude action has since a long
time been a thorn in my eye. Combined with my academic motivations, it has been my personal drive
to offer a more sophisticated understanding of the videogame.
I hope that this thesis, apart from offering a satisfactory product of my personal motivation, can
provide a useful, academically worthwhile and insightful investigation of the videogame and its image.

Dordrecht, November 2010
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0 Introduction

We see the inside of a men's rest room and a man is standing at one of the urinals. He is
joined by a second man who stands right beside him. Nothing out of the ordinary. Until the
situation takes an awkward turn when the first man curiously starts staring over the
partition at the other man's crotch, eventually asking: “ can I play with it ... when you're
done?” We cut to an upward shot of the man whose crotch was seemingly being admired,

showing the astonished look upon the man's face while he stares down ... only to reveal the
portable videogame console in his hands. He was staring – without looking away
once – at the screen of his Portable PlayStation (PSP) all this time, being so consumed by
the images on the screen he has wet his pants while standing in front of the urinal (fig.1).

This television commercial for Sony's PSP, promotes the playing of videogames to an important extend
as a visual experience. Surely, the man wets his pants because his fingers stay glued to the buttons
instead of unzipping his fly to relieve himself, but it is the images on the screen which fix the gaze and
capture the attention of both men. Nintendo, with its advertisement for their counterpart to the PSP
the DSi XL, is even more explicit in stressing the importance of the screen(s) 1: “Play instantly on larger
screens,” and “enjoy the challenge on 93% larger screens”. Moreover, Sony's flagship console, the
PlayStation 3 (PS3), is marketed as both a videogame console and a Blue ray player – capable of
displaying films in a High Definition resolution –, fore fronting the visual capacities of the machine.
The promotion of visual spectacle is not only a common trope in the marketing strategies of
videogame consoles; television commercials for videogames too are laced with images displaying the
visual splendour of the game in question. The advertisement for Rockstar's Grand Theft Auto IV
(Rockstar North, 2008), for instance, shows us the sunrise above Liberty City, the main character Nico
engaged in a fire fight, a time-laps of the shadows cast by the city's buildings racing over the crowded
pavements, and the spectacular way the sunlight shines in through a skylight (fig.2). It shows relatively
little footage of the actions the player can perform and is more geared towards displaying the visual
splendour of the videogame. And sure, the very nature of the television commercial makes it especially
1 Nintendo's DS series of hand-held videogame consoles feature two screens, one of which is touch sensitive.
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Figure 1. Screen shots from a PSP commercial.

suited to highlight the visual elements of the videogame 2, but this consideration cannot reduce the
importance of the screen and the image to videogame play:
“The screen ... would appear to remain a constant presence in what is usually
referred to when we claim to be considering video games ... In all but a handful of
games and genres of games, the eyes will be fixed on the screen with what is a
potentially almost disturbing level of concentration” (Atkins, 2006, p.134).
The screen is a compelling force, absorbing the players attention and fixing his or her gaze. But what is
it exactly we are staring at, and to what end? This thesis will look at the videogame by focusing on the
screen and the images that appear on it. But despite the obvious position of the screen and the
centrality of its images in playing a videogame, writings on the relevance of the screen and its images,
or more interestingly, the function of these images in the experience of videogame play are few.
Especially during the early years of game studies, theorists seemed more interested in studying the
2 Obviously, the television commercial as a means to promote the interactive videogame is bound to be limited in representing the
player's activity, but to those who have experience with the playing of videogames, it is clear that the images shown in this
advertisement imply a player, “but that player is absent from a screen that seeks to impress instead with the promise of spectacle and
the quality of the visual image” (Atkins 2006, p.128-129).
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Figure 2. Screen shots from the 2007 GTA IV TV commercial.

narrative embedded and enacted in certain videogames or the study of the game's rules and mechanics.
In the inaugural issue of the journal Game Studies, Espen Aarseth declared 2001 “year one for game
studies”.Yet, some years prior to that, two works with an extensive influence on the debates in the
field of game studies appeared; Aarseth's own Cybertext (1997), on the system dynamics of digital texts,
and Janet Murray's Hamlet on the Holodeck (1997), concerning the narrative potentiality of digital texts.
Both in these works and in the schismatic debate over the (structural) nature of the videogame that
followed them, little attention was given to either the screen and its image and to the actual playing of
such videogames. And while Atkins – reflecting on the visually impressive television commercials for
games such as GTA4 – concludes that “it is almost possible to forget that video games involve their
players doing something and not just seeing something” (ibid., p.129), the reverse seems to hold true
for videogame theory: the tendency to forget that videogames involve their players in seeing
something and not just in doing something.
This inattention for the visual aspects of videogame play is not just the result of directing one's
focus on studying other aspects of videogames; Aarseth, for example, explicitly warns against the
“problematic visualism” in studying videogames by stating that: “the pleasures of video games ... are not
3

primarily visual, but kinaesthetic, functional and cognitive” (Aarseth 2004, p.52). What resulted from
this was that the early years of game studies displayed a tendency to investigate the videogame first and
foremost as a game, neglecting the kinship of the videogame to other forms of media, such as the
cinema.
This is not to say that no studies of the relations between videogames and the cinema were
undertaken. Geoff King and Tanya Krzywinska, for instance, have edited the 2002 book ScreenPlay:
Cinema/videogames/interfaces, which deals with said relations.Yet the articles included in this book focus
mainly on the similarities and differences in the narrative devices utilised by both cinema and certain
videogames; there is no explicit attention for the kinship in imagery between the videogame and the
cinema. In more recent years, however, a need to investigate the videogame within the context of
other, related forms of media has emerged:
“There is a need for scholarship that pragmatically attends to both the continuities and
discontinuities between games and other (existing and developing) media ...
[a]ttempting to cut video games off from other media is counterproductive in that it
blinds us to rich commonalities and continuities with cinema, television, music, visual
arts, and predigital games” (Swalwell and Wilson 2008, p.4)
This thesis then attempts to contribute to this type of scholarship by focusing on the
videogame image through a discussion of cinematic theory. Contrary to Aarseth's position, I contend
that the videogame can be regarded as an instance of visual media, depending for its existence
inevitably on the screen to provide visual access to the player. This is not to say that the videogame
image can be approached as a static image, like photographs or paintings; the videogame image has
properties far different from these traditional images, yet it depends on constructive visual perception
all the same. Turn the sound off during a game of Pro Evolution Soccer 6 (Konami, 2006), and nothing
much changes; I am still able to play the game just fine3. Turning off the screen, however, has a far
more devastating effect on my ability to play the game. So if the screen plays a constitutive role in the
playing of videogames, how can it be that the screen and the image have received so little attention in
videogame theory? And, when indeed focusing on the playing of a videogame as the engagement with a
form of visual media, how can we then understand the position and the workings of the videogame
image?
3 This example naturally does not hold for all videogames, as some games for instance rely more explicitly on the auditive feedback to
inform the player of the status of the game. Think of time-based gameplay, where the passing of the limited time is signaled by sound,
or a 3D shooting game, where off-screen enemies can be heard before they can be seen.
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0.1 The movement-image
The central tool in the investigation of the videogame image will be the cinema writings of philosopher
and media theorist Gilles Deleuze. And even though there are huge differences between cinema and
videogames, I will try to treat Deleuze's concept of the movement-image as a travelling concept; a
concept that is to be re-done and tailor-made to suit the videogame image. As cultural theorist Mieke
Bal explains: “The field of cultural studies is not delimited …; by selecting an object, you question a
field. Nor are its methods sitting in a toolbox waiting to be applied; they too, are part of the
exploration.You don't apply one method; you conduct a meeting between several, a meeting in which
the object participates, so that, together, object and methods can become a new, not firmly delineated
field” (Bal 2002, p.4).
In Cinema 1:The Movement-Image (1986)4, Deleuze draws upon the philosophy of Henry Bergson
and the theory of signs by Charles Peirce to provide a taxonomy of the cinematic image. The cinema,
according to Deleuze, presents us with a movement-image. Cinema has the ability not only to show us
images of objects in movement, but also – by grace of montage and the mobile camera – with images
of pure movement, not attached to any body or object. And indeed, movement is the constant change
that occurs within the cinema image. For the images of cinema do not merely change in an arbitrary
fashion; during the shot the camera moves through coherent space and follows the movements of
coherent bodies and objects.
And although movement is the constant of the cinema image, the movement-image itself is
characterised by a number of subsequent types of images: the perception-image, the affection-image,
and the action-image5. Deleuze regards these three types as aspects of the movement-image itself, and
every movement-image, or moving image, will have a moment of perception, action, and affection,
often all intertwined. These three avatars of the movement-image, as Deleuze describes them,
constitute the functions or the workings of the cinematic image.
But videogames are no cinema. And even if the videogame image can be characterised as a
movement-image; the videogame image differs distinctly from the cinematic image as the videogame
4 First appeared in 1983 as Cinéma 1: L'Image-Mouvement; I will refer to the 1986 translation by Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara
Habberjam.
5 Deleuze's cinematic movement-image in actuality consists of six types of images: the perception-image, the affection-image, the
impulse-image, the action-image, the reflection-image, and the relation-image (Deleuze 1989, p.32). Nevertheless, for reasons of
succinctness, this thesis will restrict itself to a more detailed exploration of the perception-, action-, and affection-image; it is argued
that it are these three elements of the 3D videogame image which are echoed most distinctly in the player's physical involvement with
the image during videogame play. The impulse-image, the reflection-image, and the relation-image will, however, be addressed in the
analysis of three different videogames and their images in chapter 6.
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image is underlain by, and affords very different processes compared to the image of cinema.
According to media theorist Lev Manovich (1995), both the computer screen and the cinema screen
can be characterised as dynamic screens.Yet, the computer screen is categorised as a real-time screen,
pointing towards its ability not only to display movement-images, but to display these movements as
they occur. The actions displayed in a film have taken place long before the films first showing. A realtime screen by contrast is able to display images that change instantly under influence of action taken
at that same time. It is by use of the procedural properties 6 of my computer that the screen is able to
show an exploding alien the moment I fire a rocket propelled grenade at it. There appears a
fundamental difference between the action involved in seeing an alien explode on the film screen, and
the action involved in seeing a similar sight while playing a videogame. Trying to devise of Deleuze's
concept of the movement-image as a travelling concept useful to the study of the videogame image, it
needs to take in account the specific properties of the videogame: the role of both the computer and
the player in the production of the videogame image.

0.2 Framing the thesis
This introduction so far has put forward a number of questions which culminate in the main aim of this
thesis: how can the concept of Deleuze's movement-image be used to explore how the videogame image supports and
informs the experience of playing videogames with reference to the actions of both the player and the videogame? In
order to answer this question a number of sub-questions need to be posed. First: What is a videogame
really? Can it be defined? How can we transpose a cinematic theory to an understanding of the
videogame; to what videogames might such theory pertain? How have the actions of player and
videogame been theorised and how can we introduce the relevance of the screen to this work?
Secondly: How can we understand Deleuze's concept of the movement-image and how can the triad of
perception-, affection- and action-images be of use in understanding the videogame image?
Instructed by these considerations, this thesis will be structured as follows. In the first chapter I
will use the general question of “what is a videogame?” to frame the videogame as part of a wider visual
culture, from which I will use the kinship of certain videogames and their images to the images of
cinema in order to open up the possibility of using cinematic theory in the study of the videogame
image. In defining the videogame, I will present certain restrictions on the type of videogames this
thesis will discuss, based on their images and the nature of the action presented in those videogames.
6 Chapter 3.2 will elaborate in more detail on the procedural properties of the videogame.
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The second chapter will discuss the manner in which the relationship between action and
games has been theorised. Taking Aarseth's cybertext theory as a paradigmatic example, it will be
argued that the theorisation of action in videogame play has obscured the role of both the materialities
of playing a videogame and by consequence the role of perception in videogame play. In order to bring
to the fore the relevance of the videogame image, it is my intention to demonstrate how perception
and action are intimately intertwined in videogame play.
The third chapter will divert our focus to the videogame image itself, providing a preliminary
concept of the image of 3D videogames. I will first discuss the difference between videogames and
analogue games to make clear how the image and its visual representational function are indispensable
to the videogame. Secondly, taking cue from chapter two, I will focus on the procedural beyond of the
videogame image, discussing how the code informs the videogame image and the player's agency over
this image. In conclusion, I will discuss the tension which arises from the discrepancies between the
videogame image as a instance of visual representation and the videogame image as endowed with
dynamic properties by grace of the code which underlies the same image.
Chapter four is dedicated to Deleuze's cinema theory and in particular the concept of the
movement image. It aims to provide some context by discussing the concept of action in videogame
play through some key concepts in Deleuzian thought in general and by examining the philosophy of
Bergson, which serves as the origins of the Deleuzian movement-image. The last part of this chapter
will turn to Deleuze's cinematic movement-image in more detail, discussing the functions of the shot
and the frame as well as three avatars of the movement-image.
The fifth chapter will construct the movement image as a travelling concept by presenting
some necessary adaptations to the Deleuzian movement-image. I will attempt to point towards the
material differences between the cinema image and the videogame image through a comparison
between the workings of the film camera and the virtual camera of the 3D videogame. By confronting
Deleuze's movement-image with the phenomenologically constructed embodied player as described in
chapter two, I will aim to unfold of the properties of the movement-image – perception, action, and
affection – from the image onto the player.
I will conclude with a case study in chapter six, in which three particular videogames will be
analysed to demonstrate how the Deleuzian approach to the videogame image can foster an
understanding of the different ways in which videogames can offer its players action and engagement.
7

1 What is a Videogame?

To ask what a videogame is, is to provide a definition of them. But this chapter does not aim to provide
an exhaustive and final definition of the videogame; it rather is geared towards formulating a
perspective which is susceptible to the videogame as an instance of visual media. As such, the first
paragraph will discuss the recent developments in the field of visual culture studies, and the way in
which they can help to construe the videogame as an instance of visual culture (§1.1). In the second
part I will address the issue of defining the videogame in order to formulate a provisional definition
that accounts for the visual in videogame play (§1.2). And as this chapter is concerned with issues of
conceptual framing and definitions, I will conclude by discussing the limitations on the type of
videogames to which the theoretical explorations – most notably the appropriation of the Deleuzian
movement-image as set forth in this thesis – pertain (§1.3).

1.1 Videogames as visual culture
As the PSP commercial of the introduction suggests, I take the playing of a videogame, to a large
extent, to be a visual experience. As such, the videogame can quite rightly be regarded as a visual
medium. However, to describe the videogame as an instance of visual media is a provisional statement,
one that highlights elements of the phenomenon of the videogame that might otherwise be obscured.
In their introduction to visual culture, John Walker and Sarah Chaplin explain how
“[v]isual culture can be roughly defined as those material artefacts, buildings and
images, plus time-based media and performances, produced by human labour and
imagination which … address the sense of sight to a significant extend” (Walker and
Chaplin 1997, p.2-3).
But, as we have also seen in the introduction, Aarseth has warned the game studies community for
what he calls a problematic visualism. Elsewhere he has voiced a similar fear by pointing to how he
feels “the current pseudo-field of “new media” (primarily a strategy to claim computer-based
communication for visual media studies), wants to subsume computer games as one of its objects”
(Aarseth 2001). On numerous occasions, Aarseth has described the interest for videogames of various
academic disciplines and fields such as visual culture studies as imperialistic (Aarseth 2001; 2004). The
problematic in taking the visual approach to videogames, according to Aarseth, quite simply seems to
8

be the dominance of the visual. In this view, the concept of visual culture tends to measure the cultural
relevance of phenomena predominantly through their visually perceivable elements, implying a
hegemony of vision (Ingold 2000, p.286-7). And the field of visual studies then would subsume the
videogame as an example to strengthen its theoretical claims rather than addressing the videogame in
its own right.
However, these conceptions of visual culture and visual studies are rather crude, and visual
theorists have proven to be much more critical in their reflections on the visual. Visual theorist Sarah
Pink, for instance, has signalled a paradigm shift within visual studies, in which the almost automatic
dominance of the visual is being questioned:
“What is now being referred to as a ‘sensory turn’ in scholarship can also be seen in
recent thinking of the notion of visual culture. Of course (and as many scholars have
pointed out from different perspectives) no culture could have been simply visual, nor
should the study of visual have ever been separated out from other aspects of culture
and modalities of sensory experience” (Pink, forthcoming, p.3).
According to Pink, this sensory turn is expressed by “an increasing tendency to re-situate the visual
through a focus on mutlisensoriality” (ibid.). The work of anthropologist Tim Ingold can be taken as a
powerful catalyst in this shift, as he has pointed out how the idea of the hegemony of vision is itself a
construct of western philosophy, in which “to see is to reduce the environment to objects that are to be
grasped and appropriated as representations in the mind” (Ingold 2000, p.286.). However, according to
Ingold, this conception of vision is a theoretical one that is not rooted in a study of the actual practice
of seeing. Ingold instead proposes an alternative way of understanding the visual and vision which
draws on the phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-Ponty and his understanding of the body as “not a
collection of adjacent organs, but a synergic system, all of the functions of which are exercised and
linked together in the general action of being in the world” (Merleau-Ponty, cited in Ingold 2000,
p.268)7. More recently, this approach to vision and the visual is expressed by Elizabeth Edwards and
Kaushik Bhaumik, who introduce their reader on Visual Sense as one that “explores vision and sight as
something sensorially integrated, embodied and experienced” (Edwards and Kaushik 2009, p.3).
The notion of visual perception as integrated in and intertwined with the body and its other
senses and the recognition that objects of visual culture can never be construed as purely visual,
presents a different picture of visual studies than that which Aarseth's warning implies. It is against the
7 Chapter two (§ 2.3) will further elaborate on the relevance of Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology to an understanding of the
videogame, the videogame image, and the concept of action within videogame play.
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backdrop of this sensory turn within visual studies that I would like to conceive of the videogame as a
visual medium. The visual then cannot be isolated from the videogame, not from the cultural object,
nor from the experience of playing one. For just as no culture can be simply visual, no videogame can
be just visual either. My interest in the videogame image therefore is not directed towards the image as
such, it is rather aimed at understanding the workings of the image in the constitution of videogame
play. The visual, in this sense, becomes not a dominant force capable of encompassing the entire
videogame, it rather becomes a point of entry, a vantage point from which to approach the videogame
and videogame play. This then brings us to our next question: what is a videogame?

1.2 Defining the videogame
At first glance, the term “videogame” consists of a contraction between “video” and “game”. The term
video, on the one hand, is etymologically derived from the Latin verb “videre”, or “to see”. In this
understanding hide-and-seek might very well be regarded a videogame, as one clearly needs to be able
to see to play the game. Which brings us to the extended meaning the term video has come to take on
in contemporary times, namely the electronically – by use of television, videotape, or computer
technology – production of moving images. A game, on the other hand, is as the dictionary learns at
once an activity providing entertainment or amusement, as well as “a competitive activity in which
players contend with each other according to a set of rules” (Sinclair, et.al. 2001, p.645). These
nominal definitions of the composites of the term videogame give preliminary idea of the
characteristics a videogame should display – the production of moving images coupled with a set of
rules that conduct the competitive activity of the player(s). At the level of definitions then, the
videogame seems to me to be made up of two components: video and game.
However, when reviewing the literature of game studies, there appears to be a general lack of
interest in defining the videogame; and in the cases where definitional endeavours do occur, they are
predominantly directed toward defining the game component of videogames (Tavinor 2009, p16-8).
Why is discussing the nature of definitions important? For one thing, a definition can help frame the
phenomenon under discussion. But the act of defining does more than merely formally frame a
phenomenon; it is a theoretical act, one which singles out those components of a phenomenon from
which one develops a theoretical and conceptual understanding of the phenomenon. And even in
absence of any clear-cut definition, the so-called narratology versus ludology 8 debate can exemplify
8 The term ludology is derivative from the Latin word ludus, which means “game.” It was proposed by Gonzalo Frasca to refer to “the
discipline that studies game and play activities” (Frasca, 1999). It is however not quite clear who initially introduced the term; Henry
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this process of conceptual and theoretical framing.
This ludology/narratology debate forms one of the first substantial controversies in the field of
game studies, yet according to game scholar Gonzalo Frasca, “this debate has been fuelled by
misunderstandings” (Frasca 2003). Moreover, its proponents seemed to exhibit a lack of concern with
definitions (Tavinor 2009, p.16). Instead, those interested in videogames often approach the question
of the origin of the videogames as to ask which of the previous non-videogaming forms of culture
videogaming most resembles, be it forms of narrative media or the old tradition of games. The
narratological position, on the one hand, is expressed in the approach of theorists such as Janet Murray
– “every game, electronic or otherwise, can be experienced as a symbolic drama” (Murray 1997,
p.142) – and Barry Atkins, who considers the videogame “a new and emerging mode of contemporary
storytelling” (Atkins 2003, p.2). The ludological position, on the other hand, holds that the study of
games should concern the analysis of the abstract and formal systems they describe. In other words:
the focus of game studies should be on the rules of a game, not on the representational elements which
are only incidental (Aarseth 2001, 2004; Eskelinen 2001, 2004). But despite the fact that both the
narrotological and the ludological position are very outspoken on what they feel a videogame is a
descendant of, they do not provide concrete definitions. Both parties in this would-be debate engaged
with a concept of the game, rather than that of the videogame, as no direct attention was given to the
images of those games.
In a similar vain, both Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman (2004) and Jesper Juul (2005) have
explicitly engaged in the discussion on definitions. However, they sidestepped the questions of the
videogame image as well as issues of narrative representation, by discussing a number of previous
definitions of gaming in general, testing their applicability in defining the videogame. As Tavinor
suggests: “[their] focus on gaming in general means that their definitional concern is not with
videogames per se, but with videogames vis-a-vis traditional gaming” (Tavinor 2009, p.16). Selfproclaimed ludologist Juul, for example, in his book Half-Real (2005), discusses several definitions of
games and gaming and comes to the following definition:
“A game is a rule-based system with a variable and quantifiable outcome, where
different outcomes are assigned different values, the player exerts effort in order to
influence the outcome, the player feels emotionally attached to the outcome, and the
consequences of the activity are optional and negotiable” (Juul 2005, p.36).
Jenkins ascribes it to Espen Aarseth (Jenkins, 2004, p. 129), and Jesper Juul has traced the term back to a 1982 article by Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi (Juul, 2004).
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This is a broad definition that is applicable to both soccer and Counter-Strike (Le, M. and Cliffe, J.,
2000) alike. And as game scholars Melanie Swalwell and Jason Wilson explain: “there is a suspicion of
visual pleasure running through the those arguments that propose seeking an underlying ludological
structure in games (all games)” (Swalwell and Wilson 2008, p.3). Juul takes videogames to be half-real
“in that they consist of real rules with which the players actually interact, and in that winning or losing
a game is a real event. However, when winning a game by slaying a dragon, the dragon is not a real
dragon but a fictional one” (ibid, p.1). But the understanding of a videogame's material manifestation as
unreal, or fictional, holds no reference to the “video” part of videogame. To think of the dragon as
fictional, pays no attention to the specific – and very real – form in which the dragon appears, be it a
fictional dragon inferred from the written text of a text-based online multiplayer game, or the actual
and dynamic depiction of a dragon in a videogame. In recent years, Juul argues, the conflict over the
proper object of study has shifted from “rules or story” to “player or game” (Juul 2008). And even
though Juul proposes that both player-centric and game-centric approaches may inform each other
through a process of dialectic, here too, it seems to me that such a theoretical conception of the
practice of studying videogames is bound to miss that which stands between the player and the game:
the screen and the images that appear on it.
Since many definitions of a game fail to fit the videogame in a way that encompasses the
videogame's nature as a visual medium, I will resort to a definition that does:
“X is a videogame if it is an artefact in a visual digital medium, is intended as an
object of entertainment, and is intended to provide such entertainment through the
employment of one or both of the following modes of engagement: rule and objective
gameplay or interactive fiction” (Tavinor 2009, p.26).
This definition is a useful one for several reasons. First of all, it proposes two conditions that can
distinguish the videogame from its relatives and predecessors: being an artefact in a visual digital
medium – highlighting both the computer and the screen – and being intended as an object of
entertainment. The second interesting element of this definition is that it at once leaves room for a
definition of game such as Juul's and it allows for reflections on a given game's narrative properties
under the header of “interactive fiction”. However, Tavinor defines a videogame as a visual medium,
involving a screen, a player, a game, and a computer, all tough he does not explicitly mentioning the
player. In my opinion a theory of videogames cannot afford to merely imply the player; without the
player there can be no videogame.
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1.3 What videogames are we looking at?
One of the reasons that make it so hard to find a sustained definition of the videogame may be the fact
that videogames know a wide variety of forms and appearances, and to address videogames as a
consistent genre or medium is highly problematic (Aarseth 2004; Newman 2004; Tavinor 2009). Is the
videogame played in an arcade, on a personal computer, on a console, or maybe on mobile phone? Is it
a shooter game, a puzzle game, or is it an online multiplayer game? And what about the images? “There
is nothing if not a potentially vast variety of different sights that might greet us on that screen ...
everything from film noir, Japanese animé, the abstraction of Tetris, and the universe of Barbie has been
realized within games” (Atkins 2006, p.134). Perhaps this is why terms such as computer game, electronic
game, digital game, console game, PC game, hand-held game, etc., are often used interchangeably with the
term videogame. And even if one does, like I do, settle on using the term videogame to connote the
importance of the visual to the experience of playing a videogame, this understanding of the
videogame is still a broad one. If one seeks to find any understanding of the videogame that is not
destined to be an abstract one due to its broadness, it is necessary to limit one's scope. There are many
lines to draw along which a categorization can be made, be it the platform on which the game is played
(mobile phone or home console), or the genre to which a game might belong (puzzle game or actionadventure game). But as my point of entry is the visual aspect of the videogame and my intention is to
use the concept of the Deleuzian movement-image to foster an understanding of the videogame, I will
base my restrictions on the images.
Thinking of a prototypical videogame of the 1980s, the game of Pac-Man (Namco, 1980) comes
to mind. Some ten years later it has however been replaced by a videogame such as Doom (id Software,
1993)9. Obviously, the screen serves as to frame and display the actions contained in both videogames.
But when considering the differences between the images of both videogames – the difference between
the way in which they frame the actions, a few things stand out. The image of Pac-Man (fig. 3) shows us
the level being played in its entirety in a single frame; the space of the level is fixed and all movements
and and actions are attached to either Pac-Man himself or the ghosts he must flee or eat. The spatiality
of a level of Pac-Man is furthermore a two dimensional one, and Pac-Man can move only in either one of
two dimensions; up or down, and left or right. The videogame image of Doom (fig.4a), by contrast, is
characterised by a three dimensional representation of space, employing a similar linear perspective as
9 “[I]n extremely popular mid-1990s examples of the shoot-'em-up game, such as Doom, Hexen and Quake, the player's viewpoint is
first person, with the screen representing a direct view of the scene as if seen through the player's own eyes. If the player turns, runs,
leaps, stops, then these actions are synchronised and matched accordingly with the changes and movements on the screen, producing
the sensation of being there” (Darley 2000, p.30).
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Figure 3. A screenshot from Pac-Man.

developed in Renaissance painting. Moreover, the image of Doom shows only a limited section of the
level that is being played, and in order to see and play all of the level one needs put the frame into
motion. If you want to shoot the soldier that is currently shooting your player-character in the neck,
you need to move the frame and bring into view that which was out of sight. Movement and action in
Doom are no longer restricted to the objects contained in its image, but now extend to the frame which
has become dynamic.
A similar development is recognised by Deleuze, a transition from what he calls primitive or
early cinema to the classical cinema of the movement-image 10. As we have seen briefly in the
introduction to this thesis, Deleuze's conception of the cinematic movement-image and its ability to
present an image of direct movement is dependent upon the technological development of montage
10 Despite this description of the historical development from primitive to classical cinema by Deleuze, as well as his attention for the
differences between classical and modern cinema as expressed throughout his cinema project, Deleuze's approach to the cinema is not
a teleological one; Deleuze's cinema theory is not aimed towards completion from primitive cinema to the modern cinema of the
time-image. See Raessens 2001 for a revaluation of the historical vain in Deleuze's film theory.
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a)

b)

Figure 4. Screenshots showing a first person perspective from Doom (a), and Robert Montgomery's Lady in the Lake (1947) (b).

and the mobile camera. Referring to the images produced by the fixed frontal point of view framing of
the early cinema, philosopher Paola Marrati suggests that

“[t]hey are what Deleuze calls images in movement and not yet movement-images. What is
the difference? ... In primitive cinema ... movement depends on a body displaced
through a space that is itself fixed. Movement remains attached to moving bodies; it
does not emerge in itself ” (Marrati 2008, p.24).

But, by grace of the development of montage and the mobile camera

“the shot stops being an immobile space in which bodies and objects may be displaced,
always in relation to the same frontal point of view, as if on a theatrical stage. The shot
itself becomes mobile, able to show generalised movement that can be extricated from
bodies, which previously had seemed to be the only means of bearing movement”
(Marrati 2008, p.24).
Now if a theoretical understanding of the videogame through the Deleuze's cinema theory is to be
principally viable, I would argue it needs to focus its attention on those videogames that present us
with three dimensional images and a dynamic frame, such as first person and third person videogames.
The first of which uses an image which frames the videogame from a subjective position (fig.4a), as in
the cinematic device of the subjective point of view shot (fig.4b). These type of videogames typically do
not include a visual depiction of the player character, except for a hand holding a weapon entering the
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a)

b)

Figure 5. Screenshots showing a third person perspective from Tomb Raider (a), and Alfred Hitchcock's Vertigo (1958) (b).

bottom of the screen. A third person videogame presents images that frame the videogame including
the player character as seen from behind (fig.5a), which resembles the cinematic device of the overthe-shoulder shot (fig.5b). And while the cinema and the videogame are far from the same thing, they
do both exist as visual media. It is through this kinship that the dynamic frame of 3D videogames
operates as, what game scholar Michael Nitsche describes as, “a virtual camera” 11:

“[V]irtual cameras are not the same as film cameras, but the moving images they
present to the interactor are part of the traditions established by other moving-image
media. By analogy, these viewpoints refer to the established domain of film cameras”
(Nitsche 2008, p.77).

But despite the visually perceivable similarities between the subjective shots in both cinema and the 3D
videogame, they are not inclined to behave in quite the same way. According to Alexander Galloway,
for instance, the subjective point of view shot has been marginalised in narrative film, “used primarily
to effect a sense of alienated, disoriented, or predatory vision” (Galloway 2006, p.68). With the 3D
videogame, however, “the first-person perspective is not marginalised but instead is commonly used to
achieve an intuitive sense of affective motion” (ibid, p.69). It is the kinship between the film camera
and the virtual camera in 3D videogames that makes the explorations of the videogame image and
Deleuze's theory of cinema in principal possible.
11 Chapter 4.3.2 and 5.1 will further discuss the virtual camera.
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a)

b)

Figure 6. Screenshots from Rome Total War showing the videogame's strategical map (a) and the battle map (b).

This is however not to suggest that first and third person videogames are the only videogames
to employ 3D graphics. Take for instance the strategy game Rome TotalWar (The Creative Assembly
2004), whose image presents a birds eye view on a geographical map, or strategical map, on which the
player can perform numerous different actions such as the movement of army troops (fig.6a).Yet, this
videogame also employs more specific 3D imagery, as the image switches to a more detailed birds eye
view of the army troops once the player is engaged in a military confrontation (fig.6b). On this socalled battle map, the player is able to control the virtual camera to bring into view the desired section
of the battle field. In contrast to the 3D videogame, the 3D graphics in Rome TotalWar are not coupled
to a depiction of subjective and individual agency but to an omnipotent agency allowing the player to
control entire armies with the tip of a finger. Moreover, an entire army – or even a section of such an
army – moves slow; the player commands it to move to a certain position and it takes time for the
troops to get there, time during which the player has little direct agency over the videogame image. A
3D videogame, by comparison, would offer the player the vantage point of a single soldier within the
army, making the player responsible not only for choosing the position to which the soldier is to move,
but also for the actual movement of the individual soldier. The image of the 3D videogame, then, is
often fully dynamic, both in terms of the movements of the frame or player-camera and the
movements of the player-character. It is this dynamic character of the 3D videogame image which
demands a constant activity on part of the player. In this regard, the 3D videogame is not only
characterized by its image or the way in which the image is framed (i.e. first person or third person),
but to an important extend also by the nature of the action it presents to the player; compared to other
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types of videogames such as strategy or puzzle games, action takes on a more central and more
immanent role in the 3D videogame.
The restriction of this thesis to the 3D videogame also operates as to restrict the theoretical
Deleuzian scope, most notably through the nature of the action in the 3D videogame. For Deleuze
cinema theory consists of more than the concept of the movement-image, as it extends to include both
the time- and the thought-image. However – as will be explored in more detail in chapter four (§4.2)
– action takes on a less self-evident position in the concepts of the time- and thought-image. Without
investigating it at length at this point, the movement-image is subordinated to action, to 'what happens
next'; the movement-image is an action-image. With the time-image and the though-image, by
contrast, the logic of action is broken, 'what happens next' no longer matters and action no longer
takes centre stage. It is for this reason that this thesis will restrict itself to an exploration of the
movement-image as a means to gain an understanding of the 3D videogame image; the notion of action
forms an indissoluble element of both Deleuze's movement-image and the 3D videogame image.
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2 Videogames and Action, Materiality, and Perception

The definitional discussion of the previous chapter has produced a perspective on the videogame which
highlights its nature as a visual digital medium, involving a screen, a computer, a player, and a game.
But the mere presence of these elements alone does not suffice to bring the videogame into being, for,
as Aarseth points out, “games are both object and process; ... they must be played” (Aarseth 2001). The
screen, the player, the game and the computer only constitute a videogame once they involve each
other in a process of activity. As such, the image of the videogame cannot stand on its own, and the
actions taken by the player are of fundamental importance to both the videogame and its image. This
chapter will therefore examine the theorisation of action in the field of game studies by drawing into
question the material underpinning of cybertext theory.
But why, in the pursuit of an understanding of the videogame image and its relations to the
player's actions, focus on a theory of cybertextuality? I do so under the assumption that Aarseth's
Cybertext (1997) stands as a paradigmatic and influential example of an approach to human-computer
interaction that is preoccupied with the functional and systemic workings of such interaction at the
cost of taking in account its material manifestations. With this work, Aarseth provided game scholars –
himself included – a foundational theory for the ludological approach to the videogame. The
computer-oriented, and systemic approach of cybertext theory has had a important influence upon the
the field of game studies and the formal approach to the videogame (see for instance Aarseth 2001;
2004; Bogost 2007; Eskelinen 2001; 2004; and Galloway 2006). In the development of this
ludological position, Aarseth has argued against an interdisciplinary approach to the videogame, the
origin of which appears in Cybertext, as “the interpretations and misinterpretations of digital media by
literary theorists is a recurrent theme of this book” (Aarseth 1997, p.14). More specifically, the
inattention for materiality in cybertext theory has formed the basis for Aarseth later antagonistic
position within the field of game studies, which holds that “[g]ames are not a kind of cinema” (Aarseth
2001), obscuring quite literally the relevance of cinema theory in an understanding of the position and
function of the visual in videogame play.
And while I agree with that the concept of action is central to the playing of a videogame, I
would maintain that, in order for the concept of action to make sense in relation to the videogame
image, the concept of action needs to be understood outside its formal boundaries as something both
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material and embodied. The central aim of this chapter is then to frame action not merely as a systemic
function of the videogame, but as a corporeal function of the player. In this sense, action is not solely an
intellectual effort, coupled only arbitrarily to the actual pushing of buttons, but action becomes an
embodied phenomenon on which level action and perception appear intimately intertwined – to
perceive is to take action, and in videogame play, perception and action is unavoidably directed at the
screen.
The first part of this chapter will focus on Aarseth's notion of the cybertext (§2.1.1) and his
approach to the materialities of the cybertext (§2.1.2). The second paragraph will offer a critique of
the material underpinning of the cybertext, arguing how cybertext theory is essentially a functionalist
theory that casts a blind eye to the physical manifestation of videogame play by disregarding both the
physical screen (§2.2.1) and the embodied player (§2.2.2). The third part of this chapter takes the
embodied player as a vantage point to explore how a phenomenological approach to perceptual
experience and action (§2.3.1) can bring into view the screen to which action in videogame play is
directed (§2.3.2).

2.1 Videogames and cybertextual action
2.1.1 Aarseth's cybertext and ergodic action
Compared to other media, such as books and films, videogames have been hallmarked as “interactive
media,” creating an audience that is immediately empowered and placed at the centre of the
experience. But there is an important difference between the interactivity of, say, a DVD access menu
and a videogame as “the material revealed through menu selection is fixed unlike that in the videogame
which, being oriented around a transformable, … responsive simulation, may dynamically adapt to the
performance of the player” (Newman 2004, p.27). This adaptive and dynamic relationship between the
player and the videogame can be described in terms of an information feedback loop. Drawn from the
field of cybernetics, feedback is seen as present when “a circularity of action exists between the parts
of a dynamic system” (Ashby 1956, p.31). The term has encountered debate, but the basic meaning of
feedback is of two parts affecting each other.
The origins of cybernetic theory in the field of videogame studies lie in Aarseth’s proposal of
videogames and other electronic texts as “cybertexts”. His seminal book Cybertext (1997) explores the
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aesthetics and textual dynamics of electronic texts such as hypertext, videogames, and the
collaborative Internet texts of Multi User Dungeons. Aarseth speaks of the cybertext not as a distinct
form of textuality but as an approach to texts in this broad sense. In this view, texts are not to be
understood as a chain of signifiers in the linguistic sense, rather, they stand to cover a wide array of
phenomena “from short poems to complex computer programs and databases” (Aarseth 1997, p.2021). The common trope among them here is that these texts need a reader or a user in order come into
being; without a reader a book is just a stack of paper and ink, and without a player a videogame is just
digital data on a disk.
Cybertexts, however, are a special species of text among this broad collection, and the “cyber”
in cybertext sets it apart as a textual machine; “machines that produce signs, which vary from reading to
reading” (Frasca, 2001b, p.29, italics added). Importantly, a cybertext does not just produce a series of
signs on and by itself, instead it relies on the action or input of its user in the creation of the signs.
Aarseth uses the term “ergodic” to describe the action on the part of the player: “In ergodic literature,
nontrivial effort is required to allow the reader to traverse the text” (ibid., p.1). Non-trivial efforts go
beyond instrumental actions such as turning the pages of a book or scrolling down a PDF file; in
ergodic literature, the efforts of the user instead have an effect on the very content and structure of the
text. To Aarseth, the interactive, or ergodic nature of videogames then does not so much lie in the fact
that the player is expected to perform actions – as if watching a film, or selecting which scene to watch
from a DVD are not actions in their own right –, but more so in the fact that the videogame is taking
certain actions in correspondence with the actions of the player.

2.1.2 The materiality of cybernetic sign production
When it comes to the materiality of cybertexts, Aarseth's position becomes somewhat ambiguous. On
the one hand he acknowledges cybertext's need for a material manifestation as he unites the operator,
the produced sign or signs, and the medium by which these signs are expressed into a textual machine
(fig.7):

“As the cyber prefix indicates, the text is seen as a machine – not merely metaphorically,
but as a mechanical device for the production and consumption of verbal signs. Just as a
film is useless without a projector and a screen, so a text must consist of a material
medium … The machine, of course, is not complete without a third part, the (human)
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Figure 7. The Textual Machine (Aarseth 1997, p.21)

operator, and it is within this triad that the text takes place” (ibid., p.21, italics added).
Yet, as Aarseth focusses on a wide array of different phenomena, this conception of the materiality of
the medium becomes a purely functional prerequisite to his theory rather than an actual reference to
the physicality of the medium. Moreover, as the subtitle of Cybertext indicates, cybertext theory is
understood a perspective on textuality, and it can be brought to bare to the reading of a book as well as
on the playing of a videogame12. According to Aarseth, a text is more than just marks upon a surface,
and it attains meaning only in the act of reading. “A reader peruses a string of words, and depending on
the reader's subsequent actions, the significance of those words may be changed … the act of rereading
is a crucial example: the second time we read a text, it is different, or so it seems” (ibid. p.19).
The medium of the videogame, by contrast, behaves differently in terms of cybertextuality as
its content, or the signs it produces will dynamically adapt to the performance of the player. The
second time we play a given videogame, the string of signs produced in each session – or the images, if
you will – really are different. They may be produced from the same code, but constitute unique texts
as Aarseth would put it. To account for the different strings of signs a videogame may produce in
different play sessions, Aarseth approaches the videogame as a dynamic text, distinguishing between

12 “[A] cybertext must contain some kind of information feedback loop. In one sense, this holds true for any textual situation …
Sometimes, a reader may influence the text for other readers, even if all the “marks on the pages” stay the same: A dramatic example
is the ayatollah Khomeiny's reaction to The SatanicVerses” (Aarseth 1997, p.19-20).

22

“scriptons” and “textons.”13 Textons are understood as all the possibilities the variables and rules of the
game allow for, and the scriptons refer to the actual string of signs a play session of a given videogame
may produce. This is what Aarseth regards to be the unique dual materiality of the cybernetic sign process:

“While some signification systems, such as painted pictures and printed books, exist
on only one material level (i.e., the level of paint and canvas, or of ink and paper),
others exist on two or more levels, as a book being read aloud (ink-paper and voicesoundwaves) or a moving picture being projected (the film strip and the image on the
silver screen). In these latter cases, the relationship between the two levels may be
termed trivial, as the transformation from one level to the other (what we might call
the secondary sign production) will always be, if not deterministic, then at least
dominated by the material authority of the first level. In cybernetic sign
transformation, however, the relationship might be termed arbitrary, because the
internal, coded level can only be fully experienced by way of the external, expressive
level … what goes on at the external level can be fully understood only in light of the
internal” (ibid., p.40).
One can however question whether this dual materiality of the cybernetic sign process is actually
concerned with any physical material, as it seems more preoccupied with the systemic interplay
between the level of the code and that of the expression. In light of the videogame this would point
towards the manner in which the player, together with the videogame produce a unique play session
from the code of the game in question. And while this dynamic is elemental in any understanding of
the videogame, it diverts the attention away from the actual materiality by which the videogame
expresses itself and through which it makes itself available to the player: the screen.

2.2 Cybernetics and materiality
2.2.1 The materiality of the videogame: screen, computer, controller, game, and player
In his appropriation of cybernetic theory, Aarseth directly refers to Norbert Wiener's book Cybernetics
(1948) by stating that this perspective “includes both organic and inorganic systems; that is, any system
that contains an information feedback loop” (Aarseth 1997, p.1). The term “cybernetics” is taken from
the Greek word meaning “the art of steering” (Wiener 1948), which emphasises the central position of
the user; when steering your actions matter in a very direct and unambiguous way. It also highlights a
13 “It is useful to distinguish between strings [of signs] as they appear to readers and strings as they exist in the text, since they may
not always be the same. For want of better terms, I call the former scriptons and the latter textons” (Aarseth 1997, p.62).
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Figure 8. The cybernetic feedback loop of videogame play

notion of control – cybernetics is often understood as the study of control in complex systems. And
even though Aarseth does not provide an extensive discussion of cybernetic theory, his approach does
offer a useful insight in the way in which videogame play is governed by an interplay between the code,
the computer and the player.
Tavinor has defined the videogame as an artefact in a visual digital medium, and the cybernetic
approach lets us distinguish this artefact as the coded rules and mechanics of the videogame and its
visual level of expression. Each videogame will posses a series of rules and mechanics that determine
and afford its specific use and play. The computer functions as to spark the rules and mechanics of a
given videogame to life, producing the image with which the player then engages by manipulating the
controller or keyboard (fig.8). It seems to me that the experience of playing a videogame typically
involves all of the elements shown in figure eight; all contemporary videogames need a player, a
computer, a game, a controller, and a screen. And while it might seem trivial to point these
components out, it does underscore their fundamental importance to the experience of videogame
play. Take away one of these elements, and there can be no videogame play. This principle renders all
components, and the interaction between them of equal importance, however, our interest lies with
the screen and its images. This is not to suggest that the screen is of a greater constitutive importance
than any of the other components and the possible relations among them, but I believe that the lack of
genuine interest for the materialities in cybernetic theory warrants some extra attention to the screen
and the videogame image that it produces.
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Aarseth's understanding of the materiality of the medium then seems to be subordinated by the
mechanical nature of cybertext. Does a difference between classical texts and computer texts exist,
Aarseth wonders; “if it exists, it must be described in functional, rather than material or historical,
terms” (Aarseth 1997, p.17). Responding to a discussion of cybertext theory by Markku Eskelinen, a
prominent advocate of Aarseth's work, Katherine Hayles comments on the idea of cybertext theory as
an approach to textuality:
“Like all functionalist theories, cybertext theory elides materiality in order to create a
template based on function, generally casting a blind eye to how these functions are
instantiated in particular media. Cybernetics made much the same move when it
reduced complex physiological and biological processes to “functions” and then
claimed there were no essential differences between biological organisms and
machines, because both carried out the same functions. Despite the frequency with
which Aarseth and Eskelinen use the word “material,” in an important sense
cybertext theory is very immaterial, for it largely ignores the material differences
between, say, the I Ching, and print novels. Of course the generality it attains by
doing so counts for its power as a theory. But material differences between media do
matter, and matter significantly, if one wishes to count for the specificity of reading
practices, the responses of users or reader to particular texts, and the nuanced
effects that different kinds of texts can achieve” (Hayles 2001*).
More recently writing explicitly on videogames, Aarseth has transported such an non-materialist
approach by focussing on the structure of rules enabling games like chess and Tomb Raider alike (Aarseth
2004, p.48). However, the systemic, or functional approach to the videogame threatens to reduce the
screen and the player's actions to a scheme of input and output relevant mainly to the computational
system. The actual materiality of the screen and the player become of secondary importance. While
anthropomorphizing the computer somewhat, one may say that the specific manifestation of a
videogame's image does not matter a great deal to the computer. The computer does not look at the
images on the screen, it just produces them according to the rules of the code. Likewise, the actual
activity of the player also does not matter to the computer, only those actions that constitute actual
input are relevant to the system.
Game scholar James Newman in contrast argues that playing a videogame is not a simple
combination of inputs and outputs. Apart from the responses and actions by the player that are
registered by the machine, players demonstrate other responses to playing a videogame, such as
physically leaning in to a corner in a racing game, or ducking while being shot at in a shooter game.
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Newman has termed these responses “non-registrated inputs and responses” (NRIs): “The recognition
of their significance serves to problematise the ‘meat’ stance of the cyberpunk discourse, where
interactions with videogames and VR are read as illustrative of corporeal redundancy and a neoCartesian cognitive supremacy” (Newman 2002, p. 410). But not only does the recognition of the
NRIs emphasise the corporeality of videogame play, it also points toward the idea that the attention
and experience – as the physical reactions of ducking and swaying demonstrate – does not lie with the
functionally relevant pushing of buttons alone:

“Every response you make provokes a reaction from the computer, which leads to a
new response, and so on, as the loop from the screen to your eyes to your fingers on
the keyboard to the computer to the screen becomes a single cybernetic circuit”
(Friedman 1995, p.126).
A cybernetic approach to the videogame should involve more than just two systems containing an
information feedback loop; it must include the material manifestation of all components involved (see
fig.8).

2.2.2 The player as cyborg: or, how the body matters
How can we then bring the screen into view? Perhaps by looking at the one at which the images on the
screen are directed: the player. According to Aarseth, the operator, by virtue of the symbioses of sign,
operator and medium, can be regarded to be a cyborg. Introduced by Manfred Clynes (1960), the
term cyborg refers to the symbiotic entity that results from the alliance between humans and
technology (Aarseth 1997, p.53). And while Aarseth discusses Donna Haraway's famous essay “A
Cyborg Manifesto” (1991), he fails to take in account the importance of embodiment in Haraway's
work. Aarseth sidesteps the materiality of the player too and reduces the notion of the cyborg to a
question of control; “who or what controls the text?” (Aarseth 1997, p.55). Is it the reader or the text;
the player or the videogame? And while the crossing of borders and the breaking down of existing
categories form a vital part of Haraway's cyborg theory, her cyborg is first and foremost a material and
embodied entity:
“Thinking through the cyborg cannot simply entail the use of the generic category
'cyborg' or the concept of embodied boundary-crossing. Instead, cyborgs must be
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considered in terms of their material semiotic-embodiment (Haraway 1991). That is,
they must be thought of in terms of how a particular body's matter and meaning work
in and through each other: how the stuff of this body generates meanings, and how its
meanings come to be materially embodied” (Castañeda 2001, p. 224).
Aarseth uses the cyborg to draw attention to the interplay between sign, operator and medium, to the
system itself. Haraway, on the other hand seems interested not in the system of sign production per se,
she is rather focussing on their meanings in relation to their production. This interest can only be
adequately addressed by taking into account the material manifestations of both the medium and the
player.
When returning to figure eight (p.24), Aarseth's Cybertext can be said to focus largely on the
relations between the game (or code) (e) and the player (d), and it does so by subsequently focussing on
the relations between the code (e) and the controller (c), and to a lesser degree to those between the
code (e) and the screen (b) (under influence of the controller obviously). As such, the player is
approached only indirectly in cybertext theory, and the main focus seems to be on the workings of the
code or text. Nonetheless, Aarseth maintains that his cybertext theory is centred on the user:
“The concept of cybertext focusses on the mechanical organization of the text, by
positing the intricacies of the medium as an integral part of the literary exchange.
However, it also centres attention on the consumer, or user, of the text, as a more
integrated figure than even reader-response theorists would claim” (Aarseth 1997,
p.1).
As we have seen before, the symbioses of user and medium places the user in a central position capable
of exerting, to some degree, control over the machine. Moreover, for its coming into being cybertext
depends on its user; it shapes itself according to its user's actions. And yet, game scholar Ian Bogost
argues that Aarseth's cybertexts does seems to privilege the position of the work over that of the
reader, whereas reader-response theorists would favour the reader. Discussing reader-response
theories such as deconstructivism and Roland Barthes's notion of the “death of the author,” Bogost
concludes: “In all of these approaches, interpretation becomes a process of invoking a text from a
particular point of view, making the reader the central figure of post-structuralist criticism” (Bogost
2006, p.130). Aarseth's use of cyborg theory already gives an indication for Bogost argument, as
Aarseth reduces the notion of the cyborg as an embodied symbiotic entity to a system of control. Or, as
Bogost puts it:
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“Even though Aarseth insists that cybertexts go beyond reader-response criticism's
focus on the user of the text, he follows Barthes in collapsing this property of use back
onto the works themselves; these are ergodic pieces of literature, not ergodic
experiences or ergodic encounters. The user never disappears from the cybertextual
experience, but Aarseth shifts the focus of the ergodic experience from user to text”
(ibid.).
Aarseth thus approaches the reader through the text or code, and frames its enabling properties by
what the medium requires them to be on a systemic level. As Alison Harvey explains in a discussion of
Aarseth's appropriation of cybernetic theory – or lack thereof: “The emphasis in cybernetics is, at its
origins, machine-like … this occurs through the proposition of human intelligence as a property of the
computational system of symbols rather than as part of our lifeworld. With the erasure of the body’s
materiality comes the privileging of formal informational patterns” (Harvey 2009, p.3). According to
Harvey, Aarseth utilises an intellectual conception of cybertext rather than an embodied, corporeal or
material one, echoing the roots of Cartesian dualism between the mind as the seat of humanity and the
body as a machine in service of this mind (ibid.). For Aarseth, the user of the cybertext differs from
the reader of a traditional text because ergodic performance is extranoematic, which means that it is
outside the boundaries of human thought. This work involves the navigation of textual possibilities:
“During the cybertextual process, the user will have effectuated a semiotic sequence,
and this selective movement is a work of physical construction that the various
concepts of “reading” do not account for” (Aarseth 1997, p.1).
Though it would seem that this directly implies embodied action, this paragraph has demonstrated how
Aarseth shifts the attention from the materialities of the cybertextual experience to that of the
systemic and non-material relations between text and user. As such, “[w]hat is proposed as physical and
nontrivial work in the cybertext is the user’s cognitive grappling with the limitations and the
possibilities offered in the text” (Harvey 2009, p.2).

2.3 Action and perception
2.3.1 Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception
Aarseth never directly addresses the body or the material or physical aspects of interacting with
cybertexts, or videogames. But the playing of a videogame is not merely a cognitive activity; the reality
of playing today's videogames requires an intricate system of cables, plugs, controllers, computer
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Figure 9. An ambiguous drawing that facilitates two different meaningful perceptions; do you see an old lady or a young one?

hardware, software, screens, and the body. Inevitably, the playing of a videogame is always a physical
practice:
“Get too involved in playing and your back will ache, your eyes will suffer strain and
your mouse hand will begin to cramp [the videogame] takes its toll on the body even as
it promises a disembodied and virtual experience” (Atkins 2003, p.11).
For an understanding of the player's embodiment and how this relates to the concepts of action and
perception, we might turn to the work of philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Following the
phenomenological projects of Husserl and Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty's main work The Phenomenology of
Perception (2002)14 takes phenomenology down to the level of action and perception, emphasising the
embodied nature of cognition. In this book, Merleau-Ponty takes issue with both an empiricist (realist)
and intellectualist (idealist) model of cognition. The empiricist simply takes the world as objectively
given and sees cognition as a causal reflection of the world. In this view, perception is but a passive and
neutral registering of external and objective stimuli which function as input for the cognitive
processes. But such explanations cannot account for the meaningful nature of perception; a single
stimulus can, for instance, give rise to different perceptions (see fig.9), and your seat in the stadium –
court side or way in the back – will influence your perception and experience of a game of basketball.
The intellectualist position, in contrast, recognises the role of the subject in the construction of the
experienced world, but it turns thoughts and knowledge into formal and abstract concepts by
14 First appeared in 1945 as Phénomènologie de la perception; I will however refer to the 2002 Routledge translation by Colin Smith.
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separating them from their physical embodiment. It is through this separation that the intellectualist
approach to cognition is thus unable to account for the body's involvement in both action and
perception.
This non-materialist nature of the intellectualist approach to cognition seems to be echoed in
Aarseth's approach to the engagement between user and cybertext, as both favour the effort of the
subject while at the same time creating an ideal and abstract subject or user which is understood
foremost in terms of its functionality. The disembodied conception of cognition finds its origins in
Descartes' divide between the mind and the body; Cartesian dualism defines perception as an inner
mental representation of an outer world of objects. Merleau-Ponty, in contrast argues to bring back to
the centre of our attention the pre-objective, primordial relationship we have to our bodies and the
world: “We are in the world through our body, and ... we perceive that world within our body”
(Merleau-Ponty 2002, p. 206). For Merleau-Ponty, cognition is always embedded in our body and our
nervous system, and it is the nervous system that connects our motor faculties and our perceptive
faculties. As in is done in the sensorimotor approach, Merleau-Ponty wants to replace the picture of
perception as a primarily internal event, which in the visual case, often involves an iconic replica, with
a conception of vision as an active, further-action-oriented, and embodied exploration of the
environment.
2.3.2 Perception as action, or the primacy of perception in videogame play
Still, playing a videogame puts different physical demands on the player's body than, say, an actual game
of soccer does. Playing a game of Pro Evolution Soccer 6 on my PC does not have me run, sprint, tackle
or kick a ball; it has me sitting in front of the screen tapping away on the keyboard. But the
concentration of the player is not geared towards the pushing of keys on a keyboard per se; the attention
of the player is directed primarily to the screen. For even though the activity of the pushing of knobs is
a crucial and defining feature of videogaming, the only way to ensure that your push on one of the
buttons has had the desired effect – or if it had any effect at all – is by looking at the screen 15. In order
to reveal the relevance of the screen and its images to videogame play, we must conceive of the player
as an embodied subject involved in a physical and cognitive activity in which visual perception is key.
15 This is not to suggest that the controller has no influence on the experience of videogame play – think of the motion-controlled
controller of the Nintendo Wii in contrast to the more traditional controller of the PS3. Videogames such as Dance Dance Revolution
and Guitar Hero too involve their players in different forms of explicit physical activity, yet despite their differences the screen appears
as a common denominator among them. Moreover, while playing videogames on a PC or console, the controller and the physical
interaction it affords remain the same while the images on the screen vary from videogame to videogame.
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But despite what I would call the primacy of perception in videogame play, theoretical writings
on the videogame seem to be characterized by a non-materialist approach to the actions involved in
playing a videogame. As game scholar Alexander Galloway states:
“If photographs are images, and films are moving images, then video games are
actions … Without action, games remain only in the pages of an abstract rule book.
Without the active participation of players and machines, video games exist only as
static computer code. Video games come into being when the machine is powered up
and the software is executed; they exist when enacted”. (Galloway 2006, p.2)
Inspired by a model of cybernetics similar to that of Aarseth, Galloway distinguishes between machine
actions and operator actions. In this schema, winning a game of Civilization (Meier, 1991) is an
operator's act, while losing it is the machine's. Equally, locating a power-up in Super Mario Bros.
(Miyamoto and Tezuka, 1985) is a player's act, but the effect which it has on the player's character is a
machine act. This distinction is provided purely for analytical purposes, as “both the machine and the
operator work together in a cybernetic relationship [in which] the two types of action are ontologically
the same” (ibid, p.4). As Galloway – and Aarseth before him (Aarseth 2001) – points out, to play a
game is to take action, but it seems reasonable to assume that videogame play entails seeing in a very
fundamental way. Whether you are playing tennis on the Wii or you are shooting up mutated aliens in a
game of Duke Nukem 3D (3D Realms, 1996) you cannot see the ball or the alien, you sure can't hit it.
It seems trivial to point to the importance of visual perception to the concept of action; given
the integrated state of human senses, the visual tends permeate most of our every-day interactions with
the world. From opening and walking through a door to pouring a glass of milk. Moments of audio
only or haptic only are quite rare. In this sense, most of our daily actions do not exclude the visual,
softening Galloway’s distinction between the moving images of cinema and the actions of the
videogame. One might even take it as a given, with media standing as instances of engineered sensory
embrace or isolation – the phonograph and telephone which exclude visual perception; silent film and
painting which monopolize visual perception; or VR environments that include sight, sound and the
haptic. But, as philosopher Alva Noë rightly points out, visual perception does not merely permeate our
interactions as an image being shoved under your nose; “perception is not something that happens to us.
It is something we do” (Noë 2004, p.1). Taking one of the rare audio and haptic moments as an
example, Noë explains his enactive approach to perception:
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“Think of a blind person tap-tapping his or her way around a cluttered space,
perceiving that space by touch, not all at once, but through time, by skillful probing
and movement. This is, or at least ought to be, our paradigm of what perceiving is. The
world makes itself available to the perceiver through physical movement and
interaction … all perception is touch-like in this way: Perceptual experience acquires
content thanks to our possession of bodily skills. What we perceive is determined by
what we do (or what we know how to do); it is determined by what we are ready to do
… we enact our perceptual experience; we act it out” (ibid.).
The Cartesian undertone of cybertext theory and its explicit cybernetical orientation, however, tends
to reduce complex physiological and biological processes to objective “functions”. Perception in this
sense, becomes passive and immediate, much like the computer's blinking cursor waiting on you to
type a command on the keyboard to which it instantaneously responds. But as theorist of visual
perception James Gibson aptly points out: “The eye is not a camera that forms and delivers an image,
nor is the retina simply a keyboard that can be struck by fingers of light” (Gibson 1979, p.61) 16. Noë,
following the work of Merleau-Ponty, criticizes this so-called snap-shot conception of visual
experience, by which seeing the world is like having detailed pictures of the world in mind. Discussing
the work of Descartes on the biological and mechanical workings of the eye, Noë explains how the
snap-shot conception holds the idea “that vision starts with retinal pictures that are transformed into
better internal pictures that give rise to experiences with picture-like content” (Noë 2004. p.39).
However, in a phenomenological approach to visual perception, perception becomes more than the
cognitive creation of an internal image based on a less perfect retinal picture. Instead, we perceive of
the cat sitting behind a picket fence as indeed a whole cat and not a disjointed set of strips of cat
because
“[m]y sense of presence of the whole cat behind the fence consists precisely in my
knowledge, my implicit understanding, that by a movement of the eye or the head or
the body, I can bring bits of the cat into view that are now hidden” (ibid., p.63-4).
To look at something takes up the entire body and our knowledge thereof. And visual perception does
not delivers us mere picture-like experience of the world, instead “we take ourselves to be situated in
an environment, to have access to the environmental detail as needed by turns of the eyes and head and
16 “The organism cannot properly be compared to a keyboard on which the external stimuli would play and which in their proper
form would be delineated for the simple reason that the organism contributes to the constitution of that form. When my hand follows
each effort of a struggling animal while holding an instrument for capturing it, it is clear that each of my movements respond to an
external stimulation; but it it also clear that these stimulations could not be received without the movements by which I expose my
receptors to their influence” (Merleau-Ponty 1965, p.13).
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by repositioning the body” (ibid., 59).
I would maintain that an understanding of perception as a mode of action, as a physical and
cognitive activity is crucial to a theory of action in videogame play. This chapter has attempted to
complement the notion of action in videogame play as a (primarily) cognitive activity with an
embodied understanding of player activity, allowing us to point to the importance of visual perception
as a mode of action that is indissoluble from the act of playing a videogame. To put it crudely: while
playing a videogame, to look is to take action. Visual perception functions not only as a prerequisite to
the player's ability to play the game, but as a constitutive constant throughout videogame play. And
even though playing a videogame in a sense immobilizes its player – keeping her sat in a chair, fingers
on the buttons, and eyes glued to the screen – the ability to take any action relevant to the process of
the videogame depends without interruption on an embodied activity involving the visual perception
of the image on the screen.
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3 Videogames and the Image

The previous chapter has made clear how a phenomenological understanding of videogame play can
bring into view the relevance of the screen to videogame play. The current chapter in turn will look at
the images that appear on the screen. For during videogame play one's visual attention is not so much
directed to the screen as such, rather it is focussed on the image that appears on it. The videogame
makes itself available to the player via the screen, and to an important extent playing a videogame can
be understood as the real-time manipulation of the images on the screen. From a three dimensionally
rendered avatar such as Lara Croft, to the geometrical blocks in Tetris. Focussing on the videogame
image calls into question issues of representation. As cultural theorist Stuart Hall explains:
“Representation can only be properly analysed in relation to the actual concrete forms
which meaning assumes, in the concrete practices of signifying, 'reading' and
interpretation; and these require analysis of the actual signs, symbols, figures, images,
narratives, words and sounds – the material forms – in which symbolic meaning is
circulated” (Hall 1997, p.9, italics added).
And while a focus on the videogame image may lead to considerations of visual representation, it is
important to remember that the videogame image does not stand on its own. As the discussion of
Aarseth's Cybertext has made clear, the videogame image is to be understood in relation to the player's
actions and the coded actions of the videogame, of which the image is the expression.
This chapter presents a (temporary) perspective on the videogame image, by discussing in the
first paragraph the different material and representational properties of videogames and analogue
games (§3.1). After identifying the videogame image as a computer-based image, we will draw on the
concept of procedural representation to examine the relation between the computer and the image
(§3.2). We will conclude by shifting the scope from the computer and the image to the player and the
image through a discussion of the tensions and connections between the videogame image as an
interface-image and the videogame image as visual representation (§3.3).

3.1 From games to videogames: chess and Tomb Raider
In the first chapter we saw how Aarseth has warned the game studies community for the colonizing
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attempts of theorists of visual culture. In this view, to focus on the videogame image is to make oneself
susceptible to validating already existing theories of aesthetics and representation at the cost of
reducing the videogame to a series of images presented to us for mere contemplation. Aarseth's fear,
while maybe not justified, is certainly valid; the representational abilities of videogames cannot be
reduced to the screen and the images that appear on it. For as Aarseth has rightly pointed out, behind
the videogame image, the level of expression, lies the level of the code which enables the image and
structures its motions. Any theory of the representational abilities of videogames must therefore be
sensitive to both the procedural and the visual mode of representation and the way in which these two
inform each other.
Yet, to Aarseth “computer games are games, and games are not new, but very old, probably
older than human culture, since even animals play games” (Aarseth 2004, p.46). And while videogames
may be akin to animal play in that both phenomena involve a element of play, or playing, there are huge
differences between the two as well. Compared to classical games, or analogue games like chess,
videogames have, by there nature of being part of visual culture by making use of designed images on a
screen, much more to do with issues of visual representation from the get-go. Aarseth however
maintains that the representational layer, or the visual, is the most coincidental to a game as he states
that “the dimensions of Lara Croft's body [...] are irrelevant to me as a player, because a different
looking body would not make me play differently” (ibid., p.48). And while such an argument might
hold true for an analogue game such as chess – whereby the gameness of the game can be said to
remain unchanged when the traditional pieces are replaced by rocks or pieces that look like members
of the Simpson family (ibid.) – in the case of videogames it seems to deny their nature as an instance of
visual media, and as such, it denies the interplay between visual and procedural representation 17.
It might prove useful to look more closely at the differences between the analogue game of
chess and the videogame. For one thing, the game of chess does without a form of computer-based
procedural representation, as the procedures that govern the game are not inherent to its material
manifestation. One can imagine a moving the pieces over the board in a wide variety of ways, yet the
movements that are considered possible and meaningful within the game are dependent on the player's
adherence to the rules of the game. The movements of the pieces that are considered valid and
meaningful within the game are furthermore structured by the shape of the board – a chequered board
with 64 squares arranged in an eight-by-eight square. However, the relationship between a piece's
17 The following paragraph (3.2) will further elaborate on the concept of procedural representation.
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Figure 10. Lara Croft looking and moving like an athletic young woman.

appearance and the movements it is afforded seems to be a symbolic one rather than a iconic one. The
knight's affordance, for instance, to jump over other pieces can be said to stand in symbolic relation to
its appearance as a horse (that is, in most chess games). This relationship becomes one of symbolic
representation due to the rigid character the chess board imposes on the movement; a real horse after
all doesn't – if it jumps – jump in a L-shaped manner. In a videogame such as Tomb Raider (Core Design,
1996) however, the movements afforded to the controllable character Lara stand in iconic
representational relation to the appearance of Lara; she looks and moves like an athletic young woman
(fig.10). Moreover, the computational origins of the videogame allow for a far wider variety of
movements by the controllable object than the chessboard offers, this in turn allows for the
movements, or processes, to stand in a more representational relation to the appearance of
controllable object.
Ultimately, the videogame image is a computer-based image. According to researcher of new
media Lev Manovich, “the computer-based image consists of two levels, a surface appearance and the
underlying code” (Manovich 2001, p.289). And as is clear from the chess/Tomb Raider example, not
only the visually perceivable image holds representational abilities in videogame play; the changes in
this image, or the movements of the objects depicted in the image too can be said to bare meaning. It is
the code of the videogame which, once brought to life by the computer, determines the visual
appearance of the videogame image and the ways in which it can be manipulated.
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3.2 Beyond the image: procedural representation
No matter what action taken in a videogame, and no matter by virtue of what graphics this action is
relayed to the player, it can always only be done if the computer is capable of calculating them. This is
what game scholar Ian Bogost calls procedural representation 18. Bogost takes the procedural nature of
the computer to be its primary representational property 19. The procedures or processes are however
not to be conflated with the basic binary calculations on which computing in its bare essence depends,
Bogost instead is interested in behaviour: “When we do things, we do them according to some logic,
and that logic constitutes a process in the general sense of the word” (Bogost 2007, p.7). Procedural
representation then refers to explanation of processes with other processes:
“Computation is representation, and procedurality in the computational sense is a
means to produce that expression. As Murray suggests, computer processes are
representational, and thus procedurality is fundamental to computational
expression. Because computers function procedurally, they are particularly adept at
representing real or imagined systems that themselves function in a particular way –
that is, that operate according to a set of processes. The computer magnifies the
ability to create representations of processes” (idem., p.5).
Procedurality thus refers to the computer's ability to execute commands and perform calculations
according to a set of rules. As such, the code harbours both the procedures or rules that make up the
image, the rules of the game, and procedures that govern for instance the gravitational pull on the ball.
And while Bogost succeeds in making clear how the nature of the computer as procedural medium
allows for the dynamic representation of processes as we find in videogames, it sheds little light on how
procedural representation relates to the visual properties of the videogame.
Take for example Bogost's discussion of the game Congo Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Bark
(Woodhouse and Williams, 2004), a game sponsored by the Rainforest Foundation and aimed at raising
awareness regarding the issue of deforestation (fig.11a). As Bogost explains, the game's procedurality
mimics that of the commercial platform games of Nintendo's Super Mario series. The game thus
employs a procedure of linear progression through a number of levels, in which obstacles are to be
avoided and enemies to be overcome to end with a final “boss fight” confronting the World Bank (who
had endorsed the felling of rainforest in Congo). In contrast to the Super Mario games, Congo Jones'
18 Bogost goes on to build on top of the notion of procedural representation a theory of procedural rhetoric: “procedural rhetoric is a
general name for the practice of authoring arguments through processes” (Bogost 2007, p.28-9).
19 Computers have a distinct ability to run processes, or, put more simply, viewing the computer as a calculator reveals its nature as a
processing machine as it highlights the computers ability to execute processes of calculation.
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a)

b)

Figure 11. A screen shot from Congo Jones (a) and a screen shot from GTA VC showing an in-game arcade of Pogo the Monkey (b).

protagonist is a monkey rather than an Italian plumber, and instead of battling evil mushrooms, Congo
Jones faces flying chainsaws. To Bogost this game fails at attaining its objectives since “Congo Jones adopts
no procedural representation – and therefore no procedural rhetorics – of its own” (idem., p.50). And
in this specific case one might agree with him, since the game makes no procedural claims as to why
one should oppose the appointed “archetypal boss monster” that is the World Bank.
Nonetheless, the fictitious game Pogo the Monkey might demonstrate how Bogost negates the
function of the visual in the way in which Congo Jones makes meaning – whether successful or not. The
in-game radio of Grand Theft Auto: III (DMA Design, 2001) features a rather self-reflexive radio
advertisement endorsing the Pogo the Monkey videogame (fig.11b). According to the advertisement,
players help Pogo escape from the genetics lab he is being held, only to embark on a journey that
involves killing nasty scientists and shampoo manufactures with his Banana Cannon, saving little boys
from wells, and ending in taking over the Whitehouse. At each stage Pogo is rewarded with prizes
ranging from coins, to diamonds, to cars. As game researcher Nate Garrelts explains, this fictional
game – with its seemingly harmless and cartoon-like image that hides its blatant violent and capitalistic
themes – “is reflecting the very real challenges facing players in the world outside of the game which in
the context of the game the monkey is justified in fighting against. In essence, Rockstar's Grand Theft
Auto series deprives the audience of this comfortable façade to better reveal the absurdity and
atrocities of the real world” (Garrelts 2006, p.10). In Pogo the Monkey, meaning arises from the blatant
mismatch between the games procedure (linear progression endowed with violence) and its cartoon38

like appearance. The perceived failure of Congo Jones then lies in the unfortunate interplay between its
procedural representation and its visual representation rather than in a flawed procedural
representation as such.
Bogost's theory of procedural rhetorics in videogames is reminiscent of Aarseth's cybertextual
approach as it seems to be rooted in the tradition of game scholarship with an emphasis on the formal,
structural, and functional dimensions of the videogame20. By focussing on the procedural level of the
videogame's modes of expression, Bogost thus looks beyond the videogame image, much like Aarseth
when playing Tomb Raider: “When I play, I don't even see [Lara's] body, but I see through it and past it”
(Aarseth 2004, p.48). One explanation for this attention to the beyond of the videogame image might
be that Bogost's book Persuasive Games (2007), in which he discusses procedural representation in
videogames, focusses on the design of rhetorics in videogames, which, as the design process of
videogames dictates, is to a large degree concerned with code. Moreover, the theory of persuasive
games is geared towards the future potential of the videogame, that is, it is concerned with the
consideration of certain conditions by which the rhetoric potential of the videogame might be fully
exploited. My study, by contrast, is more prone to focus on the act of playing a videogame and the
position of the videogame image in this experience. And while I agree that the code – which governs
both the rules of the game and the behaviour of the objects with which the game is played – is
paramount in videogame play, it is important to note that the code is only accessible to the player
indirectly, through the image. If, on the level of the code, a certain videogame does not allow you to
make the player-character fly, you will not see your character fly while playing this game. Such
restrictions upon the player's agency are governed by the videogame's software run on a computer, yet
they are expressed on the level of the image's abilities to relay change and movement and experienced
on the level of player's agency over this image – the what-can-I-do?
Often times such restrictions on the videogame image and the agency there over are matched
with the rules of the game. If you would like to take the ball during a game of soccer and dribble of the
pitch you have the ability to do so. It would not constitute a valid move, and your team-mates will
probably not take kindly to you for doing so, but is in principal possible. Upon playing a game of soccer
you would usually agree not to dribble outside the lines circumscribing the pitch and to restrict
20 Here arises an apparent contradiction between Bogost's work on procedural rhetorics and procedural representation and his
earlier work to which I have referred in the previous chapter (i.e. Bogost's critique of Aarseth's cybertext theory). However, contrary
to Unit Operations (Bogost 2006), Persuasive Games (Bogost 2007) can be understood less as an ontology of the videogame and more as
an examination of the ideological and political frames in which videogames operate as well as an inquiry into their educational
potentials. For the purpose of videogame analysis, however, and especially an analysis which aims to use the videogame image as its
point of entry, the concept of procedural representation in itself seems inadequate.
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yourselves to adhering to the rules of the game. With a videogame however, there is no need to restrict
oneself – if you make one of the eleven player-characters during a game of Pro Evolution Soccer 6 dribble
across the side-line, the image immediately turns to display a throw-in for the appropriate team.
But not just the ludic rules are embedded in the game's software; the software – once sparked
to life by the calculating powers of the computer and the actions of the player – also harbours the rules
of simulation. That is, the 3D videogame image comes with physical properties. The videogame image
of Duke Nukem 3D, for instance, features gravity, which allows you to walk on the floor, climb onto
objects, and jump over gaps. A rule such as gravity differs from the ludic rules because walking on the
floor does not pose a challenge in itself, whereas shooting a certain amount of aliens does. But the
rules of simulation and the ludic rules can also overlap. As in Max Payne (Remedy Entertainment, 2001)
for instance, where the simulated rules of gravity are incorporated in a ludic rule-set. Max Payne, a
third person shooting game, features the gameplay device called 'bullit-time,' a time-limited function
whereby the player can stretch the duration of time during a fire-fight whereby time is effectively
slowed down. Consequently, gravity is equally effected and the player-character, once jumping through
mid-air, falls to the floor with an increased viscosity, allowing the player-character to perform an
increased amount of actions in what would otherwise be a swift drop to the ground.
And even though these ludic and simulation rules embedded in the game's software structure
the videogame image and the agency of the player in a very direct sense, it is important to stress that,
when playing a videogame, the procedures which underlie and govern the image and agency can only
be experienced as the dynamic properties of the directly perceivable images. In the case of a 3D
videogame such as Max Payne, the coded and procedural alteration of the duration of time and gravity
during bullit-time are experienced by the player as an alteration or increased viscosity in the
movements of the videogame image.

3.3 The videogame image: between interface-image and visual representation
If the videogame does provide us with procedurally generated dynamic images, then these images are
not just there to be gazed and pondered upon; there are there to be acted upon. To return to Lara, the
images of the videogame Tomb Raider do not present us the figure of a athletic young woman in the
same way that the feature film does; compared to the film, the videogame is much less about looking at
a moving Lara and more about moving Lara about. In contrast to the inaccessible Lara on the film
screen, the Lara on the videogame screen stands under control of the player. And by that the
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Figure 12. Screen shots from Splinter Cell: Pandora Tomorrow and Hitman: Blood Money.

videogame image showing Lara takes on the function of a control panel or interface. As researcher of
new media Lev Manovich explains:
“[I]nterfaces try to balance the concept of a surface in painting, photography, cinema,
and the printed page as something to be looked at, glanced at, read, but always from
some distance, without interfering with it, with the concept of the surface in a
computer interface as a virtual control panel, similar to the control panel on a car,
plane, or any other complex machine” (Manovich 2001, p.91-2).
The videogame image can thus be said to oscillate between a visual representation and an interfaceimage. And the videogame image then operates between the code and the player by offering at once a
visual representation and the means to control this representation. Instead of staying on the level of
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visual representation, we expect to go “into” the image by utilising it as a interface-image (ibid.,
p.290); the interface-image allows the player to take action over, or within the image.
In some videogames, the control panel-dimension of the videogame image is made explicit.
The game Splinter Cell: Pandora Tomorrow (Ubisoft Shanghai, 2004), for instance, has the player engage
with in-game computer's, using the conventions of the Graphical User Interface to find information
and read through e-mail conversations looking for clues (fig.12a). The interface-image is however
made most explicit in the keypad door locks featured in Splinter Cell (fig.12b); the videogame image
here takes on the shape and workings of an actual control panel. It is clear to see here how the
procedural representation that underlies the image makes possible both the appearance of the image of
the keypad and the workings of the image of the keypad as a keypad. But also in less clear-cut cases,
the interface-image comes to the fore wherever the visual appearance is coupled to a procedurally
constructed mode of engagement, such as the visual appearance of an opponent in Hitman: Blood Money
(IO Interactive, 2006) and the procedural representation that allows you to shoot him (fig.12c). In this
sense, the cross-hair and the opponent function in much the same way as the buttons on the keypad
and the pointer used to press them; they are represented both visually and procedurally.
The control panel-dimension of the videogame image is one end of the scale, the visual
representation is the other. In videogames, the visual representational dimension is often dominant in
those instances in which the player is not afforded any gameplay activity, such as pre-rendered cutscenes21, loading screens, or stat screens. These types of images differ from those mentioned above in
that they go without the procedural representation that grands them real-time responsive behaviour.
Figure 12d, however, shows an instance in which the visual representation stands out from the
interface-image during player controlled gameplay; on the left side you see a ravine, with a ledge
leading down to the bottom of it. Walking down this ledge is however not as exciting as it may seem,
because you simply cannot step over the edge and fall into the ravine. It is as if there is an invisible wall
alongside the ledge with a picture of a ravine painted on it; it looks like a ravine, but it does not behave
like one. Thus the ravine is represented visually but not procedurally.
The conception of the videogame image as described in this paragraph remains a provisional
concept, one to be complemented in the chapters to come. For now we can say that it involves
elements of visual representation and the interface-image, and procedural representation. The next
chapter will turn to examine Deleuze's understanding of the cinematic image.
21 Chapter 5.1.2 will look more closely at the cut-scene.
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4 Deleuze and the Movement-image

In this chapter, I will aim to create a concept of the movement-image based on Deleuze's cinema
writings. Reminiscing the discussion of definitions of the first chapter, in which the act of defining was
conceived as a theoretical practice, “[c]oncepts are not waiting for us ready-made, like heavenly bodies.
There is no heavens for concepts. They must be invented, fabricated, or rather created” (Deleuze and
Guattari 1994, p.5). In light of this notion of the concept, it is important to remember how my aim is
to utilise a cinematic theory in understanding the 3D videogame and its image. As such, I will not
engage with Deleuze's cinema project in full detail, I will instead select from his dense writings those
elements that best serve my purpose22.
As the second chapter testifies, I pay explicit attention to the concept of action in my approach
to the videogame image. This current chapter will therefore start by discussing the concept of action in
videogame play through some key concepts in Deleuzian thought in general (§4.1).Yet the concepts
discussed in the first paragraph alone do not provide sufficient context for understanding Deleuze's
movement-image. This is why the second paragraph will address the philosophy of Bergson, which
serves as the origins of the Deleuzian movement-image (§4.2). The third and last paragraph of this
chapter will then turn to Deleuze's cinematic movement-image in more detail, discussing the functions
of the shot and the frame as well as three avatars of the movement-image (§4.3).

4.1 Deleuze and action: multiplicity and becoming
Action takes on an important role in Deleuze's understanding of the movement-image, as well as in his
more overtly philosophical books. However, an exhaustive investigation of the rich and complex work
of Deleuze surpasses the span of this thesis, and I will therefore restrict myself to discussing two key
concepts in Deleuzian thought: the concepts of multiplicity and becoming. I take my cue here from
game scholar Souvik Mukherjee, whose article “Gameplay in the Zone of Becoming” (2008) discusses
the analysis of videogame action within a Deleuzian framework. But where Mukherjee is interested
primarily in studying “ludic action,” my focus lies with the videogame image. Still, as we have seen in
22 Of course there is a danger in paraphrasing a philosopher, it is, in the words of Simon Blackburn, “in the spirit of a sportscast
showing the 'edited highlights' of a game. Closer acquaintance with the text would uncover other highlights; closer acquaintance with
its historical context would uncover yet others” (Blackburn 1999, p.17-8).
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chapter two, the actions of both the player and the game are central to the experience of playing a
videogame, and Mukherjee rightly points out that: “a comparison with Deleuzian multiplicity and the
process of becoming lends itself well to a holistic understanding of the process of videogame action”
(Mukherjee 2008, p.230)23. Aarseth's cybertextual approach to the videogame – while problematic on
some points – has highlighted the importance of both the player's actions and those of the machine in
the coming into being of the videogame, as well as the fact that a single videogame can spawn a unique
playing experience time after time. Mukherjee makes intelligible how these characteristics of the
videogame tie in with the Deleuzian concepts of becoming and multiplicity.
With regards to the concept of multiplicity, Deleuze maintains that “[t]here is neither one nor
multiple”24 (Deleuze 1986, p.13). Multiplicity then, cannot be explained by the opposition and
relation between a single thing and a collection of many singularities. As such, a particular videogame
should not be understood as a single and unifying collection of the multiple different play sessions it
can provide, the multiplicity of the videogame should instead be understood as a condition, a
condition that harbours the possibility of unique and as of yet not realized play sessions. Mukherjee too
regards the concept of multiplicity to be a condition of the videogame as he draws on Manuel De
Landa's commentary on Deleuzian multiplicity, in which multiplicity is conceived as “the space of all
possible states that a physical system can have” (Mukherjee 2008, p.230). Mukherjee goes on to relate
this idea of multiplicity to Salen and Zimmerman's concept of the “space of possibilities” in
videogames:

“We call the space of future action implied by a game design the space of possibility. It is
the space of all possible actions that might take place in a game, the space of all possible
meanings which can emerge from a game design” (Salen & Zimmerman 2004, p.67).
However, the notions of “possible states” and “possible actions” imply an understanding of action that is
discrete, as if the experience of playing a videogame is the mere product of a series of separate actions.
In videogame play discrete states only come into being once the player's actions are halted; at the end
23 Chapter 5.2.2 will discuss Mukherjee's take on Deleuze and the videogame more critically, in particular his conception of
affection.
24 “[M]ultiplicity does not … designate a combination of the one and the many but only an organization of the heterogeneous that
does not require an overarching unity in order to operate as a system. If we take an organism as an example, whether considered as
one or as many, we can say in the terms of Deleuze's Bergsonism that it is constituted by, and implicated in, an assemblage made up of
heterogeneous components. This assemblage [acts] as an acentred multiplicity that is subject to continuous movement and variation”
(Ansell-Pearson 1999, p.156).
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of a level, for instance, where the continuous actions of the player and the machine culminate in a
discrete win or loss. And while these moments are an integral part of the playing of a videogame, for
the most part, during videogame play action should be understood as a continuous process. The
individual actions only mean something in terms of videogame play in their relation to the previous
actions and the possible future actions. Similarly, in Deleuzian multiplicity “actions are actualizations of
multiple virtuality and they are best seen in their interconnectedness, which involves an understanding
of them as being continually-in-process” (Mukherjee 2008, p.231). It is through such an understanding
of action as an in-process that the concepts of multiplicity and becoming are connected. Becoming, like
multiplicity, can never be reduced to discrete actions or states:
“Becoming is the pure movement evident in changes between particular events. This is
not to say that becoming represents a phase between two states, or a range of terms
through which something might pass on its journey to another state. Rather than a
product, final or interim, becoming is the very dynamism of change, situated between
heterogeneous terms and tending towards no particular goal or end-state … [for
Deleuze], becoming is neither merely an attribute of, nor an intermediary between
events, but a characteristic of the very production of events” (Stagoll 2005, p.21).
In this sense, the videogame can be regarded as a becoming, for it too cannot be reduced to particulars;
neither the game nor its rules, nor the screen or the player constitute anything in themselves as they
only contribute to the being of the videogame once it is played. The videogame only exists once it
becomes the videogame through the act of playing. According to Deleuze there is no intrinsic ontological
unity. He takes up here Nietzsche’s idea that being is becoming: “Everything that exists only becomes
and never is” (Roffe 2002*). The player and the videogame are both involved in a constant process of
becoming, in which action becomes “a bipartite process of involvement which occurs within a
multiplicity involving the player and the game-system” (Mukherjee 2008, p.232). With this general
understanding of how the Deleuzian concepts of multiplicity and becoming relate to videogame play in
mind, we can now turn our attention to Deleuze's theory of the cinema image.

4.2 The origins and context of the movement-image
4.2.1 The Bergsonian movement-image
Deleuze's cinema writings hold middle ground between a cinematic theory, or a taxonomy, as Deleuze

45

describes it, and a philosophical investigation. One of the most prominent philosophical inspirations in
Deleuze's work on the cinema is the work of Henry Bergson, and in order to make Deleuze's
conception of the cinematic image as a movement-image comprehensible, a measure of understanding
of the philosophy of Bergson might prove useful25.
Deleuze takes the idea of the movement-image from Bergson, who devised it as a philosophical
attempt to bridge the gap between movement as “a physical reality in the external world, and the
image, as a psychic reality in consciousness” (Deleuze 1986, p.xiv). In his book Matter and Memory
(2002)26, Bergson establishes a theory of matter, movement, and perception. Matter, in Bergson's
understanding, is conceived as “an aggregate of images”; “a certain existence which is more than that
which the idealist calls a representation, but less than that which the realist calls a thing – an existence
placed halfway between the 'thing' and the 'representation'” (Bergson 2002, p.81) 27. Bergsonian images
exist in themselves, they are not mere representations referring to anything that hides behind them,
because images are themselves material: movement-image and flowing matter are, strictly speaking,
one and the same. The material world, then, is depicted by Bergson as a “universe of images,” in which
“every image acts on others and reacts to others” (Deleuze 1986, p.58). But, just as we have seen with
the discussion of the concept of becoming, these images and their actions and reactions should not be
regarded as discrete objects and events; the universe of images should rather be understood as a field
of continuous movement and interaction, each image being a road or passage to transmit the
continuous movement of the universe. In Bergsonian thought, then, the universe is constituted of
images that are movement.
Thus, matter, as Bergson argues, is composed of movement-images: and we actively and
physically perceive these images. Bergson defines matter in this curious way in order to refute the idea
that what we perceive is not the real world, that perception is merely subjective and internal.
25 Not only Deleuze's work on the cinema is highly influenced by the philosophy of Bergson; Deleuze's philosophy at large is
indebted to the work of Bergson. The concepts of becoming and multiplicity as discussed in the previous paragraph, for instance, too
are taken from Bergson.
26 First appeared in 1896 as Matière et Mémoire; I will refer to the 2002 selected writings of Henry Bergson, edited by Keith AnsellPearson and John Mullarkey. When referring to Bergson's Creative Evolution – which was first published in 1907 as L'Evolution créatrice
– I will use the 2005 translation by Arthur Mitchell.
27 “This conception of matter is simply that of common sense. It would greatly astonish a man unaware of the speculations of
philosophy if we told him that the object before him, which he sees and touches, exists only in his mind and for his mind or even,
more generally, exist only for mind … such a man would always maintain that the objects exist independently of the consciousness
which perceives it. But, on the other hand, we should astonish him quite as much by telling him that the object is entirely different
from that which is perceived in it, that it has neither the colour ascribed to it by the eye nor the resistance found in it by the hand. The
colour, the resistance, are, for him, in the object: they are not states of our mind; they are part and parcel of an existence really
independent of our own. For common sense, then, the object exists in itself, and, on the other hand, the object is, in itself, pictorial,
as we perceive it: image it is, but a self-existing image” (Bergson 2002, p.81).
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Perception, Bergson argues instead, is ‘outside,’ in matter, insofar as our body is just an image among
other images: perception is material just as matter is already perception 28:
“My body is, then, in the aggregate of the material world, an image which acts like
other images, receiving and giving back movement, with, perhaps, this difference only,
that my body appears to choose, within certain limits, the manner in which it shall
restore what it receives” (Bergson 2002, p.87).
The body as image, or what Bergson calls a “centre of indetermination,” acts as a filter or frame that
creatively selects facets of images from the universe of images according to its own capabilities and
needs. Perception, in this regard, should not be understood as mere visual perception. Think for
instance of radio waves; they exist as an image among others, even if I don't perceive them while
looking around my room. Only when I engage with them by tuning my radio to find a certain
broadcast wave length, do they become perceptible. In Bergsonian thought, the body can thus be
understood as a source of action on the world of images, in that it chooses the from the constant flux
of images those elements that are relevant to its own interests.
But what about movement then? According to Bergson, movement is an expression of change
or becoming. It is continuous, qualitative variation and is experienced as such in time. In Bergsonian
philosophy, time is understood through the concept of durée, “or duration, the dynamic movement of
passing yet continuing time … [a] time that makes a difference, each moment bringing forth
something qualitatively new” (Bogue 2003, p.12-14). And like the concept becoming, the
understanding of time as durée holds that the movement of time cannot be reduced to discrete states;
“the sixty marks on the clock face are merely interchangeable, static points, and the passage of time is
more than a mere succession of states marked into discrete and even intervals” (ibid., p.13).
The example of the clock, however, points to a dominant conception of the nature of time and
movement in Western thought, in which time and movement, like space, are dividable and calculable.
What is presumed in this conception, Bergson argues, is that movement can be reconstituted through
an analysis of moments (of time) or positions (in space). Think here, for instance, of the paradox of
Zeno:
“Take the flying arrow. At every moment, says Zeno, it is motionless, for it cannot have
time to move, that is, to occupy at least two consecutive positions, unless at least two
28 “I call matter the aggregate of images, and perception of matter these same images referred to the eventual action of one particular image, my
body” (Bergson 2002, p.89).
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moments are allowed it. At a given moment, therefore, it is at rest at a given point.
Motionless in each point of its course, it is motionless during all the time that its
moving” (Bergson 2005, p.335).
According to Bergson, this conception of movement as a consecutive passing of motionless moments,
stands at the basis of metaphysical philosophy and the natural sciences (Bergson 2002, p.255). And
while Bergson acknowledges the usefulness of spatialized time and movement to the natural sciences,
he questions its philosophical value. In his view, a technology based on the laws of natural science –
and as such on the idea of movement as composed of discrete instants that themselves are without
movement or change – can never reconstitute the durée of movement. In this vain, he regarded cinema
to be but the latest attempt to quantify movement and time, arguing that the movement in the motion
picture is not in the image; movement, instead, is added to the image externally by the movement of
the cinematograph (Bergson 2005, p.305).
4.2.2 The cinematic image as movement-image
But how then, given Bergson's rejection of the cinema, does Deleuze employ the movement-image as
the basis of his theory of the cinema? According to Deleuze, Bergson was misguided in his reflections
on the cinema by the primitive state in which the medium was at the time at which Bergson published
his work. For in early cinema, as we have seen in the first chapter (§1.3), the camera would remain in a
fixed position, creating a frame which is “defined by a unique and frontal point of view which is that of
the spectator on an invariable set” (Deleuze 1986, p.24). The sections, or shots, in such a film would,
to an important degree remain immobile sections, a discrete and motionless point of view, and the
movement that is presented in them is not made visible in itself; “movement … remains attached to
elements, characters and things which serve as its moving body or vehicle” (ibid.). In this primitive
state of cinema, the image is in movement rather than being a movement-image. It is, however, the
invention of the principle of montage and of the mobile camera which allows the cinematic image to
become a movement-image. If becoming, as described above, is pure movement, or “real time,” then
the cinema presents us with an image of movement. For even though the cinematic image is composed
of a series of still images, or discrete particulars if you will, when viewing a film we see not the
individual still images; we see a movement-image:
“Cinema proceeds with photogrammes – that is, with immobile sections – twenty-four
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images per second (or eighteen at the outset). But it has often been noted that what it
gives us is not the photogramme: it is an intermediate image, to which movement is not
appended or added; the movement on the contrary belongs to the intermediate image
as immediate given” (ibid., p.2).
Movement, as Deleuze explains, “will always occur in a concrete duration [durée]; thus each movement
will already have its own qualitative duration” (ibid., p.1). At this point we can already say that the
same goes for the 3D videogame image, as today's videogames operate with a frame rate (the rate at
which the computer produces unique consecutive images) ranging from 30 to 100 frames per second.
In this regard, the 3D videogame too “does not give us an image to which movement is added, it
immediately gives us a movement-image” (ibid., p.2).

4.2.3 Cinema 1 and 2
As said, the cinema project of Deleuze can be read as a philosophical exercise as well as a theory of the
cinema. The cinema books of Deleuze are however not solely preoccupied with the movement-image,
and in its capacity as a theory of cinema, Deleuze's cinema books aim to make clear a fundamental
distinction between what he calls classical cinema (the pre-WW2 cinema of the movement-image) and
modern cinema (the post-WW2 cinema of the time-image) 29.
The former cinema, which finds its archetype in the Hollywood genre film, is dependent on
movement and action. This type of cinema is furthermore dominated by a narrative disposition; in the
movement-image, characters are placed in narrative positions where they routinely perceive things,
react, and take action in a direct fashion to the events around them. As such, the movement-image is
characterized by a logic of causality; action, in the movement-image, is always either caused by
something or causes something. Deleuze maintains that the one thing cinema is able to present us
directly is not narrative, but movement. In the cinema of the movement-image, however, movement is
explicitly attuned to characters; we watch the characters in the film perform the actions that make up
the story of a given film. In this sense, the narrative cinema of the movement-image is both intrinsically
physical and subjective. This is not to say that the cinematic perception (that which the movement of
29 It is however important to note that Deleuze's cinema project should not be read as a historical project; rather than describing a
historical evolution from the movement-image to the time-image, Deleuze means to classify the cinematic image through the
concepts of both the movement- and the time-image. The historical differences between the pre-WW2 cinema and the post-WW2
cinema are used only to exemplify the fundamental differences between the movement-image and the time-image. Moreover, just as
modernity has always existed alongside post-modernity – rather than existing as two historically distinct periods – the movementimage has always been accompanied by the time-image, and vice versa. See Joost Raessens' Filosofie & film.Viv®e la différence: Deleuze en
de cinematografische moderniteit (2001).
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the camera brings into view) in the movement-image is always subjective or seen as from the point of
view of the narrative character. On the contrary, “the specificity of cinematographic perception lies
precisely in the fact that it cannot be referred back to any subjective center” (Marrati 2003, p.2) 30. The
cinematic perception in the movement-image is, however, preoccupied with the framing of characters
and objects and their movements and actions in such a way that allows the spectator to understand
them from his or her own embodied experience of the world. In classical cinema, then, “[w]hat the
viewer perceived therefore was a sensory-motor image in which he took a greater or lesser part by
identification with the characters” (Deleuze 1989, p.3).
In the modern cinema of the post WW2 era, this sensory-motor image is broken down, and
characters find themselves in situations where they are unable to act and react in a direct, immediate
way (ibid., p.272). This is the cinema of the time-image, which finds its archetype in the European
modernist or art film. According to Deleuze, “[t]his is a cinema of the seer and no longer of the agent”
(ibid., p.2). The image cut off from sensory-motor links becomes “a pure optical and aural image”
(ibid.,p.44-47). In the time-image, rational or measurable temporal links between shots – hallmark of
the movement-image – give way to “incommensurable,” non-rational links. Because of these nonrational links between shots, vacant and disconnected spaces begin to appear (“any-space-whatevers”) 31.
As a consequence, the journey becomes a privileged narrative form, with characters in a more passive
role, and themes centred on inner mental imagery, flights of fancy, and emotional and psychic
breakdown (ibid., p.55). The result of this pure optical and sound image is, according to Deleuze, a
direct image of time.
The succumbing of action to a pure perception in the time-image poses some problems
regarding the applicability of the time-image to the videogame image in this present study. As is clear
up to this point, action plays a pivotal role in both videogame play and the videogame image. To put it
crudely: the videogame cannot forgo action. Moreover, the actions of the videogame are both rational
and causal, as the playing of a videogame is generally geared towards a discrete and intelligible endgoal; it is through the causality of the actions a player gets to win or lose the game. This however does
not mean that the concept of the time-image by definition is useless in the study of the videogame (see
for instance Raessens and Kattebelt 2003; Cremin 2009).Yet, as action is central to both videogame
play and the concept of the movement-image, we will leave the time-image be, and focus in more
30 Paragraph 5.2.1 will discuss cinematic perception more extensively.
31 Paragraph 4.3.3 will further elaborate on “any-space-whatevers,” focusing on their relation to the affection-image.
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detail on Deleuze's theory of the movement-image.

4.3 The movement-image
4.3.1 Frame and shot
Chapter 1.3 has sought to establish an initial link between the cinematic image and that of the 3D
videogame, by discussing the application of the virtual camera in the latter. And while they share some
common traits, the virtual camera is not an actual camera, rather, a virtual camera consists of a 2D
projection plane:

“A virtual camera is a mathematical entity, not a physical one; it does not record the
light emitted or reflected by a certain event, but rather creates a projection of an
imagined viewpoint on the monitor. It modifies a light source instead of recording an
existing one” (Nitsche 2008, p.90).
In this regard, the virtual camera is a cultural idiom employed by game designers to describe some key
aspects of three-dimensional representations (Kerlow 2000, p.88-91). The correlations between the
camera and the virtual camera then centre on the aspect of framing; both types of camera involve the
dynamic framing of movements and actions. Moreover, “the virtual camera is crucial in opening up the
possibility of three-dimensional space, and allowing a character to move through those spaces” (Tavinor
2009, p.66). This paragraph will now focus on the notions of framing and space in Deleuze's
movement-image.
The movement-image is a form of spatialized cinema: time, in the movement-image is
presented indirectly and is determined and measured by movement. And as we have seen earlier, the
coming into being of the cinematic movement-image is dependent on the principles of montage and
the mobile camera, which free movement within the cinema image from objects and bodies. It are also
these techniques which make possible the abilities of the cinema image to produce space. According to
Deleuze, the cinema image is a frame, “a relatively closed system which includes everything which is
present in the image – sets, characters and props” (Deleuze 1986, p.12). This frame is a relatively
closed system because the frame always operates in relation to what Deleuze calls the out-of-field;
“[t]he out-of-field refers to what is neither seen nor understood, but is nevertheless perfectly present”
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(ibid., p.16). A photograph too, for instance, is characterized by a framing function, which selects and
cuts out that which it brings into view from its surroundings. But what is not in the photograph is, like
that which is in the picture, static and only implied by the edges of the frame. In the case of the cinema
image, however, the out-of-field is made explicit and dynamic, as the moving camera and the possible
reframings enabled by montage can bring into view that which was not in the image earlier 32. As
Deleuze explains:

“[T]he out-of-field already has two qualitatively different aspects: a relative aspect by
means of which a closed system refers in space to a set which is not seen, and which in
turn can be seen, even if it gives rise to a new unseen set, on to infinity; and an absolute
aspect by which the closed system opens on to a duration which is immanent to the
whole universe, which is no longer a set and does not belong to the order of the visible”
(ibid., p.17).
The relative aspect of the out-of-field is the aspect which creates a concrete space through the relations
between one frame and the next, be it through montage or by the moving camera. The absolute aspect
of the out-of-field is most visibly achieved through images of disrupted space, joined images of
distinctly different spaces with little or no relative spatial relation among them. In effect, the absolute
out-of-field refers to Bergson's universe of images, to the ever changing and constant moving aggregate
of images on which the cinematic image, like all else, depends. In terms of spatiality, this would suggest
that the experience of cinematic space created through the relative out-of-view depends upon our
bodily experience in, and of actual unmediated space.
It is the distinction between the relative out-of-field and the absolute out-of-field which leads
Deleuze into a discussion of the shot, for it is in the shot that the movement of the mobile camera
appears. With reference to Bergson's notion of spatialized time which leads to sections of time that are
themselves without movement and duration, Deleuze considers the shot to be a mobile section of
duration. The shot can thus be defined “as the intermediary between the framing of the set and the
montage of the whole” (ibid., p.19). Hence, Deleuze maintains that “[t]he shot is the movement-image
… it relates movement to a whole which changes, it is the mobile section of duration” (ibid., p.22).

32 Discussing the difference between photography and cinema, Deleuze cites André Bazin: “The photographer proceeds, via the
intermediary of the lens, to a point where he literally takes a luminous inprint, a cast … [But] the cinema realises the paradox of
moulding itself on the time of the object and of taking the imprint of its duration as well” (Bazin cited in Deleuze 1986, p.24).
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4.3.2 Three avatars of the movement-image
The shot, or movement-image is however characterized by a number of distinct images, or avatars as
Deleuze describes them, namely: the perception-image, the action-image, and the affection-image 33.
And even though these avatars are described as images, and are even exemplified by Deleuze by
distinct types of framing (long shot, medium shot, close-up), it is paramount to conceive of them as
moments integral to all movement-images. As was already stated in the introduction to this thesis,
every movement-image will have moments of perception, action, and affection.
The perception-image is the moment of seeing. It is the initial moment and remains present all
during the duration of the movement-image. And while the continuity of perception seems superfluous
to stress – a nimble “if you cannot see the alien, you cannot shoot it either” –, “if the world is incurved
around the perceptive centre, this is already from the point of view of action, from which perception is
inseparable” (Deleuze 1986, p.64). Perception in this sense is not an abstract and passive registering of
stimuli but always a combination of sensory and motor activity. To look at something is already an
action. One can for instance choose to look away or close one's eyes. In the case of the videogame
image it becomes most apparent how perception already entails action; to see the alien during a game
of Duke Nukem 3D, entails the act of shooting it or being shot by it yourself.
The action-image, the second type of movement-image, follows naturally from the perceptionimage. According to Deleuze, the action-image is no longer concerned with elimination, selection or
framing, but by the “incurving of the universe”: “By incurving, perceived things tender their unstable
facets towards me, as the same time as my delayed reaction, which has become action, learns to use
them”. (ibid.) In contrast to the perception-image, which is exemplified by Deleuze by the long-shot,
the action-image is the most dominant type of movement-image in the medium and medium-long
shot. This difference already points to the incurving, as the medium shot fills the frame with the action
and rids it of the excess eye candy of the long-shot; here perception is subordinated by action. And
while the videogame image of a given game of tennis on the Nintendo Wii shows a tennis stadium and
an audience, when the ball approaches you, you will no longer see them, they will bend away from you
if as it were, as your perception is fully focussed on hitting the ball.
Between the initial moment of perception and the “delayed reaction” of the action-image comes
33 The avatars of the movement-image are, however, not limited to these three images, as Deleuze also distinguishes the impulseimage (which acts as an intermediate between affection and action), the reflection-image (which operates between action and
relation) and the relation-image. Chapter 6 will further address these additional images.
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the affection-image. Deleuze describes the affection-image as “that which occupies the gap between an
action and a reaction, that which absorbs an external action and reacts on the inside” (ibid., p.217). It is
the moment where perception turns to focus on the action and where the reaction is delayed. It is, in
the context of for instance the tennis videogame, the moment when you are fully focussed on the ball
soaring towards you, in a split second contemplate whether to use your forehand or backhand. Deleuze
illustrates the affection-image through two types of examples from the cinema: the close-up and the
“any-space-whatever,” Deleuze's concept of undetermined and fragmented space.
In the close-up (typically a close-up shot of the face, thought this need not necessarily be the
case), a manner of framing only a portion of the whole body in such a way that the face appears
relatively immobile, “[t]he moving body has lost its movement of extension, and movement has become
movement of expression. It is this combination of a reflecting, immobile unity and of intensive
expressive movements which constitute affect” (ibid., p.87). In other words: compared to the medium
shot of the action-image, which frames for instance a fistfight between two characters in a way that
makes it unmistakable to perceive the action – an arm extents itself and the fist of one character comes
into contact with the chin of the second one – the close-up presents only micro-movement – the
raising of an eyebrow for example. Where the punch in the fistfight is unambiguous and immediately
perceived and understood, the raises eyebrow raises questions as to what it might mean. The micromovement of the raising of an eyebrow are then not movements of extension, but of expression, meant
to designate a possible internal state of the character in question which is not directly perceivable.
If the close-up generates affect by de-contextualising the face, the “any-space-whatever”
operates as to de-contextualise space itself:
“Any-space-whatever is not an abstract universal, in all times, in all spaces. It is a
perfectly singular space, which has merely lost its homogeneity, that is, the principle of
its metric relations or the connection to its own parts, so that linkages can be made in
an infinite number of ways. It is a space of virtual conjunction, grasped as a pure locus
of the possible” (ibid., p.109).
One crude but useful example of the any-space-whatever in cinema would be the construct scene
from the film The Matrix (1999). The film deals with the idea that life as we know it is lived inside a
virtual reality computer program called the matrix, run by intelligent machines who grow and harvest
human beings to serve as energy source to the machines. The scene in question is situated inside a
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Figure 13. Screenshots from the construct scene from Andy and Larry Wachowski's The Matrix (1999).

different type of computer program, one run by humans. It is called the construct and it is depicted as
a blank, white space without walls, a floor, or a sky, into which they can upload almost anything they
want, from furniture and rocky deserts, to training programs and weapons (see fig.13). It is at the
same time a blank, a non-space if you will, as well as a space with infinitive depth as it can become
anywhere and anything. Both in a visual and a narrative sense, the construct functions quite literally as a
space of pure possibility.
But this is indeed a crude example, and Deleuze's any-space-whatever is capable of operating in
more subtle ways. As every movement-image will contain a perception-image, an action-image, and an
affection-image, so does every movement-image produce an any-space-whatever. For the edges of the
image framing a certain portion of space always imply an as-of-yet-unforeseen relation to a subsequent
framing of a portion of space. Depending on either the movement of the camera or reframing through
montage, the any-space-whatever comes in relation to either a relative out-of-field or possibly a
absolute out-of-field (see §4.3.2). It is this unfulfilled promise of a possible linkage of one frame to the
next which renders the movement-image in essence a temporary notion of the any-space-whatever. In
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the any-space-whatever, “space becomes tactile, as if the eye were a hand grazing one surface after
another without any sense of the overall configuration or mutual relation of those surfaces. It is a
virtual space, whose fragmented components may be assembled in multiple combinations, a space of
yet-to-be-actualized possibilities” (Bogue 2003, p.80).
Thus, the affection-image becomes the image which harbours the possibilities for action. From
the raised eyebrow, an infinite number of linkages as to what it might express – amazement, wonder,
disdain, etc. – can be made. And the any-space-whatever presents an image of not yet determined
possible spatial configurations and actions.
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5 The Movement-image as Travelling Concept, or How Cinema and Videogame Differ

The previous chapter has sought to create a conceptual understanding of the Deleuzian movementimage by drawing on Deleuze's cinema writings and their Bergsonian inspirations. And even though I
maintain that the 3D videogame and the cinema exist in a kinship of visual culture, the migration of the
concept of the movement-image from cinema to the videogame is not a matter of straightforward
application. The way in which I will use the movement-image is removed from the original Deleuzian
sense in both time and medium, and this change in environment will have consequences for the
concept.
This phenomenon is described by Mieke Bal as a travelling concept, i.e. a concept that travels
from one discipline to another, and during this journey does not stay unaltered; “[b]etween disciplines,
their meaning, reach, and operational value differ” (Bal 2002, p.24). Due to the increasingly
interdisciplinary nature of studies within the humanities, Bal regards travelling concepts as highly
important to the humanities nowadays. Concepts, in contrast to words, involve many things, and are
never merely descriptive but always normative and programmatic as well (ibid., p.28). The tradition
and context they were developed in has, in a more or less evident way, influenced their connotation –
something which undoubtedly applies to Deleuze's cinematic movement-image. Consequently, when
the movement-image travels from one discipline to another, the question arises to what extent the
concept of the movement-image remains intact and on what points it needs to be tailored to fit its new
environment of the videogame.
This chapter will attempt to answer these questions by presenting some necessary adaptations
to the Deleuzian movement-image through a discussion of some of the differences between the cinema
and the videogame. The first paragraph will discuss the material differences between the cinema image
and the videogame image through a comparison between the workings of the film camera and the
virtual camera of the 3D videogame. The second paragraph seeks to confront Deleuze's movementimage with the phenomenologically constructed embodied player as described in chapter two (see
2.3), resulting in an unfolding of the properties of the movement-image – perception, action, and
affection – from the image onto the player.
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5.1 The material differences of the cinema image and the videogame image
5.1.1 The moving camera and homogeneous game space
The cinematic can be said to enter the 3D videogame through the deployment of the virtual camera
and its framing function. For even though the film camera and the virtual camera have different
material manifestations, and the images they set forth are of a fundamental different fabric, they both
function as a framing device. With regards to the cinema image, Deleuze maintains that

“[a]ll framing determines an out-of-field. There are not two types of frame only one of
which would refer to the out-of-field; there are rather two very different aspects of the
out-of-field, each of which refers to a mode of framing. The divisibility of content
means that the parts belong to various sets, which constantly subdivide into sub-sets or
are themselves the sub-set of a larger set, on to infinity. This is why content is defined
both by the tendency to constitute closed systems and by the fact that this tendency
never reaches completion. Every closed system also communicates. There is always a
thread to link the glass of sugared water to the solar system, and any set whatever to a
larger set” (Deleuze 1986, p.16).
Yet the frame of the cinematic image and that of the 3D videogame image, their closed systems,
communicate in different ways and by different means. The 3D videogame, generally speaking, has a lot
less potential to make abstract combinations between one framed set and the next; between an image
of a glass of sugared water and an image of the solar system for instance. For the cinema, the projected
film, shows images of space which are made to connect to subsequent images of space in a
predetermined fashion, controlled by the films director and editor. In the case of the 3D videogame, it
is the player's actions which make to establish the connection between one framed portion of space and
the next34.
The cinema, through the workings of montage and the any-space-whatever, is capable of
presenting disjointed and dislocated space, playing on the absolute out-of-field of a given shot. The
framing function of the image of the 3d videogame, by contrast, is more prone to the relative out-offield, as the reframing of the videogame image occurs predominantly through the mobile virtual
camera rather than the device of montage. In this sense, the image of 3D videogame play operates, to a

34 “[V]ideo games are ... something that we engage with through the action of play ... An image may remain on screen without the
input of a player, but it means nothing in terms of game experience unless it prompts a player to erase it and return the screen to a
fluid and mobile state of play” (Atkins 2006, p.136).
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Figure 14. The 3D software environment allows for the composing of space itself with the camera as object (Jones 2007, p.227).

large extend, as a shot rather than a edited sequence. The dynamic frame of the virtual camera mostly
establishes relative and measurable relations among the different framings, opening up on a
homogeneous and actual space. And even when the cinema presents a perceivable homogeneous space,
montage again ensures that the extended set or section of space revealed through reframing need not
form an actual homogeneous space; the lobby and the suite of a given hotel in a film, need not in
actuality be located in the same building. In the case of the 3D videogame image, however, the game
designer, unlike the film director, can not in the same degree permit the space to be dislocated from
framing to framing. As theorist of visual culture Mike Jones explains:

“The process of designing and producing a 3D game is both aesthetically and practically
that of creating a macro-mise en scene containing the entire imaginary world. During
game play individual frames will be ‘composed’ by the camera/player [through the
workings of the virtual camera] but the larger macro-mise en scene remains fully intact
and the player/viewer’s awareness of it as a composition is never diminished” (Jones,
2005, p.1) (fig.14).
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While playing a 3D videogame, one operates, to an important extent, as one's own cameraman.
Because of this, the player is thus not limited to the space revealed in a single static frame – as would
be the case in a game of Pac-Man (see chapter 1.3). The player does not only act on the objects that
appear in the image, but instead also has the ability to act on the frame. By putting the dynamic frame
in motion, one reveals the space of the game frame by frame and movement by movement. And in
contrast to the cinema, the videogame operates in a manner which relies for its constitution of space
far less on montage and more on the mobile virtual camera moving through homogeneous space.
Through the virtual camera, “the cinematic enters the video game not as an extension of film but as a
necessity of virtual space” (Nitsche 2008, p,77).
This, however, does not mean that 3D videogames are categorically unable of presenting a
heterogeneous and disjointed spaces. Distinct spaces may, for instance, be edited together through cutscenes, a device to which the next paragraph will pay a closer look. But even without the aid of
montage can the 3D videogame on occasion present heterogeneous space, as in the case of the dream
level in Max Payne 2:The Fall of Max Payne (Remedy Entertainment, 2003). In this particular level, the
player finds his or her player-character running down a hallway, with doors on either side; upon
entering a given door, the player-character re-appears entering the same hallway through one of the
other doors in an infinitive loop.
5.1.2 Montage and the friction between interface and representation
The most obvious use of montage in videogames is the cut-scene. In the cut-scene, as the term implies,
the videogame image cuts to a pre-rendered animated scene that typically employs a narrative
cinematic style involving framing and montage to provide context for past or future actions. But also
in those parts of the videogame in which the player is required to exert his or her influence over the
image, moments of montage are observable. In the soccer videogame Pro Evolution Soccer, for instance,
when the ball goes over the side-line, the image cuts to black before cutting to a player standing ready
to take the throw-in, at which point the player regains control over the image. Or in a 3D videogame
such as Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas (Rockstar North, 2004), when you approach a door to enter a
building (fig.15a), the image cuts to an image of the player-character standing in front of the door,
frozen and unable to be moved by the player (fig.15b) as the image fades to black (fig. 15c). The image
then cuts to an image showing the player character standing inside the building just beyond the
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Figure15. Screenshots from the entering-a-building montage in Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas (2004).

threshold (fig.15d). During this short montage too the player has no control over the image; only
when the image of the player-character inside the building appears, the player is able to move the
player-character again. Importantly, not only is the player's agency over the player-character halted,
the player's ability to control the frame or virtual camera is also interrupted.
In contrast to the cut-scene, which can run up to several minutes, the entering-a-building
montage of GTA:SA takes no longer than three seconds. But despite this short period of time, this
example does bring to the fore a certain friction in the image; this momentary laps in the player's
agency over the image brings to the attention the oscillation of the videogame image between the
interface-image and visual representation (see chapter 3.3). The inter-face-image and visual
representation here represent two poles; the first of which expresses the player agency over the
visually perceivable image, the latter one refers to the pure visual representational character of the
videogame image. Like the longer cut-scene, the momentary interruption of the player's control in the
entering-a-building montage of GTA:SA has the player cut out of the loop between player and image,
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reducing the interface workings of the image and tipping the scale towards the visual representational
side of the scale.
The oscillation between the interface function and the visual representational function of the
videogame image can also be observed on a far smaller scale, a scale that forgoes montage. Figure 12d
displays one example (see p.41). This figure shows a level from the game Hitman: Blood Money, in which
the ravine depicted in it can not be acted upon, fore fronting the differences between the interfaceimage and the image as visual representation within a single and uninterrupted play session (see
chapter 3.3). Cultural theorist Colin Cremin's study of the aesthetics of the 3D videogame Super Mario
Galaxy (Koizumi and Miyamoto, 2007), presents another example. In this study, Cremin employs both
the concepts of the movement-image and the time-image to formulate what he describes as “the
friction-image”:
“The friction-image is generated by an interval of a kind between particle effects, the
Mario before the jump (the arrangement of particles prior to the ... actions) and the
Mario after the jump (the arrangement of particles after the action). Within the
interval there is Mario the figure, a momentary sensation and flash of representation”
(ibid., p.6).
As such, the friction-image can be understood as an alternative way of conceptualising the videogame
image's oscillation between visual representation and its operation as an interface-image.Yet the term
friction only covers a certain type of oscillation. For the friction-image only really appears in itself in
those moments where the player's agency over the image is noticeably interrupted, such as the
entering-a-building montage of GTA:SA, or the ravine in Hitman: Blood Money. To describe the nearinstantaneous alternation between the Mario before the jump (embedded in the interface-image and its
possibility for action), the jump itself (Mario as a flash of visual representation), and the Mario after
the jump (Mario, one again embedded in an interface-image) as an instance of friction, might be a bit
strong. For one thing, no actual editing appears during the alternation between the interface-image and
the visual representation with a jumping Mario. The image remains framed in a single shot, displaying
the movements of frame and character throughout the jump in one fluent motion.
What is nonetheless interesting about Cremin's friction-image, is his description of a
momentary interval, which opens up an interesting temporal dimension of the videogame image. It is
the interval between the player pressing the button to make Mario jump and the player's possibility to
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have Mario take a subsequent action. In this interval the code of the videogame executes the actual
jump, over which the player has little or no control. Inevitably then, the image of Mario jumping can
be conceived as a present representation of an action by the player which is itself in past. We could
even say that the non-interactive representation of Mario's jump provides the player with an impression
of the durée of the act of pressing the button that makes Mario jump in the first place. This then tells us
something of the player's temporal involvement with the present visual presentation of a jumping
Mario; “[t]he screen does not represent the present, let alone the future, on which the player is
focussed. Rather, the screen represents the past of play” (Atkins 2006, p.135). In Bergsonian thought,
perception of the present is always already a perception of the immediate past:
“[W]hat I call 'my present' has one foot in my past and another in my future. In my past,
first, because 'the moment in which I am speaking is already far from me'; an in my
future, next, because this moment is impending over the future: it is to the future that I
am tending ... The physical state, then, that I call 'my present,' must both be a
perception of the immediate past and a determination of the immediate future”
(Bergson 2002, p.127).
For Deleuze, “each present coexists with a past and a future without which it would not itself pass on.
It is characteristic of cinema to seize this past and this future that coexist with the present image”
(Deleuze 1989, p.36). In videogame play though, in contrast to the temporal experience of the cinema
image which is ultimately controlled and circumscribed by the hand of the filmmaker, “[t]he focus,
always, is not on what is before the player or the “what happens next” ... but on the “what happens next
if I” that places the player at the center of experience as its principle creator ... always orientated
toward the future” (Atkins 2006, p.127)35.
As we have seen in the previous section, the player's actions are central to the spatial dimension
of the videogame image and the experience thereof; the friction between interface-image and visual
representation too is dependent on the player's involvement with the videogame image. The materiality
of the videogame image – that is, the framing of space by the mobile virtual camera and the temporal
oscillation between interface and representation – is intimately connected to the player's actions.
Chapter two has led us from a discussion on the materialities of videogame play to a phenomenological
consideration of the videogame player and videogame play as an embodied activity. In a similar fashion,
35 The distinction between the temporal experience of the cinematic image and the videogame image can be demonstrated by looking
at the person who is observing a videogame being played by another person: “[w]hat the spectator sees from the outside ... risks
missing the whole function of the observation of the screen within the temporality of video game play. In a very real sense, any
possible observer is out of synchronization with the player of the game” (Atkins 2006, p.135).
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we will now confront the Deleuzian concept of the movement-image with a notion of the embodied
player.

5.2. The different users: spectator and player
One of the most prominent differences between the cinema and the videogame can be found in the
audience they demand; the cinema needs a spectator where the videogame requires a player. But when
it comes to the phenomenologically infused embodied user, there is a fundamental theoretical
obstruction to be found in the fact that Deleuze does not allow phenomenology and its subjective
orientation to be a part of the theorisation of the cinematic image. Deleuze hereby neglects the
embodied spectator of the film (Sobchack 1992, p.31). It is not that Deleuze overtly denies the
position of the spectator, yet it remains little more than an implicit notion throughout his cinema
books. And not unlike Aarseth and his cybertext theory, Deleuze collapses the the significance of
cinematic movement and images back onto the very images themselves. His cinema theory is then
ultimately a theory of the cinematic image, not that of the cinematic experience, and perception, action,
and affection are construed as properties of the images themselves. If the concept of the movementimage is to migrate from the cinema to the videogame, these properties have to be opened up, and
examined in their explicit relation to the embodied activity of videogame play.

5.2.1 Deleuze and the phenomenology of perception and action
In her book on Deleuze's theories of cinema, Paolo Marrati, has observed how Deleuze's Cinema 1:The
Movement-Image and Cinema 2:The Time-Image can be read as a response to prominent trends in film
studies from the postwar period to the 1980s, among which “the realist and phenomenological
approach of André Bazin” (Marrati 2003, p.1). Marrati explains how for Deleuze,

“[p]henomenologically oriented approaches cannot account for what belongs to cinema
itself insofar as they retain subjective or “natural” perception as the model of reference,
whereas the specificity of cinematographic perception lies precisely in the fact that it
cannot be referred back to any subjective center” (ibid., p.2, italics mine).
The perception of the 3D videogame image, however, is characterised precisely by that; the ability to
be referred back to a subjective centre. In chapter one we already saw how the first-person videogame
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adopts the subjective point-of-view shot from the cinema. Likewise, the third-person videogame image
employs a subjective over-the-shoulder shot. In classical narrative cinema, such subjective shots are
scarcely employed (Galloway 2006, p.68), and the cinematic perception – that which the camera
brings into view – and the subjective perception of the spectator appear as two separate and disjointed
visions. What the 3D videogame image shows, by contrast, is highly subjective; it monopolises
subjective framings to display at once what the player-character 'sees' as well as what the player sees.
With the 3D videogame image the perception of the videogame image and the subjective perception of
the player coincide as the 3D videogame image aims specifically to emulate subjective perception.
In his approach to the movement-image, Deleuze favours the cinematic perception, as it is the
mobile camera which allows the cinema to present “the pure vision of a non-human eye, of an eye
which would be in things” (Deleuze 1986, p.81). The subjective, or natural perception of the spectator,
in turn, is of a distinctly different nature. This is not to say that Deleuze finds cinematic perception to
be totally devoid of access to subjective perception36. As Deleuze remarks: “[I]s not the cinema's
perpetual destiny to make us move from one of its poles to the other, that is, from an objective
perception to a subjective perception, and vice versa?” (Deleuze 1983, p.72).Yet it is Deleuze's notion
of subjective perception in phenomenology which proves somewhat problematic:

“What phenomenology sets up as a norm is 'natural perception' and its conditions.
Now, these conditions are existential co-ordinates which define an 'anchoring' of the
perceiving subject in the world, a being in the world, an opening to the world …
Hence movement, perceived or made, must be understood … as a sensible form which
organises the perceptive field as a function of a situated intentional consciousness”
(ibid., p.57).
The anchoring of the subject through natural perception in this understanding, becomes much like the
way in which the three-dimensional painting or the photograph captures its viewer. The central
perspective of these types of images organize the perceptive field of the viewer in such a way that the
experience of perspective and space only opens up once the viewer is immobilized, frozen in a
discrete, static and singular position. The Deleuzian conception of natural perception then seems to
imply the fixing of one gaze, the momentary halting of movement in order to take a closer, more
critical look. As an anchoring device for the subject in the world, natural perception takes the
particularized and analytical perception of the fixed gaze as its model.
36 Figure 4 (p.15) demonstrates an example of how cinematic perception and subjective perception can coincide.
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For Merleau-Ponty, however, such detailed vision only comes about when we are

“substituting for the comprehensive vision, in which our gaze lends itself to the whole
spectacle and is permeated by it, an observation, that is, a localized vision which it
controls according to its own requirements. [It] appears when, instead of yielding up
the whole of my gaze to the world, I turn towards the gaze itself, and when I ask myself
what precisely it is that I see; it does not occur in the natural transactions between my sight
and the world, it is the reply to a certain kind of questioning on the part of my gaze, the
outcome of a second order or critical vision which tries to know itself in its own
particularity, of an 'attention to the pure visual'” (Merleau-Ponty 2002, p.263).
Merleau-Ponty rejects the conflation between the analytical and immobilized perception of the fixed
gaze and the more holistic notion of natural perception. Rather than serving as a model for natural
perception, the fixed gaze can be understood as an active attitude towards this very embodied state of
unexplicated yet continuous perceptual activity. In Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology, my body is “my
point of view upon the world” (ibid., p.70). No matter what the condition or mode of my perception,
“I cannot refuse its situated and finite existence and thus its necessary and diacritical motility and selfdisplacements” (ibid., p.xix).
When turning to the embodied notion of videogame play, this distinction between the
continuously active, embodied model of natural perception of Merleau-Ponty and Noë and Deleuze's
more rigid conception of natural perception, becomes interesting. The videogame image, by virtue of
the framing determined by the physical dimensions of the screen and the framing workings of the
virtual camera, already presents a circumscribed and (relatively) fixed gaze for the player to control.
We might assume that a critical gaze would dominate the typically highly concentrated perception of
the videogame player during play; but this alone can not render the rigid, Deleuzian conception a
suitable model for perception in videogame play. For it seems unlikely to conceive that a player can
meet the unrelenting fixation of the videogame image's framing with an equally unfluttering gaze
demanding a constant amount of concentration from the player37. On the contrary, perception in
videogame play is governed by a Merleau-Pontian notion of natural perception, to which the
frequently employed fixed gaze appears as the outcome of a second order or critical vision.
Deleuze's cinema project is about images rather than the experience thereof. And even though,
37 Natural perception according to Merleau-Ponty, is relatively stable, and is achieved “with our whole body all at once, and which
opens up on a world of inter-acting senses;” whereas the fixed gaze, or discrete “sensory experience is unstable,” depending on a
distinct and forced sensorimotor effort of isolated sensory activity (Merleau-Ponty 2002, p.262).
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in the migration from cinema to the videogame, it seems hard to unite a Deleuzian theory of images
and movement in the cinema with a phenomenological and embodied understanding of the videogame
player, possibilities to do so open up at the level of the image and its perception. For one thing, both
the experience of the film image and that of the videogame image share a constitutive dependence on
the visual perceptual activity on part of the spectator and player. And – as is the case with the
perceptual activity of the player towards the videogame image – the perception-image, in Deleuze's
discussion of the movement-image, flows naturally into the action-image. And even though Deleuze
speaks of a perception and an action that are inherent to the cinematic image, he does regard
perception and action to be closely connected 38. Moreover, his description of the movement-image as a
sensorimotor schema, and his description of the avatars of the movement-image as materialities of
subjectivity, seems to further imply an affinity with Merleau-Ponty's sensorimotor approach to
cognition, perception, and conscious experience.
Still, the videogame image and the cinema image operate in different ways, and there is a
significant difference between the activity of watching an image of a moving Lara on the film screen
and using your perception in the activity of moving Lara around in a videogame. In the videogame
image, perception extends itself not just to a depiction of action contained in the image, but into the
active and constitutive bodily involvement of the player with the displayed action. As such, not only is
the perception-image in the videogame highly subjective, so are the actions contained in the actionimage. The videogame image is characterised by what cultural theorist Andrew Darley calls vicarious
agency, “the impression of being enabled to act within and upon the world one gazes upon” (Darley
2000, p.160). With the 3D videogame,
“[t]he semblance of realistic spatial orientation is maintained from the cinema aesthetic,
but at the same time it is heightened both by the capacity of the computer to model
three-dimensional space and by the control one is given to determine where one goes
and what one does … it is as if one has been assigned the role of camera-person in this
virtual world” (ibid., p.159).
In this regard, the action-image takes on a different function in the context of the videogame image. As
the example of the jumping Mario demonstrated, in the videogame image, the action-image will
always be connected to the player's actions through the interface-image. In other words: in the
38 [I]f the world is incurved around the perceptive centre, this is already from the point of view of action, from which perception is
inseparable” (Deleuze 1986, p.64).
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videogame image, the action-image operates between the interface-image and the instantly, yet delayed
flash of representation of movement.

5.2.2. Deleuze, affect, and the centre of indetermination
What Deleuze has done with his reduction of the cinema to the cinematic image – i.e. the construction
of perception, action, and affect as properties to this image – is to subsume action and affection as
subcomponents of the visually perceivable images, or as subcomponents to perception.Yet in Matter
and Memory, Bergson has treated affection as an independent modality in its own right differing from
perception. According to Bergson, the image that is my body, “I know from within, by sensations which
I term affective, instead of knowing only, as in the case of the other images, its outer skin” (Bergson
2002, p.114)39. In effect, then, “Deleuze has reduced affection to a formal process of technical framing,
and in the process he has disembodied affect, locating it outside the subject in the world of technically
produced images” (Hansen 2004, p. xx). As such, Deleuze's movement-image seems more inspired by
Bergson's acentred universe of the “aggregate of images,” rather than Bergson's more subjectively
orientated “centre of indetermination”. Philosopher of new media Mark Hansen remarks with regard
to the embodied experience of the digital computer image that
“the frame in any form – the photograph, the cinematic image, the video signal, and so
on – cannot be accorded the autonomy Deleuze would give it since its very form (in
any concrete deployment) reflects the demands of embodied perception … Beneath
any concrete “technical” image or frame lies what I shall call the framing function of the
human body qua centre of indetermination (Hansen 2004, p. 8).”
Like perception and action before it , affection, for it to be of any use to a theory of the the workings
of the 3D videogame image during videogame play, needs to be liberated from the image and related
to its user.
Mukherjee (2008), in his discussion of Deleuze's movement-image, utilises the Deleuzian
39 “[T]here is one [image] which is distinct from all the others, in that I do not know it only from without by perceptions, but from
within by affections: it is my body. I examine the conditions in which these affections are produced: I find they always interpose
themselves between the excitations that I receive from without and the movements which I am about to execute, as though they had
some undefined influence on the final issue ... [T]he act in which the affective state issues is not one of those which might be
rigorously deduced from antecedent phenomena, as a movement from a movement; and hence, it really adds something new to the
universe and its history ... All seems to take place as if, in this aggregate of images which I call the universe, nothing really new could happen
except through the medium of certain particular images, the type of which is furnished by my body ... My body then, in the aggregate of the
material world, an image which acts like other images, receiving and giving back movement, with, perhaps, this difference only, that
my body appears to choose, within certain limits, the manner in which it shall restore what it receives” (Bergson 2002, p.86).
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affection-image – alongside the concepts of multiplicity and becoming – to distil from it a more
abstract “zone of becoming,” which appears pregnant with the possibilities for action:
“When the receptive facet absorbs a certain tendency instead of acting upon it, the
process of affection comes into play. In the locale of the affection-image … there are
many tendencies or possible events waiting to be acted upon” ( Mukherjee 2008,
p.233).
To Mukherjee, the affective in videogame play is in constant process in the in-between of gameplay,
“this is the part where the actions of both the game and the (human) player are yet to be determined”
(ibid., p.234). And even though Mukherjee regards this zone of becoming as analogue to the affectionimage, he dismisses the image and conceives of the space of possibilities as an abstract field of forces
that arises from the combined actions of the player and the code. Through this abstraction, Mukherjee
devices of a concept of action in videogame play that is blind to the materiality of both the image and
the player.
James Ash, on the contrary, explicitly addresses the images of the videogame, focusing on what
he calls the “affective materiality” of the videogame image. Rejecting the notion of images “as
representations that are inferior copies of an original reality” (Ash 2009, p.7), Ash aims to promote the
ways in which the image, through affection on the part of the player, is “productive of a 'sense' of world
that is the necessary precondition for understanding, recognising, and thinking the content,
signification, or meaning of images” (ibid.). The images of the videogame
“continually produce their spatiality through the media and technologies which
constitute their existence as objects. This spatiality is produced not through discursive
meaning or text but through an affective materiality of the object itself that always exudes
a potential that is made manifest in the performative present, as they are used and
viewed (Doel and Clarke, 2007). By 'affective materiality' I mean that images affect the
whole body, on a series of biological, existential, and sensory levels that are not
determined by the historical moment of their production” (Ash 2009, p.2).
Ian Shaw and Barney Warf (2009) too are interested in the the videogame's affective properties. And
affect, in their context, is used to designate “the precognitive, unconscious, and embodied reactions to
on-screen representations” (Shaw and Warf 2009, p.1338). And while Shaw and Warf do not discuss
Deleuze's cinema writings, they do engage with a discussion on the videogame image, charting the
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development from two dimensional videogames such as Pac-Man to 3D videogames:

“This move to three dimensions is critical to understanding how these worlds have
become increasingly affective. With one or two dimensions the on-screen character or
avatar is detached from the player, producing a kind of `Cartesian transcendence' or
distinct separation between player and avatar. With three dimensions, however, a video
game is substantially better positioned to immerse the player in a virtual and affective
world. On-screen events appear more `immanent' to the player than do the abstract
representations found in two-dimensional games” (Shaw and Warf 2009, p.1336).
In this view, the 3D videogame has made the coming into being of the movement-image-like
videogame image possible (see §1.3). In addition to that, it has also created a means to experience the
game world from a subjective position that, through the consequently subjective perception of the
player-camera, is close to our embodied subjective experience of the world outside the videogame:
“[w]ith a first-person perspective, the spatiality of the world becomes far more experiential for the
player: there is a 'near' and a 'far', an 'above' and 'below', and a 'behind'. Exploring virtual space is
increasingly an experiential negotiation ripe with affective potentials” (ibid., p.1339). This conception
of the affective seems to steer clear from Deleuze's notion of the affective as a property of the
movement-image, and in turn appears more true to Bergson's idea of affections as produced by the
living body (Bergson 2002, p.86).
And indeed, for Bergson, “there is one [image] which is distinct from all the others, in that I do
not know it only from without by perceptions, but from within by affections: it is my body. I examine
the conditions in which these affections are produced: I find they always interpose themselves between
the excitations that I receive from without and the movements which I am about to execute, as though
they had some undefined influence on the final issue” (Bergson 2002, p.86). This is however not to say
that the videogame image then becomes totally devoid of the affective; it rather means that the
affective can only arise in the interplay between the image and the player. The affective in the
videogame image then refers to those images, or continuous moments within the movement-image, by
which the perceived movement from the videogame image passes through the player's body only to
restore movement to this same image.
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6 The Videogame Image: Three Cases

Since the movement-image infused videogame image can be understood as a way of looking at the
videogame, this chapter will explore the particularities of this view by focusing on three 3D
videogames. Each of these three cases will present a videogame whose image puts a specific accent on
either action, affection, or perception. But, as was the case with Deleuze's examples of the perceptionimage, the action-image, and the affection-image, it must be understood that although these
videogames display a certain favor for one of the moment-image's avatars, they cannot do without the
other two. In the action scene in a given film too, perception and affection are still present, be it that
they are reduced to the favor of the action-image.
Given the fact that action is so elemental to the 3D videogame, we will start our analysis by
looking at Doom 3 (id Software, 2004), a videogame whose image is dominated by the action-image.
Next we will discuss of different type of 3D videogame, Fallout 3 (Bethesda Game Studios, 2008), in
which the affective and the interrelations among individual actions is foregrounded. This chapter will
conclude by looking at Shadow of the Colossus (Team Ico, 2005), a 3D videogame whose image and
experience of play are geared towards the perception-image.

6.1 The action-image: Doom 3
According to Deleuze, the action-image dominates what he describes at classical narrative cinema, and
given the centrality of action in videogame play, one might be inclined to assume that the videogame
image in a similar way is governed by the action-image. Galloway even goes as far to suggest that the
action-image exists as the base foundation of the videogame (Galloway 2006, p. 3).
However, this conception of the nature of action in videogames seems to be founded on a
rather crude understanding of both the position of action in the movement-image as well as its concept
of the videogame. Galloway here seems to take what Darley describes as the action-oriented
videogame as a model for the videogame. To Darley, the action-oriented videogames involve “the
heightening of sensation, evidenced through the necessity for skill with controls, and the heightened
impression of kinaesthesia induced by illusionary participation in acts of spectacular risk and speed”
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Figure 16. Screenshot from Doom 3.

(Darley 2000, p.157), the best example of which are (car)racing games, sports games, and the firstand third-person shooter. And even though this type of videogame has been, and perhaps still is, the
most dominant type of videogame, and in many respects even serves as the paradigmatic example of
the videogame, its model of action cannot be taken as a general model for action in videogame play.
Sure, to a certain extent all videogames can be regarded to be action-oriented, as all videogames
require some or other type of active involvement. But the different ways in which the videogame can
engage its players are numerous. It, for instance, seems hard to imagine that playing a game of
computerised chess requires the same type and amount of activity on part of the player as a firstperson shooter such as Doom 3 does. Where a game of Doom 3 will have its player engaged in the rapid
and spectacular act of gunning down aliens, having the player think much less than act, a game of
computerised chess has one engaged in a far less frantic and more contemplated activity. And even
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Figure 17. Screenshot from Doom 3.

within the realm of the 3D videogame, as paragraphs 6.2 and 6.3 will testify, the videogame image
need not be dominated by the action-image.
Apart from Galloway's action-infused model of the videogame, his conception of the Deleuzian
action-image fails to take in account the elements that facilitate the action, namely perception and
affection. The nature of action in videogame play can not be reduced to the action-image, as the actionimage in Deleuze's understanding is intrinsically connected to both the perception-image and the
affection-image. The point in case however is, that the action-oriented game reduces the realm of the
perception- and the affection-image, by which perception and affection appear subordinated to the
action. Taking the game of Doom 3 here as an example, we can see that the videogame image of this
game is densely populated with a multitude of opponents (fig. 16, 17, and 18). In this game, perception
is directly subordinated to action not only in the case of the player's actions; once you as a player have
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Figure 18. Screenshot from Doom 3.

sight of your opponents, your opponents will have sight of you and they will not hesitate to attack you,
forcing the player in a similar way to couple perception to the response of hostile engagement. The
perception in Doom 3, then, seems to be characterized by a type of seeing that is already limiting the
richness of the visual field in order to focus on the action. This does not mean that the gaze is limited –
apart from the limitation already imposed upon the vision of the player by the physical contours of the
screen –; on the contrary, the player has full agency over the frame, allowing him or her to use the
virtual camera in order to frame the image in a way that best allows one to perform the necessary
actions. This limitation on perception in Doom 3 rather extends itself into the spatial representation of
the videogame image; the action of Doom 3 unfolds in a limited space constructed of a maze of
corridors and rooms (fig.19). And even if one, as a player, wanted to take the time to look around,
there simply is not the space to do so. In this regard, the spatial construction of Doom 3, reduces the
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Figure 19. Screenshot from Doom 3.

possibilities for perception to appear in itself, as it redirects and opens up perception directly to the
action.
It follows, that if the perception in Doom 3 flows so directly into action, the interval between
perception and action becomes reduced, leaving little room for the affective to occupy the interval.
That is to say, there is very little time for the player to register movement on the screen, have it pass
through him or her, and to restore the movement on the screen by executing movement. In this
regard, Doom 3 does not primarily play on the affection-image, and as far as affection is called upon, it
can be said to play on the body in a primordial sense. The affection-image in Doom 3 then seems to take
the path of what Deleuze describes as the impulse-image 40. The impulse-image mediates between
40 “Between the perception-image and the others, there is no intermediary, because perception extends by itself into the other
images. But, in the other cases, there is necessarily an intermediary which indicates the extension as passage. This is why, in the end,
we find ourselves faced with six types of perceptible visible images that we see, not three: perception-image, affection-image, impulseimage (intermediates between affection and action), action-image, reflection-image (intermediate between action and relation), relation-
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affection and action and is constructed of fetishes, or fixations, of Good or Evil (Deleuze 1989, p.31).
As such, in the context of Doom 3 it functions to conduct the perception of an alien opponent to foster
an embodied yet impulsive reaction through an intuitive yet fast assessment of its threat – or its
evilness. This sentiment, however, remains in the realm of the impulse-image due to the limited
interval Doom 3 presents between the moments of perception and action; new perceptions and actions
offer itself to the player in a fast pace, leaving little time and room to contemplate one's previous
actions. This amounts to what game scholar Miguel Sicart refers to as “the banality of simulated evil”:
“By selecting the type and amount of feedback that a specific [player] receives, these
systems detach that [player] from the informational environment of the actions. In other
words, the [players] in these systems do not perceive their actions as anything other
than what is needed to keep the system running efficiently, and the system only
provides feedback about how well it is functioning” (Sicart 2005, p.4).
Generally speaking then, in the action-oriented 3D videogame the player is not asked to reflect upon
the given situation, dwelling on the affection-image, weighing the different possible actions that the
situation might inspire. On the contrary, the player is merely asked to act according to an already
conceived logic; shoot, or you will be shot yourself.

6.2 The affection-image: Fallout 3
The action-oriented videogame then, through its close coupling of perception and action, and its
emphasis on the impulse-image, present a rather simplistic notion of good and bad; to take action as a
player is always good, as it prevents the player-character from dying, and to not take action is
constructed as something bad, i.e, the player-character will be killed. And it is precisely this logic of
action against which Deleuze political philosophy is geared. According to Marrati, it is Cinema 1 and 2
in which Deleuze develops this political philosophy. Without interrogating this claim at length, it
amounts to the manner in which Deleuze maintains that the classical cinema of the movement-image,
dominated by such a simplistic logic of action, has lost its power of conviction for us. The classical
cinema, of which even the contemporary Hollywood blockbuster action-movie is a prime example, is
dominated by heroic characters that display the power to perform, without question of consequence,
their heroic acts. To Deleuze, the modern cinema of the time-image is capable of breaking out of this
image (Deleuze 1989, p.32).
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Figure 20. Screenshot from Fallout 3.

logic of action, in which action stops to be re-action, or reflex, and in turn becomes action as a
manifestation of contemplation:
“It is not out of passivity, powerlessness, or resignation that one is no longer capable of
immediately and “appropriately” responding to a given situation or event. It is quite the
opposite: the response is suspended because one has to become aware that certain
actions are powerless. Habits of conduct, patterns of behaviour, are deemed to express
weakness or strength, love or contempt, indignation or revolt. Not to engage may seem
to imply passivity, or worse. Deleuze's point, though, is that sometimes, perhaps even
often, “acting in the appropriate way” is precisely the lack of response and the refusal to
acknowledge our helplessness. The display of military power may not be the solution to
new, or old, dangers, but it certainly conveys, for a time, the illusion of being in
control, of knowing what the situation is about and knowing what to do about it.
Following the logic of Deleuze's argument, one could say that these actions are likely to
be acts of denial, hiding in “need for action” both the inability to truly respond to the
challenge and the awareness of inadequacy” (Marrati 2008, p.xiii).
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Figure 21. Screenshot from Fallout 3.

And while no videogame can obscure its “need for action,” this political reading of Deleuze's film
project does open up the possibility to consider those 3D videogames that present the player with both
the time and the space to contemplate their actions.
The videogame Fallout 3 will serve as an example of a videogame whose image deploys the
elements of the movement-image in a way that allows more room to the interval between perception
and action. This is evidenced first by the spatial representation of Fallout 3's videogame image; in
contrast to the confined spaces of Doom 3, Fallout 3 presents the open space of a post-apocalyptic waste
land, open to perceptive exploration (fig.20 and 21). This space, as a waste land would suspect, is not
densely inhabited by non-player-characters, and in these images, perception is not always directly
confronted with action. Action, unlike in the action-oriented videogame, is not forced upon the playercharacter in a narrow confined space, rather, it has to be looked for. In this sense, the tie between
perception and action is loosened, and perception emerges in a way that is not already from the
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Figure 22. Screenshot from Fallout 3.

viewpoint of a predetermined and unavoidable action. Here too, the player has full agency over the
virtual camera, allowing him or her to frame the image with a gaze that is free of immanent action.
This is not to suggest that Fallout 3 does not contain action, yet the action-image is presented as
something that forgoes simply shooting or being shot. Fallout 3 does present instances where one has to
engage the player-character in a firefight, but, interestingly, it also contains numerous occasions where
the player can choose whether or not to act hostile towards non-player-characters. Moreover, the game
presents a multitude of different actions to the player, from collecting a wide array of items, to
repairing machines and weaponry, and from engaging in conversation (fig.22) to helping non-playercharacters on various quests. At many points in this game, the player is offered an array of different
choices to respond to a given situation, by which the need for action separates itself from determining
what action is to be taken.
This loosening of the bond between the perception-image and the action-image in Fallout 3
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Figure 23. Screenshot from Fallout 3.

consequently opens up more space for the affection-image to fill the interval. This gap is cultivated by
an intricate web of relations among the different choices and actions made throughout playing the
game. For the player-character in Fallout 3 operates with what can be understood as an adaptive
personality; the actions taken will affect the player-character's personality through a series of discrete
categories, social skills, technical skills and knowledge, weapon skills, etc. (fig.23). These alterations to
the player-character's personality in turn affect the character's abilities to traverse the game;
diminished social skills due to being violent towards non-player-characters or impolite in conversation
will for instance limit the player's ability to gain information from other non-player character's. On the
other hand, by frequently engaging in hostile confrontations of your own choice, the player-character
will develop better combat skills and an advanced ability to repair weapons. The actions taken in Fallout
3 are therefore interconnected, and continue to act upon the possibilities of future actions. In this
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Figure 24. Screenshot from Shadow of the Colossus.

regard, rather than merely passing through the affective on the level of the impulse-image, the
affection-image in Fallout 3 extents itself to what Deleuze described as the reflection-image and the
relation-image41, referring to the consequences of the executed actions on the now altered state of the
game. In contrast to an action-oriented videogame such as Doom 3, the affection-image in Fallout 3 does
not merely passes through the player on the level of impulse, but stays with a player for a extended
period of time allowing him or her to contemplate its meaning and relation to the yet to be taken
action.

6.3 The perception-image: Shadow of the Colossus
Through the extended affection-image, Fallout 3 can be said to offer the player the ability to question
41 See note 40.
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Figure 25. Screen shot from Shadow of the Colossus.

the actions contained in it, producing a reflective mode of action for the player that can be understood
as the manifestation of contemplated choice. However, this videogame really only allows one to
question action from the standpoint of action, as the consequences of action ultimately only pertains to
future actions. In this sense, the action contained in Fallout 3 is trapped within a logic of action similar
to that of a videogame such as Doom 3; it does not address the question whether action in essence is
always a good thing. The videogame Shadow of the Colossus, by contrast, takes an approach to action
which draws into question the logic of action on a more fundamental level. This videogame, while
operating within the limits of the movement-image, forefronts the perception-image as to question the
correlation between what we see and what we do. Shadow of the Colossus is a relatively simple game,
about a young man – named Wander – who is set on a quest to slay sixteen giants in order for the gods
to bring back to life his love. The player however has to find these giants him- or herself, exploring the
game's space on horseback. The action of battling these giants stands in stark contrast to the desolate
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Figure 26. Screenshot from Shadow of the Colossus.

world the player finds Wander in, presented to the player through action-less, and even near motionless
images. No one inhabits this space but birds and other animals, there is – in contrast to Doom 3 and
Fallout 3 – no action or movement towards the player (fig. 24 and 25). Having full agency over the
virtual camera while riding through this desolate landscape, the player has all the freedom to look
around at will.Yet, in absence of any perceivable action, this perception has little to attach to,
becoming, in a sense, cut off from the action-image.
The game's ambiguous stance towards action is brought to its heights, however, in moments of
unambiguous action, i.e. the confrontations with the giants. Upon finding a giant, one would perhaps
expect to enter automatically into the realm of action, but the giants of Shadow of the Colossus are often
case not the least bit bothered by, or interested in the player-characters presence. Only when one
chooses to attack the giant, will it rise to its defense. In a remarkable way, then, the player has to create
its own possibilities for action, as no action will come to him or her of it self.Yet, at the moment of
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Figure 27. Screenshot from Shadow of the Colossus.

action, something quite out of the ordinary happens to the perception: the subjective perception
characteristic of the 3D videogame, which arises from both the subjective manner of framing and the
player's ability to control this frame at will, is broken. During the battling of the giants, the player will
lose (to a relative degree) the control over the virtual camera's movements and the scale with which it
frames the videogame image. Figure 26, for instance, shows a screenshot from a fighting sequence
from Shadow of the Colossus, in which the player-character appears as only a small element within the
image; the image is scaled on the colossus rather than on Wander. And while the framing in this
particular example might even be considered to be instrumental – after all, when taking on an
opponent vastly bigger than yourself it seems useful to have a perceptive notion of its size – figure 27
presents a different example that reveals the distorted nature of the perception in a fight sequence in
Shadow of the Colossus. This screenshot shows a manner of framing which is scaled neither on the playercharacter nor on the to be defeated giant, which leads to perception frustrating the action rather than
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facilitating it. But not only is the framing distorted in the action-image of this videogame, the
movements of the virtual camera are also disrupted. If the player, for instance, has the player-character
hanging on the back of a giant, and the giant is to make a simple side step, it can occur that this
movement by the giant takes the player-character from the frame, when the virtual camera, with some
degree of lag trails behind the player-character. These momentary instances in which the playercharacter swings off-screen, put an added complication to the task at hand. In this sense, perception is
not fully subordinated by action in Shadow of the Colossus, and even in those parts of the game where one
would expect the action-image to dominate the videogame image, perception appears in itself.
This videogame then presents a detachment of perception from action, both in the desolate
space that is devoid of action and in the action-packed sequences of the giant battles, which are also
permeated by a perception that moves away from action. There appears no visible reason for action,
the action in Shadow of the Colossus is not a re-action to movement already delivered by the videogame
image. The videogame's story also does not provide sufficient motivation for action – sure, Wander
wants his love to not be dead, but he only arrives at killing giants because he was told to do so. By fore
fronting the perception-image, Shadow of the Colossus forces its players to look at the nature of, in this
case, unprovoked violent action. It is this question which occupies the affective, for the interval
between perception and action is stretched up to the point where perception no longer automatically
flows into action. Rather, the abundance of time to look around and see nothing (no movement or
action that is), the lethargic attitude of your perceived opponents, and the frustrated perception during
the action sequences opens up the question as to what exactly you are doing as a player.
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7 Conclusion

In this thesis I have made an attempt to show how Deleuze's concept of the movement-image can
provide a useful contribution to the understanding of the 3D videogame image and its role in the act of
playing a videogame. As the urinal commercial for Sony's Playstation Portable presented in the
introduction of this thesis suggests, I regard the playing of a videogame to an important extent as a
visual experience. This is why in my opinion the videogame image should be part of any theory of
videogame play.Yet in the development of game studies as an independent academic field, the
videogame image has received a disproportionated small amount of consideration. The notion of the
videogame as an interactive medium centred around the concept of action is however widespread. As
Galloway boldly claims: videogames are actions. It has not been my intention to match Galloway's
bravura in stating that the videogame image is of a greater fundamental importance in playing a
videogame, but the lack of attention for the visual in the field of game studies does, in my opinion,
justify some explicit attention to the videogame image.
Needless to say, the videogame image, while being an image in its own right, is of a
fundamental different nature than the images of photography, painting or cinema. It does not suffice to
just look at a videogame; videogames are played and they therefore demand its players to use the
controller to take action over the videogame image. The videogame image then oscillates between its
workings as a visual representation and the control-panel function of the interface-image. As game
researcher Ole Hansen aptly summarizes:

“One of the most basic conditions for the experience of video games is visual
perception. Another feature that is acquired in order to play a video game is motor
action ... the ability to connect the perceptions and sensations to intentional motor
action in any whatsoever muscular tension” (Hansen 2007, p.1).
So in the investigation of the videogame image the player and the image deserve an equal amount of
attention as it is the player's actions that alter the image.
In order to create space for a theoretical consideration of the videogame image a theoretical
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intervention within the field of game studies proved necessary. Countering the mono-disciplinary
approach and the accompanying antagonistic rhetoric prevalent in (early) game studies – in this study
predominantly represented through the work of Aarseth –, this thesis has sought to investigate the
videogame within the context of other related media, most notably the cinema. On a general level
then, this thesis can be considered a riposte to Aarseth's claim that games are not a kind of cinema. But
rather than advancing the argument that videogames can indeed be taken as a form of cinema, I have
taken up the position that the videogame stands in a relation of kinship to the cinema through the idea
that both phenomena are part of a wider visual culture. In particular the image of videogames which I
have described as 3D videogames – i.e. first- and third-person videogames – display a semblance to the
cinema image through the employment of the virtual camera. In this regard I feel it would be useful to
turn to a theory of cinema as a means to understand these images. But despite their fraternity, cinema
and the videogame display fundamental differences, and if a cinema theory is to become useful in the
study of the videogame image it needs to be adapted and made into a travelling concept.
The most noticeable difference between cinema and the videogame is the position of its user;
videogames demand a player instead of a spectator. As was pointed out, it is the activity of playing
which sets the videogame player apart from the film spectator, which is why the theoretical
intervention advanced in this thesis needs to be extended to consider the theorisation of action in
videogame play.Yet when turning to one of the most prevalent theories of action in videogame play it
is remarkable to notice how the concept of action is construed mainly on formal and functional terms.
Cybertext theory proves a useful tool in highlighting the adaptive and active nature of computerised
artefacts such as videogames. But at the same time, the concept of player action is reduced to a purely
cognitive activity, detached from the notion of the physical player. As a result of this disregard for the
physical manifestation of the player, the materialities of videogame play – including the screen and its
subsequent videogame image – become obscured. In order to bring into view the relevance of the
videogame image in the experience of playing a videogame, one needs to reunite the concept of action
with the physical player. Drawing on the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty, it becomes possible to
appreciate the importance of embodied and enactive perception to the activity of playing a videogame.
Action in videogame play is both an embodied and a cognitive activity; it is through our physical bodies
that we perceive the images on the screen, and it is through our bodies that we are able to act upon
these perceived images.
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This returns us to the question what theory of cinema would lend itself for a migration to the
realm of the videogame. This would have to be a theory that allows for the incorporation of the
physical player and his or her active perceptions and actions. The concept of the cinema image as a
movement-image as advanced by Deleuze forms such a theory as it incorporates both a moment of
perception and one of action. The interval between action and perception is, in the movement-image,
occupied by the affection-image. From the considerations outlined above, the inquiry developed in this
thesis has culminated to the following question: How can the concept of Deleuze's movement-image be used to
explore how the videogame image supports and informs the experience of playing videogames with reference to the
actions of both the player and the videogame?
The answer to this question lies in the construction of the movement-image as a travelling
concept. In order for the the cinematic concept of the movement-image to be of value to an
understanding of the videogame image and its role in videogame play, the movement-image needs to
go beyond the mere images themselves. The edifice of the movement-image as a travelling concept
ensures the integration of cinema theory into the field of game studies rather than following the naïve
assumption that videogames are a kind of cinema. In the context of digital imagery, the image can no
longer be accorded the autonomy Deleuze's ascribes to the cinematic movement-image, and the
concept needs to be reworked from a theory centred purely on images to one that focusses on the
images and the experience thereof. This means that the elements of perception, affection, and action
inherent to the movement-image need to be liberated from the images and need to be considered in
relation a phenomenologically constructed notion of the physical player. The possibilities for this
liberation can be found in the videogame image's oscillation between visual representation and the
control-panel function of the interface-image. It is precisely because the videogame image goes beyond
mere representation and mere visual perception that the videogame image opens up its affective and
active facets to the player. The videogame image unites the moment of perception by which the image,
through the eyes, enters the body only to be extended into movement again by the player's pushing of
the buttons. The videogame image then literally passes through the player, creating a cybernetic loop of
movement between and in the player, the game and the computer, and the image.
The employment of a phenomenological infused reading of Deleuze's movement-image in the
investigation of the videogame image has not only allowed us the explicate the physical involvement of
the player with the videogame image – through the triad of perception, affection, and action – but it
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has also provide us with the means to form a more nuanced understanding of the nature of action
within 3D videogame play. If videogames are actions, as Galloway maintains, then it is through the
concept of the movement-image that we are able to analyse how the type of action afforded by
different 3D videogames is depended on the manner in which the images of these game address the
player's perceptive and affective faculties. Taking the videogame image as I have constructed it as a
point of entry, then, ultimately result in the possibility to formulate a more sophisticated
understanding of the type of action afforded by 3D videogames.
While the action-oriented 3D videogame functions as the archetype for the entire genre of 3D
videogames, an analysis of such a videogame through the adapted model of the movement-image
brings to the fore the fact that the action contained in this type of game can by no means stand on its
own. Even in the case of these action-driven videogames, action is bound up in a triad alongside
perception and affection in a manner that subordinates the perceptive and affective qualities of its
image to the action-image. However, the genre of the 3D videogame extends to include other types of
videogames, of which the measure of relation between the perception-image, the affection-image, and
the action-image refute the idea of them being purely action-oriented. While still incorporating
undeniable moments of action, these videogames can take on a position towards these moments of
action which address the player's reflexive abilities, creating either an understanding of interrelations
among the different moments of action, or even an estrangement from the action by shifting the
emphasis to the affection-image or the perception-image. It is then through a Deleuzian inspired
approach to the images they bring forth that the genre of the 3D videogame is revealed to be capable
of obtaining a depth that moves beyond action alone.

7.1 Discussion
Despite my efforts to paint as complete a picture as I could, this thesis leaves much to be desired. Like
any act of framing – whether it is by use of a camera, or conceptual using only theory – one is always
bound to leave more out of the picture then one is able to contain within it. The theoretical
investigations set forth in this thesis are characterized by a number of restrictions which, for all intents
and purposes, function as the contours of the frame.
First of all, there is the restriction to the discussion of the 3D videogame. The choice to limit
myself to the investigation of first- and third-person videogames is a pragmatic one; the evident
89

similarities between the images of 3D videogames and the cinema image have been used here to make
for an as smooth as possible transition between Deleuze's cinema theory and the videogame. This
however does not mean that I feel that the reach of Deleuze's cinema theory as a tool useful for the
understanding of videogames and the playing of such games needs to be limited to 3D videogames. I
feel that the triad of perception, affection, and action as a means to understand how the image of a
videogame can facilitate different modes of action, can very well be extrapolated to other types of
videogames which do not employ 3D graphics. Such videogames may include platform games such as
Super Mario Bros. and its many derivatives, but also those games which do not incorporate a playercharacter, like Tetris.
The limitation to 3D videogames has in turn posed a restraint on the Deleuzian framework this
thesis makes use of. Here too, I feel that the dense and rich work of Deleuze on cinema might provide
further tools useful in the study of videogame play. Raessens and Kattenbelt (2003), for instance, draw
on the Peircian vain in Deleuze cinema theory to point towards the concepts of the time-image and the
thought-image as a means to analyze respectively the lyric and the epic dimensions of videogames. And
even when moving beyond his writings on the cinema a number of useful concepts can be drawn from
Deleuze's body of work. I have already hinted towards this potential in the discussion of the concepts of
multiplicity and becoming. To my mind, the work of Deleuze can become a useful instrument in
overcoming some of the longstanding dichotomies within the field of game studies.
One final point of discussion that deserves some attention is the fact that – despite my
intentions to position the theoretical considerations contained in this thesis firmly within the field of
game studies – my focus on the videogame image has reduced the space for addressing in more detail
some concepts central to game studies. First of all, as this thesis focuses on the function of the
videogame image in the experience of videogame play, such an approach might be strengthened by an
explicit consideration of the notion of play as developed, among others, by Johan Huizinga (1950) 42
and Roger Caillois (2001)43. Secondly, the attention given in this thesis to the position of the
videogame's code as a locus for the rules that comprise the game and the action's taken by the
videogame may be further elaborated on by drawing on the body of work developed in both the
ludological tradition within game studies as well as the field of software studies.

42 I am referring here to Huizinga's book Homo Ludens, which first appeared in 1938 as Homo Ludens: Proeve eener bepaling van het spelelement der cultuur.
43 I am referring here to Caillois' book Man, Play, and Games, which first appeared in 1958 as Les jeux et les hommes.
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(last viewed at 25-6-2010).
– Figure 14. Taken from Jones 2007, p.227.
– Figure 15a, 15b, 15c, and 15d. Produced by author from http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=K5HjCmPn8p4 (last viewed at 6-5-2010).
– Figure 16. Courtesey of gamespot.com, available online at
http://www.gamespot.com/pc/action/doom3/images/0/9/ (last viewed at 12-62010).
– Figure 17. Courtesey of gamespot.com, available online at
http://www.gamespot.com/pc/action/doom3/images/0/124/?tag=thumbs_below
%3Bthumb;124 (last viewed at 12-6-2010).
– Figure 18. Courtesey of gamespot.com, available online at
http://www.gamespot.com/pc/action/doom3/images/0/135/?tag=thumbs_below
%3Bthumb;135 (last viewed at 12-6-2010).
– Figure 19. Courtesey of gamespot.com, available online at
http://www.gamespot.com/pc/action/doom3/images/0/18/?tag=thumbs_below
%3Bthumb;18 (last viewed at 12-6-2010).
– Figure 20. Courtesey of ngohq.com, available online at
http://www.ngohq.com/attachments/screenshots/1299d1227267226-fallout-3screenshots-fo3002.jpg (last viewed at 12-6-2010).
– Figure 21. Courtesey of ngohq.com, available online at
http://www.ngohq.com/attachments/screenshots/1314d1227268674-fallout-3screenshots-fo3008.jpg (last viewed at 12-6-2010).
– Figure 22. Courtesey of ngohq.com, available online at
http://www.ngohq.com/attachments/screenshots/1425d1227439590-fallout-3-
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screenshots-fo3032.jpg (last viewed at 12-6-2010).
– Figure 23. Courtesey of ngohq.com, available online at
http://www.ngohq.com/attachments/screenshots/1336d1227270100-fallout-3screenshots-fo3015.jpg (last viewed at 12-6-2010).
– Figure 24. Courtesey of ign.com, available online at
http://uk.ps2.ign.com/dor/objects/490849/shadow-of-the-colossus/images/wandaand-colossus-20040924011136977.html (last viewed at 12-6-2010).
– Figure 25. Courtesey of ign.com, available online at
http://uk.ps2.ign.com/dor/objects/490849/shadow-of-thecolossus/images/shadow-of-the-colossus-20050419055227123.html (last viewed at
12-6-2010).
– Figure 26. Courtesey of ign.com, available online at
http://uk.ps2.ign.com/dor/objects/490849/shadow-of-thecolossus/images/shadow-of-the-colossus20050501100859693.html;jsessionid=5fkj0p309t5g3 (last viewed at 12-6-2010).
– Figure 27. Courtesey of ign.com, available online at
http://uk.ps2.ign.com/dor/objects/490849/shadow-of-thecolossus/images/shadow-of-the-colossus-20050419055235607.html (last viewed at
12-6-2010).
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