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From the Desk of the Editor in Chief | Stu Horvath

Hiya. February sure is long for the shortest month, right?
This month, in our cover story, William Dowell chats with the folks 

behind the Videri String Quartet about arranging videogame music for 
chamber music and the surprising things that happen when they do. In 
service to this story, Seb Westcott contributes his third cover for the magazine, 
perhaps my favorite of the three.

The second feature, by Emma Kostopolus, takes a look at the way silent 
multiplayer fosters a different kind of videogame community. For our 
sponsored feature, Melissa King checks out Creature in the Well.

In the columns, Noah Springer gets back to listening to hip hop albums. 
Harry Rabinowitz checks out the comic work of Naoki Urasawa. Oluwatayo 
Adewole goes to Australia for the mess of Married at First Sight and tunes of 
No Fixed Address. Amanda Hudgins explores the unusual appeal of Regency 
era alternate universe fanfic. Diego Nicolás Argüello continues his chronicle 
of the Into the Spine Discord.

Meanwhile, Deirdre Coyle is looking forward to having a shitty night out at 
a bar when things get back to some semblance of normal and in the meantime 
enjoys shitfaced Arthur Morgan. Melissa King also pops in to sing the praises 
of Overwatch’s Mercy. Ben Sailer checks out the dystopia sim Cyberpunkland. 
Matt Marrone reads a crappy book that shall not be named.

Yussef Cole starts sounding a bit like me, honestly, as he starts to wonder 
about all the time he’s spending on this videogame stuff. Justin Reeve pops 
into Red Dead Redemption 2 to see what the architecture says about wealth 
and poverty. Rob Rich revisits FLCL. Adam Boffa brings it home with a look at 
Errol Morris’ documentary The Unknown Known, about known remorseless liar 
Donald Rumsfeld.

And there you have it! Stay warm, use a wide stance when shoveling snow 
and we’ll see you in two weeks with the next Exploits!

Stu Horvath
Kearny, New Jersey

February 13, 2021



The Beat Box | Noah Springer

It’s been a few months since I did a regular album roundup here. It’s 
been a nice break and given me some time to listen to some classics and 

non-hip hop stuff, but enough of that nonsense. I’m back on my grind and 
excited about some new hits! 

Q – The Shave Experiment
Given recent not-to-be-named conspiracy theories, Q Marsden’s first 
name has made The Shave Experiment a little difficult to sort out through 
the mess of other internet information. But if you did happen to stumble 
upon this little EP that dropped last December (or decide to check it out 
after reading this), you won’t regret it. Drawing the best parts of Frank 
Ocean and Childish Gambino’s psychedelic, alt-R&B aesthetic, this album 
is a transcendent, emotional release. Q leads us across his guitar and 
drum loops with a high falsetto, lilting and distorted, showing the world 
his own internal insecurities and struggles. Moving 
forward, Q will definitely be a name to watch and, 
if this EP says anything, it’s that he’ll stick out from 
the crowd.

Goodie Mob – Survival Kit
If you haven’t listened to Goodie Mob’s 1994 debut 
album, Soul Food, stop what you’re doing and listen to 
that right away. If you have listened to Soul Food, then 
drop everything you’re doing and pick up Survival Kit, 

https://q.lnk.to/ShaveExperiment
https://music.apple.com/us/album/survival-kit/1537135589


their best album since their debut. While they’ve had 
some decent albums in the last 20 years, the Mob’s 
newest effort picks up on their classic sound and 
politics and, with the help of Chuck D and Outkast, 
they deliver a timely and sonically ambitious album. 
So maybe if you haven’t listened to Soul Food (you 
still should), you could probably pick this one out of 
the blue and enjoy a spin. 

Deante’ Hitchcock – Live from Quarantine
Live from Quarantine really gives off the vibes of a live 
performance, I mean at least as much as you can while 
recording in quarantine. Deante’ Hitchcock asks for 
the call and response, the drums feel improvised and 
loose and the mixing gives the tracks room to breathe. 
Frankly, it felt good to hear something that feels 
fresh during COVID, even though it’s a compilation 
of tracks from Hitchcock’s 2020 debut and other 
loosies. But no matter the provenance of the songs, 
the collection by turning a canceled tour into a live 
performance gives us a chance to remember what 
live music is like, and what it can still be like in the 
future.

JPEGMAFIA – EP!
JPEGMAFIA keeps getting better. His newest, EP!, 
brings out the best parts of his production and rapping, 
merging all of his talents into a perfect little album. 
Sometimes though, I feel like he (and other “weird” 
rappers) have infected me with some sort of parasite. I 
start listening to an early album, and I think “wow, this 
is so strange, but I’m not sure I like it.” Then, I check 
out their next album, and I like it more, and then the 
sound grows, infecting me, and suddenly they can’t 
do anything wrong. I’ve grown to love his unorthodox 
flow and beats, the weirdness and the attitude. Is an 
ear worm actually an infection? Well, if it is, I’ll accept 
Peggy’s infection like I accept my cat; I’m not sure they 
care about me, but I can’t help but loving them.

https://music.apple.com/ca/album/deante-hitchcock-live-from-quarantine/1550135668?app=itunes&at=1010lPL3
https://jpegmafia.bandcamp.com/album/ep


Madlib – Sound Ancestors
Madlib is a master craftsman. I’m not sure what he does other than 
smoke blunts and make music. I suppose he has to eat and drink water 
at some point, but given his output, I have no proof of that. His newest 
instrumental release, Sound Ancestors, is a masterpiece of sonic opulence, 
full of renowned and obscure samples, diving into trip hop, funk, Afro-
beat and jazz. With the help of an arrangement by Four Tet, Sound 
Ancestors feels like it stretches across time, reaching back and forward all 
at once. There are echoes of Madlib’s work with MF DOOM and J Dilla, and 
foreshadows of new sounds and projects that are on the horizon. But this 
isn’t a transitory album – thoughts are completed and tracks, while short, 
don’t feel cut off unnecessarily. Sound Ancestors is certainly a worthy 
project of a master of the art, and foretells of more mastery to come. U

https://madlib.bandcamp.com/album/sound-ancestors


Try Reading... | Harry Rabinowitz

Urasawa’s Biggest Series

Naoki Urasawa is kind of a big deal. He has been writing and drawing 
manga for 40 years. His series, often longform mysteries targeted at 

adults, have landed him a myriad of awards, and been adapted for television 
and film. Walk into any bookstore that sells comics and you’re probably going 
to find an Urasawa book. Walk into a dedicated comics or manga bookstore, 
and you’re going to find a lot of Urasawa.

With such a large body of work, filled with long running series, many folks 
pass on Urasawa, intimidated by the length and scope of his works. I’m here 
to pull you back in, as Urasawa is an excellent storyteller, amazing artist and 
deserves at least some of your time.

While Urasawa does have some shorter works, including a recent stand-
alone manga and a short-story collection, his magna opera are undoubtedly 
Monster and 20th Century Boys. Both long running mystery series from the late 
90s and early 2000s, Monster and 20th Century Boys have sold tens of millions 
of copies, and are examples of Urasawa in his comfort zone.

In terms of first volumes, both Monster and 20th Century Boys are excellent, 
and distinctive enough (despite the shared genre) that you’re likely to gravitate 
sharply towards one rather than both.

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/52758085-mujirushi
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/52758085-mujirushi
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/51323372-sneeze


Monster
Monster is about chasing a serial killer, the titular “monster.” 

It makes total sense that this series, of all of Urasawa’s work, 
was turned into a TV series, as it leans heavily into the mold 
of a serial crime thriller.

Set in West Germany in the mid 80s and mid 90s, we 
follow Dr. Kenzo Tenma, an extraordinary young man 
who, by every account, is a brain surgeon prodigy. Having 
moved to Germany from Japan to work at an illustrious 
research hospital, Tenma is kind-hearted and hard working, 
but generally a pushover. His morally bankrupt bosses and 
even fiancee use Tenma as a tool to get what they want, 
steamrolling over any protest he may have.

This all culminates when Tenma makes a dramatic decision 
that flies in the face of his bosses. Tenma, who is about to 
operate on a child who was shot in the head, is pulled out of 
the operating room to instead operate on the mayor, who just 
arrived. Tenma refuses, choosing the child over the mayor.

This decision changes everything. It costs Tenma everything: his fiancee, his 
upward career trajectory, his hospital standing and more.

But most importantly, years later, Tenma discovers the boy he saved has 
turned into a prolific serial killer.

With this strong setup, and Tenma’s strong sense of morality and 
responsibility, Monster comes out the gate swinging. Every scene in Monster 
is a page turner, filled with suspense, subterfuge, tension, or danger. Urasawa 
knows how to keep the stakes high. Monster never feels meandering or slow, 

Harry Recommends: 
Monster: The Perfect 
Edition, Vol. 1. By Naoki 
Urasawa.
genre: Mystery, 
Crime, Suspense, 
Psychological Thriller
rating: Older Teen 
(violence, suggestive 
themes, substance use)
info: Published by VIZ 
Media. 426pp.
avaiLabLe at: 
IndieBound, Barnes 
& Noble, Your Local 
Comics Store

https://www.indiebound.org/book/9781421569062
https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/monster-naoki-urasawa/1138418746;jsessionid=99F535E45B7C620B4218787FBFAB59BF.prodny_store01-atgap05?ean=9781421569062
https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/monster-naoki-urasawa/1138418746;jsessionid=99F535E45B7C620B4218787FBFAB59BF.prodny_store01-atgap05?ean=9781421569062
https://www.comicshoplocator.com/StoreLocator
https://www.comicshoplocator.com/StoreLocator


with Urasawa cutting into and out of scenes perfectly to maintain momentum 
and drama.

The characters are all extraordinary, both literally and figuratively. Dr. 
Tenma is a man pushed to his limits, shaped by this disaster he feels responsible 
to solve. He feels desperate and out of his element, but steadfast in his desire 
to protect people from harm. The boy-turned-serial-killer antagonist, Johan, 
feels mysterious, unnerving and unknowable, despite his presence and 
dialogue in multiple scenes. It is mostly through the detective work of Dr. 
Tenma, speaking with connections and witnesses, that we learn more of Johan, 
and he is terrifyingly described in hushed tones as “pure evil”, “the devil” and 
“a monster.” This, contrasted with Johan’s serene and even-keeled manner, 
leaves you excited and desperate to know more.

20th Century Boys
20th Century Boys, while sharing a long length, a grand 

mystery and Urasawa’s mix of grounded and expressive art, 
is very different from Monster. The mystery here isn’t a single 
serial killer, but rather a possibly global force conspiring to 
end humanity itself.

Our protagonist, Kenji Endo, is a late 20s/early 30s 
manager at his family’s convenience store. Kenji is depicted 
as a bit of a loser, a laid-back, go-with-the-flow kind of guy 
who, through a string of bad luck and passivity, is stuck 
trying to keep the family store afloat and raise his adorable 
niece, whom his sister essentially dumped on him. One day, 
Kenji and his childhood friends receive word that their other 
friend from childhood, nicknamed “Donkey,” committed 
suicide. Shocked and distraught by the news, the friends 
gather to grieve and reminisce. But after looking into a series 
of strange coincidences, Kenji begins to believe Donkey was 
actually murdered. His suspicions turn into a haphazard 
investigation and, before long, dots connecting a strange 
cult, a deadly virus, the boys’ childhoods and a massive robot begin to appear.

Unlike Monster’s crime thriller setup, 20th Century Boys is billed as a science-
fiction adventure story, and that becomes very clear first and foremost in the 
pacing. The first book of 20th Century Boys is slow, casting a wide net over a 
myriad of characters, events, time periods and themes. Thankfully, the tension 
begins to crank up in the second half of the book as the stakes suddenly rise. 
But more importantly, it is clear that 20th Century Boys is equally concerned 

Harry Recommends: 
20th Century Boys: The 
Perfect Edition, Vol. 1. 
By Naoki Urasawa.
genre: Mystery, Sci-fi, 
Suspense, Adventure
rating: Older Teen 
(violence, suggestive 
themes, substance use)
info: Published by VIZ 
Media. 416pp.
avaiLabLe at: 
BookShop (we earn an 
affiliate commission), 
IndieBound, Your Local 
Comics Store

https://bookshop.org/a/5741/9781421599618
https://www.indiebound.org/book/9781421599618
https://www.comicshoplocator.com/StoreLocator
https://www.comicshoplocator.com/StoreLocator


with exploring time and nostalgia, rather 
than solely a world-threatening mystery. 
This first book is fairly evenly split 
between scenes of the main cast as adults 
and flashbacks of their antics as children. 
The past does end up playing a major 
role in the central mystery, but Urasawa 
renders these flashbacks with such detail 
and focus that, sometimes, the main plot 
takes a backseat, and the book becomes 
an exploration of smaller childhood 
moments. In 20th Century Boys, Urasawa 
explores how our child selves inform our 
adult selves, how our values and goals 
change and how our sacrifices shape who we are.

Maybe the cast of 20th Century Boys also spend so much time reminiscing 
because they are not hyper-successful adults. Unlike the cast of Monster, the 
cast of 20th Century Boys are largely ordinary, average people, not possessing 
extraordinary talents, backgrounds or goals. Everyone in 20th Century Boys 
feels more normal, like people you’ve met in real life: imperfect, boisterous, 
stubborn, arrogant, goofy, whimsical and changeable. This band of misfits are 
clearly going to come together to stop something big and strange and sinister. 
But along the way, it’s likely the baggage of their youth, and how to grow as a 
person, will become central themes. Or at least, that’s what it seems like, from 
this first book.

An Artist Focused on People
On the art side, Monster and 20th Century boys are depicted similarly. 

Urasawa manages to make both Monster and 20th Century Boys a joy to look 
at despite the fact that they consist almost exclusively of characters talking 



to each other. His style is very realistic, yet his characters are all rendered 
distinctively and expressively. Urasawa manages to convey both huge, 
dramatic feelings and small, nuanced expressions masterfully. Tension in both 
books is mostly ratcheted up through panel layout and character expressions 
rather than flashy character poses or fight scenes. With clever panel zooms, 
small panels leading to large splash page reveals, or dramatic close ups on 
characters in the midst of realization, Urasawa’s art and dialogue are married 
beautifully and elevate his narrative to grand heights.

Even if you’ve never read manga before, especially if you’ve never read 
manga before, both Monster and 20th Century Boys are worth a read. Both 
series are a testament to the incredible talent of Urasawa, and both are proof 
that a good mystery is not beyond the capability of comics. U



World Tour | Oluwatayo Adewole

G’day dear readers! Time to get your surfboard and your barbeque as we 
go down under!

Married at First Sight: Australia
Since this issue is coming out around Valentine’s day, I thought I’d delve into 

my repertoire of Trash TV and talk about a show from a genre that I like to 
call “Are the Straights Okay?” The premise of this particular show is simple, 
a range of people looking for love are paired via a “scientific process,” then 
see each other for the first time at their wedding. After the ceremony, we 
follow the couple in married life as they get to know each other and decide 
whether they want to stay married. The majority of this is played straight (pun 
intended), with swelling music wanting you to buy into the grand romance of 
it all, but what makes the show really entertaining is seeing these clashes of 
personality and the drama which ensues. 

The first thing to talk about with this show is the framing of the “social 
experiment.” Three experts, usually neuroscientists and “relationship experts,” 
choose who should be paired up. Throughout the show, they give justifications 
for their decisions, often based on shared things like traditional values (read: 
patriarchal values) and the desire for a family. Or perhaps they think two 
starkly different personalities will complement each other. Of course, the 
unsaid part is that with several couples there is clearly an entertainment aspect 
to it that has nothing to do with love – but that’s to be expected. Throughout 
the show these “experts” make repeated assessments of where the couples 



are at, talking about their sexual and romantic chemistry, their personalities, 
their intimacy, all in very strict (quasi-) scientific language. 

In spite of the status and language which they flaunt, very few of these 
observations are particularly insightful and none of them feel like they’re 
made more incisive by the scientific framing. So instead, this loose facade of 
science present throughout the series actually says more about the prevailing 
ideology behind the show than the relationships of the couples. It’s the 
embodiment of a post-Enlightenment Western perspective through which 
all things can and should be categorized and measured “rationally.” Everyday 
assumptions about what makes people click get crystalized as biblical truths 
coming from the mouth of the all-powerful but ever-ambiguous “Science” – 
not even something as ephemeral as love can escape its microscope. Through 
that facade, the practice of arranged marriage, which communities from the 
global South are frequently demonized for, becomes a revolutionary pursuit 
of love. 

Despite that scientific method and deeply Western framing, the show only 
really works (on its own terms) if it has that veneer of transgression – as most 
reality TV does. However, this show is revolutionary in the same way as Ricky 
Gervais is. The challenge it poses to the established order is entirely aesthetic. 
It’s nothing more than another display for the court.

You can see that in who gets cast. Despite the show being about anyone 
finding love, this feels more like the cast for a (non-American) season of Big 
Brother. Half the cast are hot in a lowest common denominator way, abs, 
shiny white teeth, thin waists, large busts and more. The other half is still 
very much above average (by conventional standards) with one or two people 
“below” that thrown in for good measure. Almost nobody on the show is fat, 

https://youtu.be/liV5wKAihh8


and when that is the case, they’re set up to fail by the producers and never 
get the sweeping romantic presentation that the others do. Also, there is 
rarely a (visibly) disabled person, and if there is then that forcibly becomes the 
center of their emotional drama in a way that feels incredibly forced. These 
people also tend to fall within the realm of “presentable disabilities” which 
are comfortable for abled people to process. People of color are also few and 
far between, they’re usually white-passing/light-skinned and their storylines 
almost always centering around their “overbearing families.” Everything falls 
within the hegemonic ideas of what attractiveness looks like. Evidently, in 
a white supremacist settler-colonial state, those “ideals” lean in a particular 
direction and, despite the “transgressive” framing, those ideals are slavishly 
adhered to. 

Married at First Sight: Australia presents us with no (openly) queer/trans 
people, but more importantly presents us with no queerness at all. Michael 
Warner defines queerness as “whatever is at odds with the normal, the 
legitimate, the dominant.” The distinction here is essential because it’s not 
hard to imagine a world in which the show brings in individuals who are 
queer, then forces them into heteronormative molds – subsuming them into 
“the dominant.” When the “experts” talk about love, it’s almost always defined 
in the bio-essentialist terms (often using the junk science of evolutionary 
psychology). Men™ and Women™ act in specific predictable ways depending 
on their gender, or to be more specific about what they usually mean here 
– depending on their genitals. It also makes no meaningful space for the 
possibility of people having a perspective on life which doesn’t involve the 
very specific Western model of the sacred nuclear family, and if you’re not in 
a heterosexual monogamous marriage by about 40 then you’re presented as a 
curiosity. For a show that is so wedded to the language of experimentation, it 
is still really uninterested in exploring beyond the calcified norms.

“Modern Dating Is Hell” the show proclaims. But then it doesn’t talk about 
how our work is extending further and further into our leisure time. Or 
the stress of having to continue to function as the planet burns. Or the way 



cishetero-patriachy makes basic romantic interaction fraught and dangerous – 
especially for those it places at the bottom of the food chain. Instead, we are 
presented with a solution which is rooted in the systems which created the 
issues in the first place.

This is by no means unique Married at First Sight. A lot of things use the 
language of transgression while sitting firmly in the hegemonic ideology. From 
prestige TV, to indie films to political platforms we are so often fed a radicalism 
which is entirely aesthetic. We can absolutely enjoy these things, it would be 
ridiculous for me to pretend that I don’t enjoy watching these people be messy. 
But I would say we need to simultaneously engage with things that move beyond, 
that stop dancing in the king’s court and start plotting to burn his palace down.

The jester is no fool. He knows who pays for his food and lodgings. He knows whose 
axe looms over his neck. He knows who owns him. So, if beneath those bells and that 
strange cap, a revolutionary thought sprouts, he nips it, swiftly as it came. Then he 
continues to play his vapid tune, prodding and poking but never drawing blood. A 
magnificent show of brinkmanship, for us (the courtiers), but really for his King.

From My Eyes
Founded in 1979, No Fixed Address was an Australian band that mixed reggae 

sounds with aboriginal instrumentation – most notably the didgeridoo. Much 
like the artists that they drew inspiration from, their music mixes good vibes 
that you could easily party to with sharp political messages. Following that 
same tradition, there is an affirmation of the oppressed’s resilience and finding 
collective strength through music. 

You can’t change the rhythm of my soul
You can’t tell me just what to do
You can’t break my bones by putting me down, 
Or taking the things that belong to me

The most powerful song on their album From My Eyes 
is “We Have Survived,” which asserts the continued 
existence of the indigenous people in Australia.

All the years has just passed me by
I’ve been hassled by the cops nearly all my life
People trying to keep me so blind
But I can see what’s going on in my mind



Settler colonialism necessitates a genocide, whether material or cultural, of 
the indigenous people for it to achieve its objectives. Families, deities, culture, 
language, all these must be sublimated into the colonial core, or burned to ash. 
So to continue to survive, not only as people, but as indigenous people proud of 
their identity, declares that the settler colonial project has not fully won. For 
the colonized each note, each strum, each breath is a battle won.

‘Cause we have survived the white man’s world
And the horror and the torment of it all
We have survived the white man’s world
And you know, you can’t change that U



Self Insert | Amanda Hudgins

It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good 
fortune, must be in want of a wife.

33,000 words of a fake/pretend relationship set in the Cyberpunk 2077 
universe. 200,000 words of heavy angst Aziraphale/Crowley set as a British 

“above and below stairs” drama . A 40k Lady Chatterley’s Lover inspired story 
between Hannibal Lecter and Will Graham. Across fandoms, what all of these 
stories have in common is that they’re Regency Era AU’s. 

The Regency Era is a period in British history which ran during the early 
part of the 1800’s. As this article from Deborah Aschkenes puts it “The Regency 
officially began in 1811, when King George III went permanently insane.” When 
fanfiction writers say that the fiction that they’re writing is a “Regency Era AU” 
they basically mean it’s set in the era of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice (and 
honestly they tend to basically describe the 2005 Kiera Knightley adaptation 
specifically). The Jane Austen novel came out in 1813, and Austen is likely one 
of the only authors from the era that people still read (sorry Sir Walter Scott, 
Rob Roy wasn’t as wildly successful 200 years later as Sense and Sensibility or 
Emma). With that in mind, Mary Shelley is a contemporary but her work isn’t 
really what people are talking about when they say “Regency Era AU” which 
is unfortunate, there should probably be more grave robbing in romance 
stories. That isn’t to say that fic writers are beholden to the Austen narrative, 
or even to the era. As mentioned before, there are unrelated works of classic 
literature that occasionally get brought in, like Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1928) 
and frequently writers will pull from the Bronte sisters, like Charlotte Bronte’s 

https://www.college.columbia.edu/core/node/1765


Jane Eyre or Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights, both of which are Victorian 
novels. 

Regency Era AU’s are frequently romances; the most common introduction 
that most fic writers would have to the genre of Regency fiction is through 
romance writing in the form of authors like Austen and her peers. They’re 
usually about one member of the pairing “debuting” into society or having 
to marry into society through some sort of contrivance. As such there’s a lot 
of discussion of the British peerage and generally class 
system that was a part of life in the early part of the 19th 
century. 

Generally speaking the works are deeply anachronistic; 
they kind of have to be. As an example take Yuri!!! on Ice. 
The primary pairing for the YoI fandom is actually its 
canon pairing, between Katsuki Yuuri and Victor Nikiforov. 
Neither of these characters are British, but Regency Era AU’s 
are almost always set in England even if the characters are 
not. Yuuri is Japanese, and Victor is Russian. Fans will write 
in different explanations sometimes – they are traveling to 
England for some sort of deal (maybe Yuuri works in the silk 
trade, usually Victor is in the military), they’ve settled here 
a few generations before, etc. But frequently the fic will 
get a little handwave-y about the entire situation because 
the fact that they’re not English but are in England during 
the early 1800’s isn’t really why someone is reading a 60k, slow-burn Regency 
romance fic. The bigger question is frequently how do you handle the fact that 
they’re both men. 

Not all Regency Era AU fics are gay, but a lof of them are. Of the top five under 
the tag, only one of them is a straight pairing (Kylo Ren/Rey from Star Wars) 
and the rest are gay – the aforementioned YoI pairing, Erik Lehnsherr/Charles 
Xavier from X-Men, Derek Hale/Stiles Stilinski from Teen Wolf, and Castiel/Dean 
Winchester from Supernatural. There were gay people during the Regency Era, 
but it wouldn’t have necessarily meant for an advantageous match for the Lord 
of the finest Manor in the region to marry the disgraced son of another family, 
and not just because the other family was poor but because he was a son. There 
are basically two ways to work with this: either write it in as “the done thing” or 
don’t.There’s a tag for this on AO3 (“Period-Typical Homophobia”) and some fics 
go that way – but just based on tagging, most of them don’t. Only 2% of posted 
works at the time of publication featured the “Period-Typical Homophobia” 
tag (which doesn’t necessarily mean that the other fics did not have their own 



encounters with bigotry, just that they didn’t tag it that way). After all, these are 
works ultimately about society and societal acceptance. 

It’s probably not a huge surprise that Regency AU’s are occasionally 
Omegaverse; around 10% of works on Archive of Our Own on the tag are also 
tagged as featuring alpha/beta/omega dynamics. For one, Omegaverse lends 
itself as a handy solution to the question of what to do with period-typical 
homophobia -- by adding a secondary sexual characteristic it opens up the 
sphere for what becomes socially acceptable in the fictional Regency period the 
author creates. Additionally, Omegaverse worlds can be written as being highly 
regimented due to the extreme stratification caused by the sexual characteristic 
dynamics, which works well with the additional social hierarchy that is usually 
at play with Regency works. They’re handy bedfellows. 

Regency Era AU’s are an excellent framework for pining and angst, the 
foundations of most non-fluff romances. The slow burn. There are societal 
norms that have to be upkept – people’s reputations must be maintained after all 
– and there are dances and balls that have to be attended. There is a framework 
there to lay characters on and see how they interact, standard stories that 
people expect from the Regency genre; what changes if Dean Winchester is 
from a wealthy family and decides to throw off the relationship with the heiress 
of a textiles company to instead marry Castiel, in this world a servant? What 
if orphan heiress Herminone Granger, newly debuted this season, has been 
paired by rumor to known rake Duke Sirius Black? Lady Rey has debuted several 
seasons ago but has never found her match because of a childhood romance 
with Ben Solo, how will she fare when he returns home from war? These are all 
standard tropes of the genre and solid frameworks on which to build from and 
the authors of fics like these have built multi chaptered stories that take these 
well worn tropes and combine them with the characters from stories that would 
have otherwise never seen the era, let alone peerage England. U

https://unwinnable.com/2017/09/07/self-insert-alphabetaomega-fanfic/


Traces | Diego Nicolás Argüello

From the Man Who Sold 
the World

Part Two: Deeper Than Hell

The question was, where could we take it from there? It seemed like there were 
no limits to what we could accomplish. We toyed around with the idea of a 
pitch jam, providing feedback to folks based on what we knew. There were 
some early plans for starting a freelance union. “Plans” might be an overstate-
ment – we quickly realized it was not an easy thing to achieve. On my end, I’d 
often joke that if I suddenly got rich, or a parent company would acquire the 
site, I already had the perfect staff for it. 

Once the 20-person group started growing further, some new dynamics, 
ones that weren’t visible until much later on, rooted into place. Having such 
a strong bond meant being there for one another on every occasion and es-
pecially when someone needed the support. For a long time, this was all ad-
dressed internally in the venting channel. But in some situations that involved 
people from the outside, mainly on Twitter, this collective energy started to 
reach outside the server. I believe that some people had it coming. Others, not 
so much. Especially not from, when viewed from the outside, what seemed like 
a mob. That’s when I realized exactly how big a group we were.



The personal expectations of some folks got a bit too tied up with the rest. 
That meant that if someone was on a byline streak, people would feel like they 
weren’t doing enough. Situations, backgrounds and experiences were unique 
to each. I thought that would put enough distance for everyone’s personal ex-
pectations but I didn’t take notice of the imbalance for some until they started 
bringing it up. There was no easy solution for this. 

Even if some people were still juggling jobs and studies while doing free-
lance, even if they were in a completely different position compared to those 
who were knee deep in full time writing, even if we had all witnessed the ef-
fort that every single person in there went through to get where they were, 
insecurities and peer pressure  crept in and never left.

I learned that when professionalism and friendship intertwine as much as 
they did for us, cases like these are inevitable, and at times without a possible fix.

It’s important to keep this in mind, because it didn’t become fully visible 
until close to and during 2020, at least for me. During our peak I’d often felt 
a sense of pride and excitement that came from seeing my peers and friends 
achieving their goals and surpassing milestone after milestone. But it was also 
present whenever I witnessed folks banding together to defend one of us, and 
it was hard to keep my head in the ground, and not get too comfy. Less than a 
year later, a group that never needed moderation was screaming for it. What 
we thought to be a safe place to talk about anything was disrupted and could 
never be brought back to what it once was.

Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain tells a story of revenge, regret and re-
morse. Punished “Venom” Snake, along with Kazuhira Miller, witness the de-
struction and death of their base of operations. Under the name Mother Base, 
the facility was born from the vision of building a separated nation, an “outer 



heaven” for soldiers the world over to live and work outside of governments’ 
exploitation. It was a mercenary army ready to take on any job that came 
through their way. After the attack that destroyed the first Mother Base, it 
became an army led by anger, driven by the pursuit to rebuild their home, and 
themselves, preparing to get back at the people who infiltrated their walls and 
tore their sanctuary apart from the inside.

Punished Snake and Kaz barely make it out alive from said attack, the two 
of them suffering the loss of limbs, and Snake ending up in a 9-year coma. Af-
ter recovering, they both set themselves on a path of retaliation, alongside an 
army that grew bigger and stronger by the day. They both suffer from a shared 
phantom pain – one not only physical, but emotional. “Cipher sent us to hell, 
but we’re going even deeper,” Kaz articulates. Snake remarks that they’re not 
fighting for the past, but for the future. But it’s clear that they won’t be able to 
move on until they settle the score, regardless of the cost.

All of the problems that had started to take place in the server were aggra-
vated as we invited new people. Conversations were harder to follow and this, 
understandably, pushed some folks away.

In early 2020, I flew to the UK, where I reunited and met even more friends 
that I had been talking to pretty much every day for years now. I came back 
from it unaware of the pandemic that was about to hit the world and our lives, 
making plans to meet up again at other events throughout the year, deter-
mined to continue focusing on work and save up enough money for the trips. 
And I was completely clueless about the fact that I’d find myself disbanding the 
group before any of this could happen.

Once quarantine became an actual thing, the activity in Discord was higher 
than ever, but it was a different level. Not only were we all prohibited from 



continuing with our normal lives, but our work was heavily affected – publi-
cations fired employees, sites and divisions were shutting down and freelance 
budgets went on a freeze (fun fact, the EGM fundraiser was first brought up in 
our group, but I agreed for that idea to take actual form elsewhere).

Only a couple weeks before all of this, I had left my office job to pursue writ-
ing full time. Others were on the same boat. While the rest had been working 
towards this goal for a while now. Many of us were already lacking the secu-
rity that comes from salaries. Our possibilities shrank exponentially – saying 
that our morale was low doesn’t even begin to describe how we all felt.

Uncertain about the future but trying our best to stick together and hope 
for good news in our particular situations, the group began to drift apart. The 
state of the world didn’t help to navigate our usual workplaces. Twitter be-
came even more toxic than before, with everyone being worried about their 
financial stability, angry with governments who once again proved they didn’t 
care for our safety and security and on edge about the sniping and discourse.

All of this started to permeate the server. Channels for venting and mental 
health weren’t enough. And when the same attitudes that we often despised 
from the outside became the norm for us as well, it all became  harder.

To make things worse, many of the other problems that I was unaware 
reached a critical point.  I’m not framing this in a way to redeem myself. From 
my perspective, this was a healthy and safe community without arguments 
and hard feelings – one that could sustain itself without moderation and with-
out my constant presence during busy weeks.

But if I would have kept at least one eye a bit more open, maybe I would have 
been able to catch some of these problems early, preventing them from snow-
balling in the background. I would usually reach out to folks who had been 
inactive, asking if there was anything me or the group could do. 



One person reached out to me mentioning how they and a couple more folks 
had started to feel left out, among other things, and asked if it would be pos-
sible to bring this up to everyone in the group. So, I said yes, set a date and we 
all talked for hours. I’m glad we did this as more people were able to articulate 
some of the feelings that had been on their minds. But it also meant seeing one 
of my closest friends, whom I had invited to the server years before this and 
cared for it as much as I did, standing their ground against every comment. 

A tough climate followed during the next few weeks, for all of us, both in-
side and outside the server. As protests around the world ran rampant, as TV 
and social media brought nothing but bad news and as our jobs continued to 
be uncertain, there was a situation that broke us apart in irreparable ways.

A person who had been with us pretty much from the beginning and had 
remained part of the core group as an advisor, a colleague and a friend for 
most of us, turned out to be an abuser. One that had been operating within the 
industry in the background for years, manipulating and hurting people, some 
of which were members of the server.

I wasn’t quite certain  what was happening until I began seeing screenshots 
and statements. In the server, we had a private channel for what was consid-
ered the core group – at first it had been born from the idea of people helping 
with the site, separated from the rest as, again, they were different things, 
but we never got to use it for that purpose. Instead, it served as a place to dis-
cuss the amount of channels,  propose people to invite and to have emergency 
talks. I revoked this person’s server permissions and some of us concentrated 
in the private room as we watched it unfold live.

I choose to be transparent about this because it’s important to showcase how 
the process was for us, and especially for me. There were different reactions – 



at first, I was waiting for a public or even private statement from this person, 
but I was being too hopeful. Others were also uncertain, while some couldn’t 
believe how we were doubting and turning our backs on someone as close as 
her. But this was all around the first few hours.

Each one of us came to terms with it and the response ended up being unani-
mous. Yet, this also brought to light problems that had been present for long 
– how quickly we would judge, and act, upon certain situations without double 
checking, without thinking things through before taking things outside the 
server and into the public eye. That day several folks left, both because of it 
and as a way to get away from it. Some of them never asked for a new invite.

The aftermath was tough. We weren’t just finding new bits of information 
– we were discovering someone we thought we all knew in a brand-new light. 
And this, too, applied to more people – our internal blacklist had several in-
dustry names this person had brought up throughout the years as people to 
stay away from, leading an entire community to turn their back and whisper 
to others, about innocent folks. This is a person I had met in person during two 
trips, whom I had laughed and shared moments with. I reached out to them 
and received nothing but cold answers stripped of any semblance of regret in 
reply. Recovering from it took a long time. For months, all I  talked about in 
therapy was this and the problems of the server.

This wasn’t the first person who took advantage of the server. We had simi-
lar situations.  One writer  left on their own, letting me know privately that he 
didn’t want for the server or the site to be affected by his presence. Another 
left after a long, racist rant that the server witnessed in plain sight. I  ousted 
two others,  one of which sent message after message from asking for a second 
chance. The group lent me their support for these unexpected and difficult 
incidents.



For months I’dd wake up and immediately check my phone for new messages 
or mentions, catching up with anything I might have missed while I was asleep 
and dealing with problem after problem. The server became unsustainable, 
toxic and harmful for many. I seemed trapped in a place where my mistakes 
were shown to me, time and time again, and it was too late to do anything. A 
couple folks started helping with moderation, for which I’m grateful for, but 
this was all present in my head 24/7. I felt guilty about everything. I was seeing 
peers leaving a place that used to be so special to all of us. I witnessed one of 
my closest friends’ anger towards me grow each day, our bond breaking apart 
in ways that will probably never be restored. And I had an incommensurable 
rage towards those who had torn my trust into pieces. I’ll never forget their 
names, and the damage they caused.

* * *

To be concluded next month.  U



This Mortal Coyle | Deirdre Coyle

I spend a lot of time thinking about what bar I’ll go to post-vaccine.
I want to go to any bar, drink any drink and complain to anyone about 

anything. Going to bars used to feel like an obligation, because it involved 
leaving my house. My cat was not at the bar! My books were not at the bar! My 
bed was not at the bar! 

Now that I haven’t been to a bar since February 2020, I am desperate to lean 
my elbow in a pool of stale beer while being ignored by the bartender, to touch 
something sticky in a graffiti-covered bathroom and spend the rest of the 
night feeling slimed, to yell over the din of drunken vultures trying to steal 
my barstool.

The balm for my bar-lust is not sitting outside at a bar (too cold). The balm 
is not sitting six feet away from unmasked people inside a bar (too scary). The 
balm is Red Dead Redemption II.

Arthur Morgan, the hero of Red Dead Redemption II, takes his friend Lenny 
to a saloon, an effort to take Lenny’s mind off their outlaw crises. They agree 
to have only one drink, “no big drama.”

Then they have “just one more drink.”
Then the camera starts to careen from one scene to another: Arthur and 

Lenny are taking shots; they’re sitting at the bar; Arthur is leaning over a 
piano player and cackling. Suddenly, Lenny is nowhere to be found. Arthur 
starts wandering around, looking for Lenny. At this point, you’re controlling 
Arthur’s movements – a little sluggish, a little bit impossible to walk in a 
straight line. You can control who Arthur asks about Lenny, and how often 
Arthur yells his friend’s name. When you approach a stranger, your dialogue 
options are “Lenny?” or “Lenny!”



All the while, a twangy, optimistic guitar increases the feeling of benign 
bumbling. (I wish I could overlay the soundtrack onto this article, but since I 
can’t, here it is).

Arthur keeps wandering; Arthur interrupts a couple having sex in an 
upstairs room; Arthur finds Lenny on the balcony. Lenny drops a shot glass 
into the room below. They keep drinking, swaying on the balcony. “Why ain’t 
you never married?” Lenny asks.

“No one would have me,” Arthur says.
Arthur looks up and Lenny is gone again.

I played this scene sober, but it felt more like being wasted than any other 
drunkenness functionality I’ve experienced in a game. Your movements are 
dawdling and imprecise, no matter what your controller sensitivity is set to.

Arthur hears a fight coming from downstairs. Some assholes are threatening 
Lenny, who’s perched defensively on the bar. Arthur confronts an asshole, who 
says, “Shut your mouth, mister.” The camera lurches and suddenly Arthur and 
Lenny are line dancing with all of the assholes. Light warps. A stream of piss 
arcs in front of you. Arthur’s outside now, peeing behind the bar. All straight 
lines are gone: the building’s planks, its doorframe, and every once-familiar 
object curved and misshapen.

Back inside, Arthur has again lost Lenny. He looks at the bartender, and 
the bartender is wearing Lenny’s face. Arthur approaches a corseted woman 
wearing Lenny’s face. Every stranger has Lenny’s face. Your dialogue options 
are now “Lennie?” or “Lenny!”

Arthur walks in on another couple (or the same couple?) having sex, but 
both partners are now Lenny. Arthur runs screaming from the room, covering 
his eyes.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PSzq9Rnu6xE


Your options are now “Lneny?” or “Lenny!”
Your options are now “Gret” or “Lemmy?”
Your options are now “teerG” or “ynneL??”
The real Lenny finally finds Arthur and they get into a slap fight in the middle 

of the saloon. The camera swings, and they’re sitting together as Lenny pats 
Arthur’s back and says, “You’re a good friend to me.” They drink. A stranger 
takes a drink out of Arthur’s hand. The scene warps and Arthur is dunking him 
in a water trough outside. You can choose to drown him, or not. Arthur and 
Lenny roll around in the mud. Lenny pukes. The law shows up, trying to grab 
them. Arthur runs away – leaving Lenny – yelling, “You’ll never take me alive!”

Arthur wakes up passed out on the ground. He calls himself a moron and 
vomits in the grass.

It’s good for me to remember the bad parts about having one too many at 
the bar.

That’s something I don’t miss. U



Letter to a Heroine | Melissa King

Dear Mercy,
They failed you.

Between your creators and your fans, you’ve been underestimated and 
undervalued. In gameplay, canon and fanon, you have people who always want 
you to be less than you are. To fit their definition of healer. Doctor. Woman.

Healing too powerful? Rework it. Unparalleled medical research? Sweep it 
under the rug for fan service. A player takes you to the battlefield? No true 
skill, and god help them if they’re not a cis man.

But we both know that there are nanomachines coursing through your body 
and a nip of brandy in your chamomile tea.

And the sad thing is, you’re one of the lucky ones. While the stereotype of 
a peaceful Swiss woman makes eyes roll, careless writing can become much 
more dangerous when that mindset applies to Egyptian, Nigerian or First 
Nations people. That risk becomes compounded when marginalized players 
are left without the support they need to enjoy their favorite game in peace.

So, Angela, what do we do? It’s not an easy question to answer, but the 
correct solution certainly isn’t happening right now. A laissez-faire approach 
to so many aspects of play, community and representation has left Overwatch 
and its legacy in a difficult place for many. (Barring, of course, the time that the 
opposite mindset led to even more alienation.)

I don’t have all the answers, but I do know that it’ll take plenty of listening 
and making space for people unlike us. Challenging the dominant viewpoints 
that might always equals right and that social problems will always sort 
themselves out. Understanding, stepping aside, elevating voices.

And I’m not sure if Overwatch 2 can tackle those challenges.
– Melissa U

https://www.digitaltrends.com/gaming/overwatchs-healer-toxicity-problem/
https://www.gamesindustry.biz/articles/2021-01-27-activision-blizzard-says-interviewing-diverse-candidates-for-every-opening-unworkable
https://time.com/5702971/blizzard-esports-hearthstone-hong-kong-protests-backlash-blitzchung/


Collision Detection | Ben Sailer

Cyberpunkland and the Full-
Service Dystopia Simulator of 

Tomorrow, Today

I’ll never forget my sense of disbelief when North Dakota governor Doug Bur-
gum campaigned on a promise to treat the citizens of my state “like the cus-

tomers they are.” The Trump supporter and former tech entrepreneur ran on 
the idea that private sector success could supersede public sector experience at 
the ballot box, relying on an age-old conservative canard that businessmen can 
govern better than people with actual governing experience. We were told he’d 
reinvent government with intellect and industrial acumen, bringing innovation 
to the capitol (whatever that means).

Instead, what we’ve gotten are several corruption scandals, a new state logo 
his friend made in Microsoft Word (seriously, look at it) and a COVID-19 response 
plan that made the state the world’s worst hotspot for the virus (leading one for-
mer congressman to comment that “he has a record of failure unmatched in my 
lifetime in state leadership”). Rather than making government more responsive 
to the people, he has delivered a predictable preview of what full-bore corporate 
dystopia could look like, where public resources enrich private ambitions and 
basic services collapse under crisis.

The browser-based game Cyberpunkland, part of an interactive reporting se-
ries from The Verge, takes this concept of privatized “government” to its fur-
thest logical conclusion. Billed as a “full-service dystopia simulator,” it delivers 

https://bismarcktribune.com/news/local/govt-and-politics/local-lawmakers-await-burgum-to-set-course/article_3a304d5a-3403-5467-b177-f50e5f078db0.html
https://bismarcktribune.com/news/local/govt-and-politics/local-lawmakers-await-burgum-to-set-course/article_3a304d5a-3403-5467-b177-f50e5f078db0.html
https://www.inforum.com/news/government-and-politics/953748-Months-after-rebranding-bill-seeks-contest-for-new-North-Dakota-logo
https://www.theverge.com/21726477/cyberpunkland-dystopia-online-game


surprisingly smart satire, centered on issues (surveillance capitalism, rising 
street violence, the usurpation of state power by tech giants) that we can see 
playing out in real time today. 

Cyberpunkland employs players as the Hospitality Manager of Blade City, a 
fictional resort operated by a corporation called Xoxl. It’s a place where people 
can escape from the sterility of life under late-capitalism and experience a “hip, 
gritty vacation,” rubbing shoulders with “hackers, hustlers and street fighters.” 
In order to succeed, the player must attract residents (or, should we say, custom-
ers) by increasing the city’s level of “grittiness,” while raising enough revenue 
to support its three regions: Night Alley, Chrometown and the Crystal Abattoir. 

Players can choose to invest in R&D to enhance the city, keep gangs occupied 
(so they won’t “take up non-gritty pastimes like knitting or peacefully talking 
through their differences”), or add layers of Intrusion Countermeasures Elec-
tronics (ICE), which provides a security firewall that customers can try to hack 
for entertainment. 

These actions cost currency called nanits, and in order to raise revenue, play-
ers will sometimes need to run ads. However, omnipresent advertising reduces 
the city’s grittiness (because it features real products from outside the simu-
lation, like vaporized oxytocin, thus breaking the sense of immersion), so it’s 
crucial to balance the bottom line with an acceptable level of edginess. Losing 
citizens? Invest in drugs and weapons, which conveniently appear on the black 
market, where dealers can do business. Or consider provoking a gang war. You 
have lots of options and no legal constraints.

The more days pass, the darker the 
atmosphere grows in Blade City. The 
public services you’re able to add are 
typically nefarious, like modifying 
surveillance cameras to stream street 
fights via social media or launching 
a puppet competitor corporation to 
give Xoxl cover for corruption. Every 
choice is tied to a profit motive and 
devoid of moral considerations. If 
the market demands it, then nothing 
else matters. Those choices often re-
flect real-world problems that stem 
from the unintended consequences 
of putting profits ahead of people 
too. 



For example, the way players are encouraged to leak illegal firearms onto the 
black market is a clear commentary on how lax gun laws in red states increase 
violent crime in neighboring blue states. Letting dangerous drugs run ram-
pant because it makes money for the ruling class reflects the opioid crisis. Real-
world measures to slow the spread of COVID-19 are often opposed on economic 
grounds, and it’s not a stretch to interpret calls for developing “herd immunity” 
as calls to develop a “grittier” society.

There are some less direct connections between Blade City’s privatized gov-
ernment and actual examples of corporations bending municipalities to their 
will. Wal-Mart has spent decades muscling cities into rewriting zoning ordi-
nances to allow them to enter markets where they obliterate local businesses 
and eliminate the competition that capitalism needs to operate. Amazon has re-
lied on the USPS so much that conservatives have suggested the mega-corpora-
tion should acquire it. The idea in either instance is that corporations can serve 
society better than government, so we should let them do it.

Cyberpunkland envisions a world where this belief has run amok, asking how 
things would be if governments didn’t care about anything other than raising 
revenue (and if government were run like a business, raising revenue would in-
deed be its only purpose). It’s easy enough to see the appeal in theory. If massive 
retailers can operate more efficiently and more profitably than government, 
then why not let them take over? Everyone loves convenience and no one loves 
bureaucracy. Seems like a win-win on the surface.

Except it leads to a world where society swallows itself and individual ad-
vancement erodes all sense of actual community. Cyberpunkland envisions a 
world where the human spirit rots underneath unchecked capitalism’s antisep-
tic sheen, so much so that people pay to act out the extreme libertarian fantasy 
of thriving in a world where everyone is out for themselves. When profits re-
place the public good, what’s left is a world where everything is transactional 
and “traditional” conservative moral values ironically have no place. Nothing is 
personal and everything is just business.

By showing what happens when laissez faire capitalism consumes everything 
in its path, Cyberpunkland revels in its inherent absurdity. “Running government 
like a business” should be an oxymoron, not something right-wing politicians 
can pay to say on television without being laughed off the campaign trail. So, if 
it sounds stupid to suggest that a browser game can show why we shouldn’t take 
this idea seriously, consider the fact that a Reddit group just exposed the ridicu-
lousness of our entire economic system by manipulating GameStop stock of all 
things. The game should be a silly diversion. Instead, it almost feels bizarrely 
prescient. U

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/business/2004/07/29/wal-mart-tries-to-block-zoning-rules/73548e8d-6a0f-40df-a74b-1c69e78e554a/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/business/2004/07/29/wal-mart-tries-to-block-zoning-rules/73548e8d-6a0f-40df-a74b-1c69e78e554a/
https://observer.com/2019/06/amazon-us-postal-service-acquisition/
https://observer.com/2019/06/amazon-us-postal-service-acquisition/


Rookie of the Year | Matt Marrone

Silence is Golden

For nearly a full decade, my Rookie of the Year columns have been dedicated 
to making fun of myself and the things that I love. So, it’s very slippery 

whenever I am tempted to write about something I don’t love. 
My general rule: Don’t rip other people’s art. I’m not immune to doing it, but 

after years of youthful snobbery, it long ago dawned on me that, in most cases, 
people out there love that art, and who the hell am I to say they shouldn’t?

Which brings me to the novel I finished reading a few minutes ago. If I had 
a Twitter problem, I’d be tapping out a long thread right now about how the 
latest book by one of my all-time favorite authors is, well, stunningly awful. 
My thread would feature insane snippets of dialogue from the novel — total 
stream of consciousness nonsense uttered by contemptibly out-of-touch, 
over-educated upper middle class white people — and possibly I’d link to a 
Washington Post review with a paragraph of criticism so hilariously true that 
anything I might say would pale in comparison. 

But I’m not going to do that. Why spend precious time being negative? Why 
tear apart an author who has given me and so many others so much pleasure 
as readers through the years? An author I have emulated at times in my own 
writing? Why put more pointless vitriol out into the world?

What a waste, right?
Except . . . this book, though. It sucked. I mean, it really, really sucked. 
It sucked so much I can almost convince myself that telling you its name in 

this column could save you a few bucks and a few hours buying and reading it 
yourself. Maybe by doing so, I could save someone else from feeling the urge 



to vomit out more snark into the social media void. I could conclude that my 
rule of not knocking art has serious limitations, that critics who rip literature, 
music, theater, whatever, are providing a public service. 

And perhaps they are. Perhaps telling you that this book, called The —
No, I won’t do it. It’s not who I am. It’s not, like I said, what this column 

is about. In fact, I won’t even give you a small hint. I won’t tell you that the 
author’s initials are the same letter twice and that that letter is —

Whoa! I nearly lost myself again there. I need to stop now, before I blow it, 
before I break my own rule, before I reveal that the cover features a photo of 
an iPhone and the font inside is so large it’s like the author was stretching to 
hit a page minimum in a high school essay. 

Positivity! That’s among the Rookie of the Year hallmarks, one I’d like the five 
people who read this column every month to always count on and remember 
it for. 

So, let me do this. Let me just list – off the top of my head! – say, I don’t know, 
three totally random novels I’ve liked. Maybe you haven’t read them but was 
considering it, and maybe this might push you over the edge. Maybe it won’t. 
Either way, here goes:

Great Jones Street. 
White Noise. 
Underworld.  
There, I already feel so much better. 

More rays of sunshine instead of dark 
clouds.

See you next month with more! U



Another Look | Yussef Cole

Digital Distractions

I believe I’m nearing the end of my first playthrough of Final Fantasy XIII, 
though it’s a goal which is beginning to feel nearly insurmountable. 

Currently I’m stuck climbing some infernal tower, crammed with moving 
statue puzzles and hidden keys which require that I first clear out swarms of 
buzzing gnat-like enemies which endlessly respawn. The tower’s interminable 
verticality stands in here for the broader game’s pacing, which becomes more 
drawn out and obnoxious the closer I get to its final moments.

As much as I’ve come to develop warm feelings toward XIII’s colorful cast 
of heroes, and empathize with their socially anxious and halting path toward 
friendship, I remain stymied by the vast chunks of bland, repetitive battles 
which divide up the game’s narrative beats, like so much brackish water in 
what would otherwise be a rich and flavorful broth.

But maybe it’s me. Age has only accelerated the rapid depletion of patience 
which once allowed me to smile through and effortlessly shake off the 
numerous time sinks and dead ends that are the necessary cost of admission 
to the good parts of videogames. Learn these arbitrary systems, solve those 
uninventive puzzles, memorize these input maps and finger placements and 
ideal min-maxed adventuring party configurations! These tasks were once 
fine; an inviting distraction, even. But I’m done forcing my way past the dull 
in the hopes that I might be shown the glorious. Especially when the glorious 
isn’t all that lustrous and shiny as it once may have seemed. Nor the escape as 
comfortable and easy as it may once have felt.

To play is often to self-isolate. To enter into the solitary contract between 
myself and the screen means putting up a wall between myself and my partner, 



who I share my home and life with. In a period where there are so few other 
distractions, so little activity in the once lively social fabric of our mutual 
lives, it feels harder to purposefully disconnect, to shut the door like Michael 
Corleone at the end of The Godfather. But instead of turning to unseemly family 
business, I’m loading that well-worn XIII save file and jumping back into Gran 
Pulse to grind through the requisite number of Dire Flans and Rakshasas until 
I can cross the invisible threshold preventing me from moving onto the next 
chapter of this endless drip-fed anime narrative.

I feel lost often. Perhaps because the life I have outside of these virtual 
distractions is richer and far more demanding. Perhaps because the story the 
game wants to tell me is gossamer-thin and meandering. Its shimmering surface 
punctuated not just by lengthy combat sections but also by my own long absences; 
time usually spent doing other more interesting and meaningful things. The 
contest feels a little unfair. The brilliance of life next to the dim glow of the game’s 
stock narrative. It’s like watching a movie on an outdoor projector in the middle 
of the day.

When you’re young, a weekend lost bundled under covers in a room lit only by 
a glowing screen seems like the most wonderful thing in the world. But at some 
point, after some invisible switch is thrown, the closed door instead instills panic 
and the sealed room brings dread. Death creeps from the room’s dark corners 
like Ged’s shadow in Earthsea; death dressed in the robes of solitude and wasted 
moments. 

When one’s life stretches infinitely into the future, with no final goals in sight, 
time can be churned through, like a great big pile of fresh-fallen snow or a mountain 
of dry leaves. But once the horizon becomes visible and the days numbered it’s 
hard to remain patient with the false goals and artificial requirements which 
boundary the experience of playing videogames. I have hurdles enough to clear 
in my own life, and endless tasks fighting for my attention. Adding more, in the 
form of digital distraction feels only more willfully shortisighted the more years I 
must slide from one end of the abacus to the other. U



Forms in Light | Justin Reeve

Wealth and Poverty

The level design in Red Dead Redemption 2 is all about creating contrast. This 
comes through loud and clear when it comes to establishing distinctions 

between wealth and poverty. While some people are supposed to be living in 
sumptuous mansions, others apparently have to make do with shabby shacks. 
You can see this everywhere in the game world from Tumbleweed to Saint De-
nis. Why does the level design in Red Dead Redemption 2 create such a strong 
distinction between wealth and poverty? The answer to this question has a lot 
to do with history.

The game is, of course, a work of fiction, but Red Dead Redemption 2 is definite-
ly grounded in reality. The time? 1899. The place? America. The question at this 
point is what kind of processes were responsible for producing the spectacular 
wealth and crushing poverty which are depicted in Red Dead Redemption 2. The 
best way to approach this particular subject is to start at the grass roots. I mean 
this quite literally. I’m going to start by talking to you about farms.

Take some time to explore New Hannover and you’ll come across a lot of 
abandoned properties. Valentine, in particular, provides a pretty good example 
of this. While a few of them look like they’re still being worked, most of the 
farms in this part of the game world are clearly supposed to be failing. Think 
about their surroundings and you’ll soon figure out why. I’m referring to the 
railways. There was a time when people were promised “forty acres and a mule” 
if they would found a farm in places like Valentine. Some of these were suc-
cessful at first, but they started to struggle when the railways were put in place. 
What happened was that wealthy people from the East began buying up large 



tracts of land in the Midwest. They brought all sorts of machinery like tractors, 
harvesters and threshers which could plant and process grain much more ef-
ficiently than a mule. The crops were sent by train to the East. These two things 
combined caused prices to plummet. The result was that farmers in the Midwest 
were reduced to poverty because they couldn’t possibly compete on price. They 
often just abandoned their properties.

New Hannover is home to all sorts of different people in Red Dead Redemption 
2. They’re clearly supposed to be farmers in Valentine, but they look more like 
trappers and traders in Roanoke Ridge. This part of the game world is basically 
just a bunch of broken-down buildings beside a waterway called the Kamassa 
River. Similar to the farmers in Valentine, what seems to have reduced these 
people to poverty would have to be the railways. You can even hear train whis-
tles while standing on the banks of the Kamassa River. The fact of the matter is 
that places like Roanoke Ridge were settled by trappers and traders who plied 
their trade along the waterways of the South and Midwest. The waterways were 
by far the most convenient means of transportation until the railways were put 
in place. These people collected pelts which they sent by boat to the East. The 
problem was that trains could transport pelts much better than boats. This re-
sulted in towns being built along the railways instead of the waterways. The 
trappers and traders who couldn’t make the move were driven out of business.

Annesburg is on the eastern edge of New Hannover. This part of the game 
world is mostly just mountains. You’ll notice that mining is big business. You 
can see people carrying coal from the mountains to a factory in the middle of 
town. They send the material to Saint Denis on the railways. You might think 
this would produce wealth, but the signs of poverty are unmistakable. People 
are living in what are clearly supposed to be slums. The reason would have to 
be the Jameson Mining and Coal Company. Trains moved grain and pelts, but 
they also transported coal. I couldn’t even tell you how much was mined in the 
South and Midwest. This was done by creating what came to be known as “com-
pany towns.” These were places where basically everything was private prop-
erty. People were paid with a kind of money called “scrip” which they could only 



spend at stores that were owned by the company. The point was to make them 
completely dependent upon their employer. This of course led to them being 
driven well past the point of poverty.

Stroll through the streets and you’ll see some sumptuous mansions, but you’ll 
mostly just see a bunch of shabby shacks in Saint Denis. This part of the game 
world has a lot of what are basically slums. You can see these along the banks 
of the Lannahechee River. They sprawl out beside the factories. When they 
were driven out of their farms, people came to cities like Saint Denis in search 
of stable employment. This pretty much always meant working in a factory. 
Living conditions were poor. Working conditions weren’t much better. People 
often had to work from dawn until dusk for next to nothing in terms of pay. 
This meant that people could only afford the most basic forms of housing. They 
could sometimes rent a room from their employer, but people were forced into 
slums for the most part. These were built near factories which of course made 
them dirty, smelly and noisy. Some of them even lacked a convenient supply of 
water. Supply couldn’t meet demand, so they were often crowded, too. Privacy 
was definitely at a premium. People sometimes wound up sharing a room with 
several other residents.

The level design in Red Dead Redemption 2 creates a strong distinction be-
tween wealth and poverty. What exactly are you supposed to be taking away 
from this? I think that such a clear contrast is created in Red Dead Redemption 2 
because the developer behind the game, Rockstar, wants you to think about the 
historical processes which produced all of the wealth and poverty in the world 
around you. This interpretation is of course based on my belief that Red Dead 
Redemption 2 represents a work of art. I consider the game to be capable of ex-
pressing meaningful ideas when it comes to concepts like wealth and poverty. 
Supposing that you see Red Dead Redemption 2 as a piece of entertainment, your 
interpretation of the level design would almost certainly be different, though. 
You might even see it as a kind of voyeurism. I think that both of these interpre-
tations are well founded. Similar to every other game, the fact of the matter is 
that Red Dead Redemption 2 is a work of art and a piece of entertainment at the 
same time. No surprise that it received a mixed reception. U



Here’s the Thing | Rob Rich

FLCL, 17 Years Later

The first time I watched FLCL (Fooly Cooly) I was 22 years old and in college. I 
thought robots were cool and would have loved to be in Naota’s (the show’s 

protagonist) position where he got to hang out with one all the time. Now I’m 
coming up on 40. But here’s the thing: it’s been 17 years since FLCL came out in 
the US – probably at least 15 or so since I’ve watched it. Now that I’m older, (ar-
guably) wiser and put forth more of an effort to pay attention to more than just 
the incredible fight scenes (which are still incredible, by the way) it all hits a lot 
differently. 

I still think robots are cool but a lot can change in 17+ years. Now . . . now I see 
Naota as an insufferable asshole who wants to make everyone around him just 
as miserable as he is. Both his dad and his grandfather are gross. His “house-
keeper”/alien cop/bounty hunter, Haruko Haruhara, is weird and cryptic and 
waaaaaaay too forward with Naota considering she’s around 20 and he’s sup-
posed to be 12. 

Then there’s Mamimi Samejima. Naota’s older brother’s ex-girlfriend, who’s 
still in high school, likes to hang out with Naota as a sort of surrogate boyfriend 
and was basically left behind in their small town when her actual boyfriend 
went off to the US to play baseball. Mamimi’s what stuck out to me the most on 
this re-watch, and she’s the reason I wanted to write this in the first place.

She never seems completely focused on what’s going on around her; almost 
like she’s wandering through a dream most of the time. She smokes. She has an 
obviously unhealthy relationship with her ex’s younger brother. It’s alluded to 
that she gets picked on a lot by her peers. Even Naota’s grade school classmates 
regard her as a loser. Basically, her life sucks.

The thing is, even though Mamimi is a side character who rarely has any im-
pact on the overarching plot, save for a few specific moments, it was her back-
ground story that began to feel like FLCL’s real story. Not because the main story 



about an evil space corporation terraforming planets with massive irons, the 
hunt for an extremely powerful space pirate, something about eyebrows that 
prevent aliens from using your head as a transportation portal . . . fuck, I don’t 
know . . . where was I?

I don’t feel like all of that stuff isn’t the “real” story because it’s tough to follow 
(though it can be); I feel like it’s not the “real” story because, ultimately, it doesn’t 
lead to anything. Seriously. Haruko shows up and throws Naota’s life into cha-
os for six episodes, several robots literally pop out of his head, an alien plot to 
flatten the world is thwarted, Haruko takes off after the space pirate Atomsk 
again and by the end nothing has changed. Naota hasn’t stopped being a miser-
able asshole and the town is still just as quiet and boring as it was before Haruko 
showed up. Aside from Naota and his classmates wearing different school uni-
forms, you’d almost never be able to tell the difference between the beginning 
of the show and the end. Except for Mamimi.

Mamimi is the one character who actually changes by the end. She’s the one 
who finally grows up. She figures out what she wants to try and do with her life, 
then sets out to do it. I think the most fitting part is how her growth and matura-
tion is hand-waved away with three lines of narration at the very end: “Mamimi 
left town. She said she wanted to be a photographer. I don’t know what hap-
pened to her after that.” 

Naota doesn’t care. The town doesn’t care. Everything is the same as it always 
was. Except that Mamimi finally broke the cycle of familiar mundanity. She 
struck out on her own and, going by the final shot of the final episode where it 
pans across an open magazine to show a photo she took featured in its pages, it 
seems like she’s off to a good start.

I dunno, I just thought it was nice.
FLCL still has a great visual style and a great soundtrack, the fights are still 

awesome and a lot of the robot designs are really bizarre but in a good way, but 
it’s Mamimi’s story – her barely present, mostly just alluded to in brief snippets 
of dialog story – that’s really stuck with me this time around. She realized she 
was in a rut and made an effort to get herself out of it. That speaks to me now 
way more than watching weird robots beat each other up does. U



No Accounting for Taste | Adam Boffa

Oddly Familiar

The end of the Trump presidency has led to a good deal of media discussion 
around the “post-truth” phenomenon in politics – the idea that there once 

was something like a shared conception of reality that politicians and the public 
more or less agreed upon (and within which they had their debates) and that it 
now no longer exists. With the Trump administration’s sustained attacks on the 
legitimacy of the election helping to inspire the events on January 6, it looked 
like all those years of the administration habitually lying had finally created the 
kind of political rupture that couldn’t be ignored or undone. Having Trump out 
of office won’t do much to bring down the temperature in the US.

But the history of how this situation developed is more complicated than the 
claim that Trump represents a total break with precedent, or that his admin-
istration’s behavior is solely responsible for this political climate. Blatant dis-
honesty has always been a feature of US politics. With that acknowledged, it be-
comes easier to see the Trump administration as a dangerous evolution, rather 
than something entirely new.

The Unknown Known, directed by Errol Morris and released in 2013, speaks to 
this without ever mentioning Trump, the Tea Party or any of the past decade’s 
other developments within the Republican Party. Instead, it looks just a little 
further back. Morris compiled his film from hours of interviews he conducted 
with Donald Rumsfeld about his life and career, focusing in particular on his 
tenure as Secretary of Defense under George W. Bush. In that office, Rumsfeld 
was instrumental in crafting the strategies and dishonest justifications for the 
US government’s warmongering, including the invasion of Iraq in 2003.



Rumsfeld’s perspective on the Bush administration’s actions doesn’t seem to 
have changed much at all in the years between his exit and the interviews here. 
He doesn’t take any responsibility for lying to justify invading Iraq or for any of 
the consequences of that invasion. Instead, he just spends a lot of time denying, 
talking in circles or lying in new ways. Morris, then, resorts to weaving in news-
reel footage from the Bush era to highlight – to the viewer, at least, as Rumsfeld 
is a lost cause – the extent to which Rumsfeld continues to deceive.

At one point, Morris tells Rumsfeld that some in the US public mistakenly 
believed that Saddam Hussein was involved with al-Qaeda and the attacks on 
9/11; he cites a poll from 2003 in which nearly 70% of respondents said as much. 
Rumsfeld claims neither he nor anyone else in the Bush administration ever 
said anything to suggest that that was the case. Morris then cuts to a clip from 
a 2003 White House press conference the month before the US invaded Iraq 
where a reporter quotes Saddam as saying, “I would like to tell you, directly, 
we have no relationship with al-Qaeda.” Before the reporter can ask a question, 
Rumsfeld interjects, “And Abraham Lincoln was short.” He goes on to say that 
Saddam’s statement is a “case of the local liar coming up again and people re-
peating what he said and forgetting to say that he never – almost never, rarely 
– tells the truth.”

It’s pretty unlikely that Rumsfeld doesn’t recall any of the administration’s re-
peated attempts to connect Saddam to al-Qaeda (and 9/11 more specifically), but 
that’s the point. They lied then and continue to lie over a decade later because it 
helps get the desired results.

Today, The Unknown Known provides more evidence of the reality that the 
Trump administration’s deception – its “assault on truth,” as some called it – has 
deep roots. And by trying to distance the Trump administration from any sort 
of political precedent in the US, by suggesting that he was a total anomaly who 



somehow landed in the Oval Office, commentators overlook the ways that the 
US government has consistently denied and downplayed the horrifying impacts 
of its militarism and imperial ambitions since the country’s founding.

Rumsfeld differs from the Trump team in that he is (superficially, at least) 
more invested in establishing some sort of philosophical framework for what 
he does. He takes advantage of every opportunity he can to discuss his theories 
about what it means to truly know something, to ponder the kinds of calcula-
tions that must be made to make decisions at the highest levels of government, 
or to flip around someone’s argument to try and prove how personal perspec-
tives bias everything. This created a more intriguing character for media ob-
servers to try and analyze both during and after his term (The Unknown Known 
itself is one example of that). Some found him to be an impressive figure, even 
as they claimed to disagree with his positions.

Of course, the end result was often the same as it was during Trump’s term: 
lies in service of brutality. The most noticeable difference was in presentation. 
And while it’s critical to identify those differences in presentation and their po-
tential repercussions, it’s dangerous to discount all the ways in which Trump’s 
predecessors cleared the path for him.

Morris includes, for example, an extended excerpt from a White House press 
conference from mid-April 2003 – just a few weeks before Bush would declare 
“mission accomplished” – where Rumsfeld expresses indignation at the report-
ing on the war. The US was “liberating” Iraq, he says, using the administration’s 
notorious euphemism, and journalists were not appreciating that fact because 
they were too focused on the extraordinary violence of the invasion. This lan-
guage is obviously insulting, but it accomplished what Rumsfeld wanted. By in-
sisting it was the case, he helped set the terms for and perpetuate the debate 
around the US’ invasion of Iraq, despite there really being very little to debate 
about what was and remains an unmistakable atrocity. And Rumsfeld and com-
pany are just some of the more recent examples of this kind of behavior.

I don’t want to imply that nothing ever changes or that none of what’s going 
on is worth talking about. The developments of the past few years – the increase 
in far-right political violence, the escalation in reactionary and conspiratorial 
rhetoric, the rise in hate crimes, and more – are genuinely alarming, and dis-
missing this progression is irresponsible. But there’s also a risk in trying to iso-
late the Trump administration in history, rather than reckon with how it relates 
to – both builds upon and departs from – everything that came before. Without 
that kind of reckoning, there’s no way to address the fundamental issues that 
enabled the Trump campaign’s success in the first place. As Rumsfeld reminds 
us, we don’t have to look too far back to begin that research. U



Features



VIDEOGAME
CHAMBER
MUSIC

By William Dowell



In the album Bits and Bytes, the Videri 
String Quartet performs the first 

movement of Shostakovich’s String 
Quartet No. 8. As the quartet finished 
the movement, they led into another 
piece. This second piece featured enrap-
turing interplay between the musicians 
and powerful phrasing. Intense techni-
cal runs were contrasted with beauti-
ful periods of calm harmony. The piece 
they played was not a traditional string 
quartet, but was instead a phenomenal 
arrangement of Final Fantasy VII’s “One 
Winged Angel.” The rest of the album 
consists of the same blend of traditional 
string quartets and videogame chamber 
music.  

For the Videri String Quartet, this 
blend of classical and videogame reper-
toire is normal. Whether it is a Haydn 
quartet or a Legend of Zelda arrangement, 
the Boston-based quartet works intense-
ly to create fantastic performances of 
chamber music. The quartet has record-
ed multiple albums and has worked on 

many official game soundtracks includ-
ing those for Arigami, The Magic Circle 
and Neocolonialism. 

A major difference between a cham-
ber music arrangement and the original 
game music is that the arrangement be-
comes a performance piece. No longer 
tied to the rest of the game, the music 
must stand on its own as a worthwhile 
listening experience. While some pieces 
are more direct transcriptions of the 
original music, many involve the arrang-
er creating new and interesting inter-
pretations of the material. An arranger 
may rework accompanying lines to cre-
ate a sense of direction. Motives and sec-
tions from various parts of the music are 
brought together as the arrangement 
starts becoming its own piece.

“It’s important that the time spent with 
the music is not about hitting play and hear-
ing the same piece on repeat, but develop-
ing a flow and a story,” said David Peacock, 
an arranger who has worked for the Videri 
String Quartet and other ensembles. 



To create a fantastic performance 
piece, an arranger must create an ar-
rangement that complements the en-
semble. For larger orchestral works, this 
means turning these powerful pieces 
into more intimate chamber music. Each 
arrangement distills the core elements 
of the original work and turns them into 
translations that suit each instrument. 
Arrangers must take musical pieces from 
other instruments and combine them to 
create the instrumental voices. 

“In a lot of soundtracks, even some of 
the stuff that we cover, it’s not meant 
to be played only by string quartet. It’s 
meant to have multiple instruments. It’s 
meant to be layered. It’s meant to be mul-
titracked. The challenge and interesting 
[thing] about a lot of our arrangements 
is that they are parsed down to the core 
but still really interesting and engaging. 
We try our best to fulfill the sound world 
that the composer was looking for, but 
in some cases we just have to accept the 

fact that we can’t and try to make it large 
with just four voices. It’s still possible and 
interesting to hear in such an intimate 
setting as a string quartet,” said Jeremiah 
Barcus, the cellist for Videri.

While chamber ensembles have a 
smaller range of instruments, the greater 
focus that comes with arranging for said 
instruments can create opportunities for 
unique music. From taking advantage of 
an instrument’s complete range to using 
techniques that wildly change an instru-
ment’s tone, arrangers can create pieces 
that sound different from a traditional 
string quartet. 

Some pieces can be easier to par down 
and arrange for a smaller chamber en-
semble. Many classic game themes rely 
on only a few voices due to the limited 
sound channels of early gaming hard-
ware. Since these pieces contain less in-
dependent voices than a fully orchestral 
soundtrack, they can sometimes be easi-
er to translate to a smaller ensemble.



“When I was listening to the origi-
nal Mario soundtrack and seeing some 
gameplay of it, I noticed that the main 
theme has three different voices, but one 
of the channels is used for sound effects. 
So when Mario jumps, you get a coin, or 
literally anything, you lose a voice. That’s 
the definition of counterpoint, it’s liter-
ally just two voices and it’s still one of 
the most iconic themes ever,” said Dr. 
Matheus de Souza, a violinist for Videri.  

While some musicians may use a score 
as a guide to their arrangement, many 
rely solely on a recording of the piece. 
They will immerse themselves in the mu-
sic, listening to the same track over and 
over as they identify specific parts of the 
music. This encourages the arranger to 
be creative with their interpretations of 
the music and not use straight transcrip-
tions. However, this can lead to challeng-
ing moments where parts of the music 
are buried under other parts and are 
hard to make out. 

“When there is something that is par-
ticularly tricky it is nice to have the 

score. It’s nice to have that reference so 
you don’t have to sit there for an hour 
and still guess and wonder for the rest 
of your life if it is correct or not,” said Eli 
Bishop, the violinist for the Videri.

As arrangers add their own interpre-
tations to existing material, it can be 
challenging to break away and change 
the piece. Whether it is out of fear of 
insulting the composer or a love for the 
original piece, it can be hard to experi-
ment and rework during the arranging 
process. Sometimes, arrangers prefer to 
handle music they are less familiar with 
so they do not feel beholden to the origi-
nal work. 

“I feel like it is difficult, especially when 
you are fond of a certain theme, then it’s 
really difficult to make it anything else. 
For me it’s easier to arrange things I’m 
not so attached to because then it’s just 
like okay I’m just going to mess with this. 
Sometimes good ideas happen when you 
mess with it and it’s hard to detach your-
self from pieces that you like so much,” 
said Dr. Souza.



Some creative interpretations may end 
up completely changing the piece into 
something else. As arrangers take apart 
and blend various elements of a game’s 
soundtrack, longer arrangements may 
not be immediately recognizable. These 
arrangements use the existing material 
to tell a story that fits with the corre-
sponding game.

“I’ve arranged a piece of music from 
Fez for a small chamber ensemble. With 
Fez, a lot of it is discovering hidden puz-
zle pieces or following clues, so I created 
a narrative that nearly ended with the 
audience being along this journey and 
discovering the secret. That was a pretty 
strong departure from the original piece. 
When the original composer heard it, he 
didn’t really recognize that it was his mu-
sic at first,” said Peacock. 

Since arrangements are derivative 
works, it essential that the performers or 
arrangers ensure that the correct licens-
ing procedures are followed. While some 
online performers may neglect copyright 
law and upload their work illegally, the 

legal and financial consequences are se-
vere enough to encourage proper licens-
ing. Both the Videri String Quartet and 
Peacock have worked with Materia Col-
lective to license their music. 

Of course arrangers cannot create ar-
rangements for works that cannot be li-
censed. Arrangers living in the U.S. need 
to ensure that the original soundtrack 
has been released in their country be-
fore they begin their arrangement. Some 
Japanese companies such as Nintendo 
are known for being extremely protec-
tive of their IP’s and not releasing game 
soundtracks. However, many of those 
companies have started making it easier 
to arrange their music.

“In the last few years it has been better 
and slightly easier to license music. Even 
in the Japanese market they are more 
lenient to publishing their soundtracks 
and therefore having a royalty split for 
arrangements and arrangers that you 
can do later,” said Dr. Souza.

The Videri String Quartet has used vid-
eogame chamber music to introduce new 



audiences to both videogame and classi-
cal music. The quartet has performed at 
multiple schools, using the familiar game 
music to capture the students’ attention 
as they continue into classical repertoire. 
At the end of these performances, some 
students end up loving the classical rep-
ertoire more than the videogame perfor-
mances.

“Whenever we’ve played for kids at 
some of the workshops or assembly 
style concerts, we’d go from [something 
like] Yoshi’s Island and then immediately 
into a final movement of a Hadyn string 
quartet and the kids will be just as ex-
cited. They’ll be jumping up and down 
when something funny is happening in 
the Haydn joke quartet or they’ll just 
start cracking up when we take things to 
extreme in the classical piece. It’s been 
an interesting crossroads between the 
videogame and the classical. It is bridg-

ing the gap between what is familiar and 
what is considered ‘higher art.’ It makes it 
less intimidating,” said Barcus.  

One of the most important aspects of 
arranging and performing videogame 
chamber music is to treat all music with 
respect. The Videri String Quartet treats 
both Halo and Haydn with the same 
level of intensity. Musical arrangements 
are seriously discussed as the perform-
ers set their technical and interpretive 
standards extremely high. The work that 
goes into perfecting the instrumental 
interplay in a Beethoven quartet is the 
same work that goes into properly shap-
ing the phrases of a Mario arrangement.

“At the end of the day, good music is 
good music,” said Roselie Samter, direc-
tor and violist of the Videri String Quar-
tet, “We want to play as well as we can 
play.” U 



WE FOUND LOVE 
IN A CHATLESS 
PLACE

By Emma Kostopolus

Community 
Through
Silent 
Multiplayer



Though it may now be trite to say it, 
2020 was a year that pushed us into 

finding new means of togetherness, since 
physical gatherings were not safe. As we 
all tried to come together in meaningful 
ways in the digital sphere, gaming rose up 
as an important way for people to bond 
through the shared experience of play.

Steam’s most purchased and most 
played game of 2020 (albeit it two years 
after it released) was the sleeper indie hit 
Among Us, which had a team of players 
working together to identify and argue 
about traitors in their midst. And games 
have largely been trending in a more net-
worked direction for several years now: 
many AAA franchises rely on multiplayer 
experiences for continual player support 
and roll out new content over the course 
of several years after release to keep the 
experience interesting. Even narrative 
single-player experiences like Ghost of 
Tsushima or Red Dead Redemption 2 have 
added highly successful multiplayer 
modes as a means of retaining attention. 
So, the framework for finding community 
in 2020 through popping on a headset and 

logging onto a game was already present 
and ready to rise to the needs of the year. 

But this community is not equally wel-
coming to everyone. In fact, if you don’t 
fit the profile of an archetypal “gamer,” 
by which I mean a white cishet man, the 
environment of public chat for a multi-
player game can be downright hostile. My 
experiences here are largely anecdotal, as 
a woman with a very feminine voice who 
outs herself as not a cishet male the min-
ute she opens her mouth in voice chat but, 
I still feel, important to take note of.

I have been harassed by faceless strang-
ers who think that I need to pay for the 
experience of playing the game with them 
by exchanging virtual sexual favors, and 
when I refused, been booted from games 
or bullied into leaving of my own volition. 
For this reason, I tend to stay pretty far 
away from multiplayer experiences un-
less I’m playing exclusively with people I 
know very well; online play was, I felt, a 
part of the culture I would just never get 
to experience.

That all changed when I logged into 
Splatoon for the first time. First released 



for the ill-fated Wii U in 2015, Nintendo’s 
family friendly arena shooter was popu-
lar enough to garner a sequel for the 
much more successful Switch in 2017, but 
with one key difference from most other 
online experiences: there was absolutely 
no in-game mechanic for voice chat.

In matches, I was playing with other 
people, but the incessant chatter of com-
mands from bros with “pro strats” was no 
longer in my ear. I was still playing with 
real humans, that was evident: my oppo-
nents were responsive and unpredictable 
on a level that AI couldn’t compete with, 
and my teammates and I were working 
together to achieve a goal. We just weren’t 
talking. It was maybe the most freeing ex-
perience I’ve ever had as a gamer. 

And even though we can never hear 
each other’s voices, the Splatoon com-
munity has remained vibrant across five 
years and two main franchise entries. 
While there is technically an option for 
voice chat in Splatoon 2, it involves a sepa-
rate Nintendo app on your phone, and 
you can only communicate with people 
already on your friends list. There is no 
way for strangers to verbally communi-
cate during a match.

Nintendo clearly did this in an attempt 
to prevent children from having slurs and 
sexual innuendos flung at them, which 
is admirable. However, in so doing, they 
also opened the doors for various mar-
ginalized communities, particularly those 
marginalized along the lines of gender 
and sexuality, to finally fully participate 
in an online gaming community without 
fear of repercussions. To put it another 
way, Nintendo queered their own game. 

To “queer” something started out as a 
particular way of reading a text, to ex-
amine it for homoerotic themes, charac-
ters or patterns. But as the body of queer 
theory expanded, so did what it meant 
for something to be queer, as it became 
evident that queerness was not limited 
to carnal action but was an entire episte-
mological framework and way of making 
meaning in the world. Spaces that were 
formerly tightly constrained along lines 
of appropriate gendered and heterosexual 
behavior could now be opened up, picked 
apart, explored, and imploded to make 
way for more inclusive and expansive 
ways of thinking about our interactions.

One of the key ways to queer something 
is to rethink or re-envision something 



viewed as core to its experience. To queer 
something is to fundamentally ask, “What 
is essential here, and why, and what does 
that say about this thing?” And then to 
see if the things we’d previously held as 
true and important are actually that, or if 
they’re constructs holding us back from 
a better future. So, by this definition, re-
moving voice chat from a team-based 
multiplayer shooting is an intensely pro-
gressive form of queering, though I doubt 
that was Nintendo’s intention. 

Without voice chat, Nintendo needed 
to give players other ways to express 
themselves and build community, and 
it is within these ways that we can see 
the queer community come forward and 
make the game their own. One of the 
main ways was that players could cre-
ate detailed drawings that would appear 
above their characters in the lobby where 
active players could customize their char-
acters or opt to play the story mode. These 
drawings could also contain text, so this 
was an easy way for players to “talk,” al-
beit in a single pithy joke or statement, to 
anyone they happened to be playing with.

In this way, Nintendo cleverly built in 
its own living fan art archive: People were 

meme-ing, of course, and Nintendo is his-
torically wary of letting things get “politi-
cal,” but even so, people were using these 
drawings as places of expressing love, 
community and solidarity. Wandering the 
world hub and seeing these small pieces of 
the players as they rotated between being 
my allies and my enemies made me feel 
like I knew some small part of them, in 
a way that hearing “lol git gud” couldn’t 
translate. These drawings were conscious, 
purposeful displays of not only the self, 
but of their vision for what they wanted 
this game and this community to be, and 
as they became more and more referen-
tial and steeped in a culture of their own 
making, it was a little like witnessing an 
art movement happening at 3x speed, 
including canonization: the most popu-
lar drawings would be ported into match 
maps as graffiti. 

And community was not limited to 
outside the matches. Inside a match, if 
enough players felt like being silly, the 
goals of the game could be abandoned 
in favor of a bit of joyous absurdity: the 
squid parade. It’s exactly what it sounds 
like, in that it’s everyone’s character tak-
ing their squid forms and flopping in a 



line around the arena during the time 
of the match. In terms of “winning” the 
game, this does nothing. But it was still 
play in a very important sense, because it 
demonstrated something very important 
about the Splatoon community: winning 
wasn’t the ultimate goal, having a good 
time with strangers who also just wanted 
to have a good time was. By removing the 
core competitive part of gameplay, the 
very mechanics of Splatoon themselves 
are queered by the players. 

Splatoon isn’t on its own in terms of 
largely silent multiplayer: it would be re-
miss not to mention Journey, which broke 
ground back in 2012, and I’ve been hav-
ing a lot of fun with Fall Guys: Ultimate 
Knockout recently. Both games forgo let-
ting players talk, though Journey is about 
an experienced player guiding a new one 
through the narrative experience, while 
Fall Guys is a battle royale experience and 
thus competitive like Splatoon; both do, 
however, allow players to inhabit spaces 
where communication with others is lim-
ited to stock gestures or the odd whistle. 
Even to play the Among Us with voice 
chat requires Discord, a separate third-
party app commonly used for large group 
discussion in games like World of War-

craft, but used in this instance similarly 
to Nintendo’s in-house app for Splatoon 
chat. What Splatoon and games like it do, 
though, is go beyond presenting family-
friendly spaces for multiplayer (though, 
for what it’s worth, kids should totally 
have safe online spaces, too): they open 
the doors for adult players who have been 
formerly ostracized from online multi-
player experiences to find these spaces, 
take them and make them their own. And 
the continued popularity of these games 
demonstrates that chatless multiplayer 
has great potential to be a successful mod-
el for more AAA titles going forward.

For so long, we prized the ability to talk 
in the moment to each other as essential 
to success in a multiplayer gaming envi-
ronment, and that the harassment and 
bigotry that found its way through was an 
unavoidable evil. Now, that Splatoon and 
its ilk have proven themselves a success-
ful alternative, I look to the future of mul-
tiplayer gaming with hope. I’m just one 
small queer woman, but I deserve a place 
in this pastime I love, and so do thousands 
of other marginalized folks, and with a 
more expansive framework for what mul-
tiplayer interaction looks like, we’ll get 
there sooner rather than later. U



BETWEEN 
THE KNOWN AND 
THE UNKNOWN 

By Melissa King



Videogames are a medium made up of contradictions. While one 
might have you reflecting on heavy concepts like what it means 

to be human, another will try to give you a similar experience to non-
digital games like ping-pong.

Creature in the Well aims to check both boxes. 
Here’s how Bohdon Sayre, Game Director, explains it: 
“Creature in the Well is a game about electricity, kinetic energy and 

trying to control chaos. It’s an unusual mix of top-down dungeon 
crawlers and classic brick breakers. You play as a sword-swinging 
robot, but instead of attacking any living creatures, you wield your 
tools to charge up orbs of electricity and restore power to an ancient 
facility buried deep in a remote desert mountain.”

He continues, “A powerful foe has existed for centuries with the sole 
purpose of keeping you and others of your kind from accomplishing 
your mission: activate the machine and stop the eternal sandstorm 
that has trapped the inhabitants of your small town for hundreds of 
years.”

Sayre then concludes, “It’s a game about dealing with fear and 
isolation, as well as just having fun bouncing tons of balls around a 
room of bells and whistles.” With such a kicker of a sentence, I had to 
press him for more details. How do you balance such a serious mood 
with typically lighthearted mechanics?

“Some of my favorite content is both serious and funny at the same 
time,” he explained. “A good example is probably Dark Souls, which 
is terrifying, but somehow at the same time very comedic.” If you’ve 
ever seen someone get bonked by a boulder in the first game’s Sen’s 
Fortress level, you’ll know what he means.

So, how did Sayre and his co-director, Adam Volker, pull off this 
kind of game?

“Since we started with a pretty playful core mechanic, I think the 
focus at one point became about adding in more of the mood and eerie 
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tones that we wanted from the creature and its story. For this game, 
I think the story is lightweight enough that you can easily just enjoy 
the fun of the game, but if it resonates with you, there’s deep emotion 
in the backstory of the creature and the town for anyone who wants 
to connect with it.”

Sayre doesn’t think they had to make a conscious effort to balance 
the two opposites. Rather, it was instinctual for them to add mood-
driven elements to go along with the gameplay.

* * *

Creature in the Well started as one of three simple prototypes that 
Sayre and Volker were working on at the time. You played as a cylinder 
with a stick that hit a ball around a room, and you would have to 
anticipate where to bounce the ball and hone the precision to aim it 
just right. The prototype was originally going to go into a multiplayer 
direction where players would try to score goals on each other, but 
it ended up getting more objects and a puzzle room that served as 
the foundation for Creature in the Well’s dungeons. The final product 
ended up having heavy influences from Zelda games and Breakout.

The game’s journey from prototype to release consisted of plenty of 
back-and-forth between gameplay and story design. At first, the two 
directors considered having procedurally generated puzzle rooms, 
but they ended up crafting each one by hand.



“At one point during early development, we decided the game’s story 
would be all about restoring power to an ancient temple,” Sayre says. 
“After that, we were able to work the story back into the mechanics 
by introducing concepts of electricity like charging up batteries and 
chaining objects together with circuit board-esque connections.”

He continues, “In fact, all of the objects in the game are programmed 
in a way such that they connect to each other and provide power 
to each other like a series of electrical switches. Using the story to 
inspire mechanic metaphors and vice-versa is something I find really 
effective and important.”

* * *

Sayre took lead on Creature in the Well’s technical development, 
but his career began in film and animation. After going to school 
for computer animation, he became a self-taught programmer 
and started out making animated short films for Moonbot Studios. 
Eventually, more gameplay-focused projects came along that gave 
him the chance to incorporate everything he loved about games 
growing up. He ended up at Flight School Studio, where he worked 
on games like Manifest 99 and Island Time before creating Creature in 
the Well.

“A lot of the things I care about in design are related to creating 
new player behaviors,” Sayre says of his approach to game design. 
“I find it incredibly satisfying when you discover some new flow or 

https://www.manifest99.com/
http://islandtimevr.com/


way of thinking that is at first very foreign, but eventually second 
nature. Games are such a great place to create this experience, but it’s 
mirrored in so many other aspects of life, like practicing a musical 
instrument, and I like to try to pull inspiration from any of them 
where possible.”

He continues, “At the same time, I think it’s very important to work 
in the right balance of familiarity. It’s impossible to know if you’ll like 
something that you’re unfamiliar with, so creating a well-designed 
path between the known and unknown is kind of the ultimate goal.”

Sayre’s background in animation and storytelling gives him a 
holistic game development philosophy. “I was an artist before a 
programmer, and now that I spend more time doing the latter, I try 
to make sure I’m still working in those things that were foundational 
to me. There are a lot of elements in animation, cinematography and 
storytelling that I try to bring to any game project; but, it usually boils 
down to presentation and mood in a lot of ways,” he says.

While Creature in the Well runs on his code, Sayre believes that 
film and animation are the heart of his work on the game. “Good 
animation and well-developed characters are really important to me, 
and I think it makes a huge difference in immersing players in a world. 
For Creature in the Well, there are some moments outside of gameplay 
where presentation is essentially the entire focus, such as the desert 
opening, approaching the temple in town or the final confrontation 
sequence with the creature near the end. Even though a lot of the 
elements of those moments are based on systems or programmed 



instead of animated, I think they are all influenced by a love for film 
and animation.”

* * *

When someone plays Creature in the Well, Sayre hopes that they find 
the control they need over the temple’s orbs while enjoying the game’s 
mood and aesthetics. “The core mechanics are all about controlling 
something external to yourself – like juggling – and similarly it 
can take a lot of patience as well as trial and error,” he explains. “In 
hindsight, I think one of the shortcomings of the game was not giving 
players enough time and space to practice the very weird techniques 
that the game can demand.”

Creature in the Well lets the player choose their own path in many 
instances, but the flip side of that freedom is a less linear difficulty 
ramp. Sayre approaches game difficulty by starting with late-game 
mechanics, then working on the path to that gameplay. If he were able 
to go back and change the game’s difficulty progression, he would 
change the late-game experience to make the progression there 
smoother.

Sayre says of this process, “All of those ideas also hinge on one very 
important thing, which is whether you can successfully communicate 
or teach the things that you hope the player will learn. Developing 
unique, novel or interesting new mechanics is already a challenge, 
but foreign ideas also mean there’s a lot more work to be done in 



communicating all of that to the player. Several aspects of Creature 
in the Well’s core gameplay were massaged to try to balance all of the 
weird foreign aspects with foundational things that a lot of players 
are already familiar with.”

For example, early versions of the game didn’t have health or 
damage. Instead, Creature in the Well’s signature orbs were a form of 
currency, and the player lost when they ran out of those orbs. With 
so many other unique mechanics in the game, the co-directors ended 
up going with traditional health and damage to avoid overwhelming 
players. 

“Every aspect of gameplay is a teaching moment, and making 
sure that there are enough cues, good positive or negative feedback 
and other information that the player uses to learn the systems is 
incredibly important and takes a lot of iteration time and user testing,” 
Sayre elaborates. “I think we did a pretty good job considering the 
short one-year development timeline we planned out, and some of 
the far-fetched concepts that we were trying to show players, but 
there’s always room for improvement!”

* * *

For Sayre and Flight School Studios, Creature in the Well created a 
path forward for new possibilities in their designs. “One of the goals 
moving forward was to reuse some existing systems and evolve them, 
whilst creating something new and entirely different,” Sayre says of 



their future. “I think it’s really important for small teams to use the 
tools available in the most effective ways so that you can accomplish 
a lot within smaller budgets. I’m still trying to work on that balance 
of incorporating both the familiar and the new, in the hopes of 
continuing to create unique content that is still really accessible.”

* * *

Creature in the Well is available now on Xbox One, PlayStation 4, 
Windows 10, Nintendo Switch and Steam. Follow Bohdon Sayre on 

Twitter @bohdon. U

http://creatureinthewell.com/index.html
https://twitter.com/bohdon
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