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Big News from the Party Boat | Stu Horvath

After nearly eleven years of Unwinnable.com, a year and a half of 
Unwinnable Weekly (holy crap, a year and a half of a weekly magazine?!) 

and an astounding five years of Unwinnable Monthly, it is time you and I part 
ways.

I love Unwinnable, I truly do. And because I love it so much, it is time that I 
let go of (most) of it. Honestly, it was never about me. I think something cool 
and maybe even a little important has come together at Unwinnable, but that 
is a collective effort. I’m at best a catalyst or facilitator, encouraging writers to 
write and readers to read. 

Truth be told, I ran out of things to say about videogames a long time ago. I 
barely even play them anymore! I still have opinions about other stuff, but the 
older I get, the more I think to myself, “Is it important or necessary for me to 
say this in public, at the potential cost of other voices being heard?” More often 
than not, my conclusion is a resounding, “Nah.” I don’t know, eleven years is a 
long fucking time. A lot of those years were extremely stressful and I just don’t 
have the energy to put into this venture that I once had. Unwinnable deserves 
to have someone younger than me, more energetic than me and, ideally, less 
boring old white guy than me in the editor in chief chair.

I’m not leaving leaving. It’s gonna take more than one cut-rate exorcism to 
get rid of me. No, I’m still here to rock out, I am just going to do it in the back, 
leaning by the bar with the rest of the old heads while the kids tear it up by 
the stage. By which I mean, I am going to step back into the role of “Publisher.” 
Once I finish the Vintage RPG book (shameless plug: you can follow my 
progress on the book at my Patreon!), I’m going to start experimenting with 
getting Unwinnable regularly and sustainably in print. Anthologies? Zines? 
Weird tabletop RPG projects? Who knows! It’s going to be fun to figure it out.  

And with that, I’d like to introduce you to the new editor in chief of 
Unwinnable: David Shimomura. I’m sure he will want to say some things. Or 
not! Maybe he wants to leave you in suspense. The only thing I know for sure 
is that all the typos from this point on are his fault.

Stu Horvath 
Kearny, New Jersey 

April 12, 2021

https://www.patreon.com/vintagerpg
https://www.patreon.com/vintagerpg


Letter from the Editor in Chief | David Shimomura

Hi! I’m David. Some of you know me from my work for Unwinnable.com. 
Some of you might know me from my occasional forays in Unwinnable 

Monthly or Exploits. Going forward, we’ll all get to know me as Unwinnable’s 
new editor in chief.

Unwinnable has been a good home to me. It completely changed my life and I’m 
so honored to be able to shepherd it forward so it can keep changing the lives of 
people, both the readers and the writers. 

But first, thank you. Thank you for being a loyal subscriber. It’s because of 
subscribers that we’ve been able to be, well, us. We’ve got some big ideas for the 
future and we can’t wait to share them with you all. All of that in good time but 
again, thank you.

Anyway, onto business! This month we’re keeping with explorations of fantasy 
spaces. Jamie Redgate provides the cover feature and dives into the deep fantasy 
foundations of Dark Souls and why it might be foundational for us going forward. 
David W. Carstens writes about the importance of decentralizing plot. Sometimes 
the best stories are the ones without scripts, the ones that just unfold. In our 
sponsor feature, Ben Sailer looks at the deliriously cute Forza Polpo.

For our columns, it’s an almost full rogues’ gallery. Noah Springer grapples 
with being unhip while digging up some decidedly hip beats. Harry Rabinowitz 
talks about the horrors that live just over there in the woods. Oluwatayo Adewole 
brings us to Hong Kong and we’re all better for it. Deirdre Coyle goes on a different 
tour, to Neotopia. Which reminds me, I hope my Kacheek is okay. Melissa King 
touchingly writes to Aerith while knowing it will all go badly. Ben Sailer calls back 
to an era where you could use books and devices to “cheat” at games. Matt Marrone 
celebrates 10 years of his column! Congrats Matt, thanks for finally following me 
back on Twitter! Yussef Cole returns to the world of Destiny 2 and finds it’s gotten 
older and much stranger. Sara Clemens so desperately wanted to be special they 
drew a comic. Autumn Wright wraps up the times after the end times in Part 2 of 
the piece that began last month. Justin Reeve shows off the embodied architecture 
of Xenoblade Chronicles. Rob Rich puts a bow on things by appreciating the power 
in playing your best card sparingly, especially when that card is a giant lizard.

See you all over at Exploits around International Workers’ Day!

David Shimomura
Chicago, Illinois

April 12, 2021



The Beat Box | Noah Springer

Whelp, it’s Spring again, which means it’s time to open the windows, 
crank up the stereo (stereo? what am I, part of the silent generation?) 

and blast some tunes. It also means I got nothing for the intro. Here’s some 
music!

Chika – Once Upon a Time
Yes, new Chika! I saw that she was nominated as one 
of Spotify’s fresh new artists and I’m happy to see her 
getting recognized for last year’s Industry Games. Now, 
on her new EP, Once Upon a Time, Chika is back with 
more of her versatile flow and fiery verses. It’s great to 
see a female artist take up the braggadocious style of rap 
that is often typified by misogyny and just run with it 
like Chika does. I can’t wait to hear a full-length album 
from her because, unless something drastic changes, 
that will have a chance at album of the year.

http://Yes, new Chika


Wally Clark – Cocaine Dreams
It’s funny: I’ve been getting emails from Gummy Soul 
for years because I got one of the label’s mashups a 
while back, but I never actually checked out the music 
from the label’s founder, Wally Clark, until this month. 
And now, I’m disappointed it took me this long because 
Cocaine Dreams is very much my jam. Dropping in from 
Nashville, Clark’s gravely vocals and intricate lyrics 
full of double entendres over grimy breakbeats feels 
like a throwback to the early 2000s indie scene while 
delivering freshness in every verse. This has quickly 
climbed into the rungs of my favorite albums of the 
year, and I’m going to have to spend some time with the 
rest of his discography in the near future.

Fred the Godson – Ascension
It’s been just about a year since Fred the Godson died 
from complications of COVID, a true loss for the hip 
hop community. As a member of the 2011 XXL Freshman 
class, Fred was peers with Kendrick Lamar, Mac Miller 
and Big K.R.I.T., among others, and his talent shows on 
his first posthumous release, Ascension. Fred was an 
emcee in the traditional NYC vein: solid verses, unique 
takes on street life and a good ear for beats. He drops 
Biggie and Nas as influences, but to my ear, out of all 
the classic NY lyricists, Fred sounds the most like Jay-Z 
by far, and fares well in the comparison. Regardless of 
who he sounds like though, his loss will certainly be felt 
throughout the hip hop community for years to come.

Duke Deuce – Duke Nukem
I’m not sure I’ve actually written up anybody from 
Memphis in this column so far, so I’m very pleased 
to bring some of their uniquely southern sound to 
Unwinnable with Duke Nukem. A musician by birth, (his 
father produced Gangsta Blac and Mob Lyfe, among 
others), Duke Deuce brings the classic crunk sound 
popularized by Three Six Mafia and 8Ball and MJG to 
another generation. This album is full of no-holds-

https://gummysoul.bandcamp.com/album/cocaine-dreams
https://music.apple.com/us/album/ascension/1551874402?ign-gact=3&ls=1
https://music.apple.com/us/album/duke-nukem/1554356007?ign-gact=3&ls=1


barred gangsta raps over menacing beats, but often blending new ATL-vocal 
stylings with the traditional triplets of the Memphis hardcore sound. Bangers 
for days!

Judas and the Black Messiah: The Inspired Album
I just dropped the inspired album from Judas and the 
Black Messiah into a playlist with the Black Panther 
soundtrack, and let me tell you, these are a match made 
in heaven. For those who haven’t tuned in, Judas and the 
Black Messiah is the new biopic about the assassination 
of Fred Hampton by the FBI, starring Daniel Kaluuya and 
Lakeith Stanfield. While certainly not as revolutionary 
as the socialist Hampton would have maybe liked, both 
the movie and the album contest the white supremacist 
structure that undergirds the entire US system, from 
the federal state department to the local police to the landlords taking your 
rent. Even with all the obvious Hollywood stylings of the movie, I walked away 
feeling like burning this motherfucker down, and the soundtrack builds on 
that momentum. I see the obvious crass commercialization of the movie and 
Hampton’s legacy, but with funky, soul samples and a concrete theme driving 
the solid verses, I’m still hooked on this album.

Perhaps the most interesting thing the soundtrack does is put some of the 
most classic GOATs (Jay-Z, Nas, Rakim, among others) next to some of the new 
generation’s top talent (JID, Saba, Smino, Rapsody, H.E.R. and more) and lets 
them both have room to expand their sounds a bit. And I have to say, from 
where I’m sitting, the new school comes out on top and it’s not even a question. 
Their unique delivery makes the older style feel a little fuddy-duddy. Maybe 
I’m just partial to Smino’s off-kilter flow and JID’s high-pitched, rapid fire 
style, or maybe Jay-Z and Black Thought just weren’t bringing their A-game 
for this project, but it was pretty obvious to me which generation came out on 
top by the end of the soundtrack. U

https://music.apple.com/us/album/judas-and-the-black-messiah-the-inspired-album/1552998110
https://music.apple.com/us/album/judas-and-the-black-messiah-the-inspired-album/1552998110
https://music.apple.com/us/album/judas-and-the-black-messiah-the-inspired-album/1552998110


Harry Recommends: 
Something is Killing 
the Children. Written 
by James Tynion IV. 
Illustrated by Werther 
Dell’Edera. Colors 
by Miguel Muerto. 
Lettering by Andworld 
Design.
genre: Mystery, 
Horror, Supernatural, 
Action
rating: Mature
info: Published by 
BOOM! Studios. 128pp.
Available at: BookShop 
(we earn an affiliate 
commission), 
IndieBound, 
Your Local Comics 
Store

Try Reading... | Harry Rabinowitz

The Monster in the Woods

Something is killing the children of Archer’s Peak. Early on, 
this is shown to us extraordinarily and ominously well 

when our lead, Erica Slaughter (“Slaughter’s a real name”), 
stands in front of the public notice board outside the local 
high school. It is covered, top to bottom, with flyers for miss-
ing children. We learn later on that most missing children ei-
ther stay missing or are found as bloodied corpses somewhere 
in the woods. 

Something is Killing the Children is basically if Stranger Things 
and Buffy the Vampire Slayer had a very serious baby. Unlike 
the two popular shows, there is not much humor in Children, 
the little that’s present is usually black or macabre. Our lead 
Erica is not a lovable Dungeons & Dragons playing Goonies-
style pre-teen, nor a constantly quipping, school-kid by day 
superhero-by-night heroine. Erica, at least for most of this 
first volume, is mysterious and direct. She is here to fix the 
missing children problem. Don’t ask her any questions and get 
the hell out of her way. Naturally, this standoff-ish, hostile de-
meanor, combined with the machete in her backpack, garner 
plenty of unwanted attention from the locals and the police.

Initially planned as a five-issue limited series, Children ap-
parently received such strong early support and sales that the 
series was changed into an ongoing series. Starting this first 

https://bookshop.org/a/5741/9781684155583
https://www.indiebound.org/book/9781684155583
https://www.comicshoplocator.com/StoreLocator
https://www.comicshoplocator.com/StoreLocator
https://www.previewsworld.com/Article/233042-Something-is-Killing-the-Children-is-Now-an-Ongoing-Series


volume, I was worried that the story would be sparser or dragged out because 
of this change. But Children writer James Tynion IV (Batman, The Woods) is no 
stranger to mystery nor long running series, and lays down a strong foundation 
with plenty of hooks for the rest of the story.

Like its genre contemporaries, Children is the story about children, monsters, 
trauma, belief and the supernatural. The book opens with a child telling a classic 
“I saw something monstrous in the woods” story, his friends not believing him. 
When it turns out his story may be the truth and there may really be a mon-
ster in the woods, even the storyteller doesn’t want to believe it. That, combined 
with suspicious adults, feeling unsafe wherever you go and the very real trauma 
of children dying gruesome and horrible deaths means Children focuses a lot more 
on thematic drama than making fun jokes or homages.

The excellent, grounded writing by Tynion IV is combined with stellar art by 
Werther Dell’Edera (Nancy Drew, Briggs Land) and coloring by Miquel Muerto 
(Bleed Them Dry, Low Road West). This is not a big-splash-page type of comic. 
Instead, Dell’Edera focuses on small and moody storyboarding and paneling. 
Standouts include the double-page spreads containing more than a dozen tiny 
panels that read horizontally across both pages, showcasing intimate conversa-
tions, moments and mannerisms with extraordinary detail. The conversation 
between a mother and her adult son discussing the mother’s missing daughter 
really stood out, the whole team working together to display minute shifts in 
expression, tone, and emotion remarkably well.

While I did think the character designs and colors were a bit drab at first, 
the more I read, the more I noticed how easy the characters in Children were 
to read. Usually with more realistic art styles, I find character expression easier 
to lose. But Dell’Edera’s expressive faces, postures, and movements, combined 
with excellent paneling and dialogue, make Children a real page turner from 
start to finish. The splashes of neon green, red and purple later on create some 
eye-catching illustration and help distinguish the normal from the very much 
supernatural.

Children is a strong start from creators Tynion and Dell’Edera and an easy rec-
ommendation from me. If the series continues with this high quality, I won’t 
be surprised if Children becomes the next big thing on comic book shelves and 
Netflix queues. U

https://www.theverge.com/2020/4/13/21219574/netflix-boom-studios-first-look-deal-comic-book-tv-show-adapations


World Tour | Oluwatayo Adewole

Hong Kong
“Twenty-Four Years Later,” by Akin Jeje
There’s a lot going on right now if you’re trans. It feels almost redundant to 
say that, because there always is something (especially for transmisogyny 
affected people). Some law just passed. Some violent attacker. Some spurious 
debate conducted by cis people in the abstract while trans people are having to 
struggle to get by. While this poem isn’t directly about trans people (as far as I 
know), it resonates with me on that level. Through candles and lilies, Jeje sings 
the praises of those who “refuse to die.” 

What hits me specifically is when he talks about the “lilies of this stormy 
valley, flickering and sizzling,” it feels like a beauty beyond the expected. It’s 
not what you find on the cover of GQ or Vogue or any other gatekeeper for 
who can and cannot be desirable. Handcrafted in the awkward quiet moments, 
it’s a softness that can only be appreciated when you realize how much we had 
to struggle to maintain it. 

So, I just wanted to take this space to say that trans people are fucking 
incredible. Things shouldn’t be this hard, but that’s unfortunately how it will 
stay until we tear it all down and build something better. Shout out to the ones 
who are remaining “lit and upright . . . for those who no longer can.”

Happy Together 
In Happy Together, a couple played by Tony Leung (as Lai Yiu-Fai) and Leslie 
Cheung (as Ho Po-Wing) take an extended holiday to Argentina to try and fix 
their relationship. 



This is a film which really meanders. The majority of its runtime is just 
you watching these two men desperately try to keep the other from leaving 
them. They bicker and fight, then they put up walls. Cut to the lively streets of 
Buenos Aires. One will storm off and the other comes back. Cut to an extended 
shot of stunning waterfalls. Then they kiss and make up. Cut to Leung outside 
a bar, smoking, drinking and longing. The pair are destroying each other but 
neither wants to admit it. It’s like a perverse dance with no end in sight.

A car sits on the roadside in Argentina, somewhere on the way to the 
falls. It lived a long and tempestuous life. One of scratches and paint jobs. 
Dents and filler. New hands, new feet. Now it’s almost-still, battered by 
the ocean winds. One more casualty to the whirlwind of a union which 
refuses to die. 

Wong Kar-Wai makes every moment of this spiral stunning. One particular 
way he does this is with colors. After the couple’s first on-screen breakup, the 
film turns black and white. It’s a pretty crude metaphor but it works fantastically, 
capturing a moody noir-type feeling which heightens the melancholy. Where 
this use of color gets especially interesting is that when the couple reunites 
and it returns, the colors aren’t vibrant or clear. For the most part we see the 
sickly pale-yellow lighting of Yiu-Fai’s apartment. There’s no vibrancy here. 
It’s like the colors are clinging on to life, much like this relationship. 

Outside of the colors, everything here is stunning. From a pool of blood on 
the floor being washed from a slaughterhouse to a craft drifting at the port, 
Christopher Doyle’s cinematography captures the world in all its detail and 
beauty. In this, the tragedy of the central couple’s inability to escape their 
entanglement becomes even more pronounced. The world is stunning, and 
they simply cannot see it because they’re caught up in their own heads. 

Po-Wing lays on an empty bed, tears streaming down his face. The sickly 
green curtains almost seem to glow in the half-light. Their cigarette boxes 
are neatly ordered now like He wanted them to be. But that reassembled 
cardboard cage can’t make a home, and neither can the “Let’s start over” 
lodged in his throat.

At the core of this is the incredible performances of Tony Leung and Leslie 
Cheung. There’s a palpable tension in the air at all times when they’re on 
screen. They also find time in between the melancholy longing and fighting 
to be funny and sweet. Easily one of the best moments is when you watch 



them dance together and it’s deeply affecting. Like them, you are tempted into 
believing that this could work, that even if it is deeply toxic there is something 
to be salvaged. But those moments aren’t enough. 

The reality hits when Leung shows you Yiu-Fai in his moments alone. The 
most affecting of these is when his friend Chang (played by Chang Chen) hands 
him an audio recorder, asking for a message to remember him by. Leung sits 
there gripping the recorder, tries to speak and instead just can’t stop sobbing. 
He is hurting desperately and he can’t see a way out. Romantic moments can’t 
fix that. 

Yiu-Fai sits at the front of the train carriage. Flanked on either side by 
bright lights and signs. He’s home. Or some new version of it. The streets 
feel different alone. Did he even notice how cold these seats were before 
now? Steel shakes, hurtling forward into the neon abyss. He breathes out. 
A new day is coming.

Sometimes things have to die. 
You can put off the pain for a little. You can electrify a corpse, see a jolt and 

mistake that for life, but it won’t last long. What use is repeating the half-
breath before death? A Groundhog Day but it’s just the eleventh hour. Stuck in 
the final moment of fall, watching the last leaf drop.

Sometimes things have to die.

Chang takes his tape recorder to the top of the lighthouse at South 
America’s tip. He presses play. Nothing – or at least no words. Listening in 
he hears a faint not-nothing emerge from his tinny earphones. Sobbing. 
It fades in. It fades out. Whimpers drift on the ocean breeze. Yearning, the 
world’s end consumes all. U



This Mortal Coyle | Deirdre Coyle

I had to reset my Neopets password in order to write this column. No, not the 
password to my first Neopets account from 1999. The password to my second 

Neopets account from 2005. That was still a pretty long time ago, but more 
digital breadcrumbs are available: I remember which email server I used in the 
early aughts (do not ask me about 1999).

Once I manage to re-enter Neopia, I find my primary pet waiting for me – 
and dying of starvation. She is an Aisha, a quadrupedal species of Neopet with 
“acute hearing and a penchant for magic.” Her name is Model_Interference, 
an inside joke whose origin I no longer remember. Dressed in a devil costume 
and black wings, she stands next to a crystal ball, a moonlit night behind her. 
I have no memory of how I changed her outfit or her background, of where I 
found a devil costume in the family-friendly worlds of Neopia. At least I can 
rest assured that my aesthetic remains unchanged.

When I try to enlarge the portrait and look at my Aisha’s stats, a headstone 
with the word “Flash” appears, accompanied by an error message: “Uh oh! 
Some elements may not display correctly without Flash support. We’re hard 
at work converting this into a more modern & secure format.” Refreshing the 
page, my Aisha’s portrait appears briefly on the screen, only to be replaced by 
the “Flash” headstone. I refresh wildly while taking continuous screenshots, 
all to capture a 300-pixel image of Model_Interference in her demonic ensem-
ble. I hope you are happy.

* * *

https://neopets.fandom.com/wiki/Aisha


Now that Flash has exited (pursued by 
an Aisha), Neopets is, apparently, convert-
ing to HTML5 – but you don’t need me to 
tell you that Neopets is working on their 
whole thing. This has been reported on 
in more depth than the above error mes-
sage, and anyway, I’m tired. I just want to 
give Model_Interference more Coffee and 
Marshmallows. I just want to think about 
my middle school library, where I discov-
ered Elfwood and Expage and created my 
first Neopets account, all lost to the sands 
of time.

In 2017, Nicole Carpenter described the 
online aesthetics of that era: “Glossy, stylized graphics that harken back 
to the days of Geocities and Angelfire . . . hyper-saturated color palette, 
large hero images, punchy fonts and liberal use of brushes and filters.” 
Even reading the words “Geocities and Angelfire” throws me into a time 
loop.

But I can’t get lost back there now. I need to feed my Aisha.

* * *

Having seen my long-lost pet, I realize how terrible it would be for me 
not to feed her. Her stats tell me she is “dying,” which means she has been 
dying for years. I can’t leave her like this.

So, I really apologize, dear reader, for what I’m about to do. I’m about to 
walk you through the process of feeding my Neopet (rather, the process 
as it was in 2005, and also as it was in March 2021 – more on this momen-
tarily).

I go to the general store in Neopia Central. I click on “Hot Soup” and 
confirm my purchase in a pop-up. New page – the shopkeeper congratu-
lates me. I click “Back to shop.” The page refreshes.

I go to my inventory. It takes a moment to refresh.
I select the “Hot Soup” from my inventory. A drop-down menu lets me 

choose which pet I’d like to feed the item to. I select Model_Interference. 
The page refreshes. I click another food item. Feed it to another pet. The 
page refreshes. My internet is pretty fast, and still, I yearn for the sweet 
embrace of death.

https://screenrant.com/is-neopets-still-active-adobe-flash-html5/
https://www.gizmodo.com.au/2020/10/neopets-flash-player-migration-shut-down-2020/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elfwood
https://www.reddit.com/r/nostalgia/comments/2pwkgu/does_anyone_remember_expagecom/
https://variety.com/2017/gaming/features/neopets-internet-girl-culture-1202897761/
https://variety.com/2017/gaming/features/neopets-internet-girl-culture-1202897761/


I felt overwhelmed by the enormity of my task: feeding my Neopets 
while considering my feelings about them while condensing the worlds of 
Neopia into a column. 

So, I postponed this column by a month.

* * *

Over those interim weeks, the Neopets website changed – or rather, is 
changing. It is April 2021 at the time of this writing, and now, when I go 
to feed my Aisha, the interface is a little more slick. In a pop-up window, 
I click “feed.” I am shown the edible items in my inventory (and the entire 
page does not refresh). I select Coffee and Marshmallows. Model_Inter-
ference says “Mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm” (yes, that is the 
number of M’s she uses). I am informed that “Model_Interference was 
famished, and now she is very hungry!”

Of course, I am writing this as an outsider – I am not part of Neopets’ 
ongoing culture. Despite my nostalgia for the site, I am not one of its 
true devotees. That said, if the Neopets Island Builders app comes to the 
iPhone, know that I’ll be here for it. I am just an elder millennial trying 
to figure out where Model_Interference got her devil costume, a hyper-
saturated human trying to understand my Aisha’s changing world. U

https://www.neopetsislandbuilders.com/


Letter to a Heroine | Melissa King

Dear Aerith,
When I was a kid, I had a growing collection of videogame guidebooks. 

I had a hard time getting through JRPGs due to a lack of patience, but I loved 
looking through the official guides, previewing the adventures that awaited me.

One night, I looked through the guide for Final Fantasy VII and discovered that 
you would die. As it was with many folks, you were the first fictional charac-
ter whose death I remembered experiencing. The confident, fun-loving woman 
who I admired was going to die and I couldn’t do anything about it.

It’s easy to focus on the shock of your death when talking about your charac-
ter. But, I think when we do so, we forget to mention why it was so shocking in 
the first place – because your personality shone so strong in life.

You were kind and confident. You had a good sense of humor. When you look 
at the lineup of healers and white mages in the genre, there just isn’t anyone 
who’s like you.

And now, with new life given to your game in the remake, you get a new life 
as well. You’re here again, not quite the same, yet somehow also exactly as we 
remember.

With this new life comes new possibilities. It soon became clear that you’re set 
to change fate – yours and the planet’s. When death becomes undeath, you’re 
left with what you call “boundless, terrifying freedom.”

With your future up in the air, what will you do with these newfound pos-
sibilities? Will you make another impression as the symbol of life after death, 
or will you have a new fate? Will the world go to ruin, or will it come out unlike 
anything we’ve seen before?

Whatever you achieve, I’m looking forward to it.
– Melissa U



Collision Detection | Ben Sailer

On Cheat Codes and 
Disappearing Forever

On a recent trip to the thrift store, I discovered a book of videogame cheat 
codes from 2005. I don’t remember the last time I’ve ever used a cheat 

code in a game, but I haven’t stopped thinking about that book ever since. 
There’s something weirdly fascinating about pop culture artifacts that aren’t 
old enough to be retro but are old enough that a middle school kid might not 
recognize them. Considering cheat codes haven’t been prominent since the era 
of getting free AOL on a CD, they fit that bill.

Are cheat codes dead though? Like, last nail in the coffin gone? And if so, 
what led developers to stop implementing them and players to stop seeking 
them out? These questions have been rattling around in my brain ever since 
(clearly there are lots of important things happening in there), and so I went 
down a Google-fueled rabbit hole of nostalgia in search of answers, instead of 
doing literally anything of actual importance.

At least it turns out I’m not the first person curious to know what happened 
to the lost art of pressing secret button combinations to unlock hidden stuff. 
Some of the answers are obvious, and at this point, could be considered common 
knowledge (at least to people who are not giant ignoramuses like myself). As 
David L. Craddock writes in a well-researched piece for Vice, programmers 
would place codes in games to help themselves during development, making 
it easier to skip around levels to test their work. They often left them in final 

https://www.vice.com/en/article/8qg7gk/how-cheat-codes-vanished-from-video-games


versions of games because removing them in the final stages of development 
could cause all sorts of unexpected game-breaking bugs.

Players would stumble on codes though, whether by accident or clever 
hackery, and pass along what they found to print videogame magazines or 
post them on early online forums. Eventually publishers started sending codes 
to the media, with the stipulation that outlets would wait a few months until 
after a game’s release date to publish them, helping to 
extend the title’s press cycle. Or you could buy books 
full of codes, like the one my dad bought me after 
school one day in first grade, promising it’d help 
us finally beat Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles (it 
didn’t, because that godless game is impossible).

Cheat codes were such a part of games culture 
in the 1990s that it was unthinkable to believe 
they’d one day disappear without something 
else taking their place. When my family found 
a Game Genie on clearance at a K-Mart in the 
middle of that decade, I felt like we had stumbled 
on something close to actual magic. A lot of 8-bit 
NES titles were hard enough that I’d never see more 
than 50% of a given game without some sort of 
help, and finally, I got to see the endings for games I 
couldn’t otherwise complete.

When I got a little older and upgraded from the NES 
and SNES to an original PlayStation, I’d sometimes 
spend hours trying to find cheats and secrets in my 
games, hoping I could get them published in GamePro 
or Expert Gamer. I had big goals of seeing my name 
in print (and for better or worse, that hasn’t changed). 
While I never did get any of my discoveries published (which were 
few and mostly minor), this pursuit did keep me busy.

One of my favorite games from that era – partially for this reason – was the 
semi-obscure side-scroller SkullMonkeys. Its detailed claymation aesthetic and 
sense of humor drew me to it, but eventually, I hit a point where I couldn’t 
proceed (games that take too much quick-twitch dexterity have never been 
my strong suit). This was a bummer because I loved the game’s worlds and 
wanted to see as much as possible.

Fortunately, a gaming magazine (I think it was EGM2) happened to publish 
a ton of passwords (the game used actual passwords you’d have to write down 



rather than memory card saves) that would let you skip around the game, 
landing in different levels with different numbers of lives. I quickly figured 
out that randomly mashing buttons on the password entry screen would 
usually yield a functional password within a minute or two. While this was 
an exploitable loophole in an easily hackable save system rather than cheat 
codes in the traditional sense, it served the same purpose of making more of 
the game accessible.

Part of the reason cheat codes have become less prevalent is as simple as 
players not wanting them anymore, preferring achievements and trophies 
versus hacks and shortcuts. We could probably lump speed running into this 
conversation too; more people would rather find interesting ways to break 
games to finish them fast than hunt down button combinations left behind by 
busy developers. Games are about competition and cooperation now, more so 
than solo displays of skill.

On the flipside though, I’d argue what’s put the final nail in the cheat code 
coffin could be story modes. While I don’t always like to breeze through games, 
more and more I’ve been leaning on story mode options just so I can see a game 
in full, challenge and mechanics be damned. If games are designed to allow us 
to see everything we paid for, then what’s the purpose of cheating your way 
through to the end? Skipping through a portion of the narrative would break 
the experience and not in a way that’d be satisfying.

So, while there are plenty of practical reasons for cheat codes to have lost 
their prominence, it still feels weird how they slid into the dustbin of history 
without me really noticing. In fact, if I hadn’t stumbled upon a physical book 
of cheat codes, it’s possible nothing would have ever made me think about 
them again. Even in an era where every piece of 80s and 90s nostalgia has 
been mined for all its worth, cheat codes have still somehow slipped the notice 
of the indie scene (though it seems like there’s an opportunity for someone out 
there to bring them back).

RIP cheat codes. I didn’t realize you were gone until it was too late, but if I 
had known you weren’t long for this world, maybe I would have savored your 
magic with just a little more appreciation. U

 
 



Rookie of the Year | Matt Marrone

Rookie of the Decade

The column you’re reading right now – Rookie of the Year – has just turned 
ten years old. Happy birthday!

What does one write on such an occasion? Ten years I’ve been typing 
total nonsense about the most important things in my life. Does it add up to 
something greater than the sum of its parts? Have I secretly embedded coded 
messages that only now can be deciphered? Will I rename this column at last, 
or, bless my heart, retire from it?

While the five of us – the four of you reading this and I – ponder these 
questions, I’d like to take this opportunity to indulge in some Rookie of the Year 
nostalgia. Since it’s been ten years – TEN YEARS! – it seems only appropriate 
to do a top ten list.

In this case? I decided to cut and paste everything I’ve written for Unwinnable 
under this column header and run it through a word frequency counter. 
Excepting most pronouns, articles, prepositions and other inconsequential 
terms, what are some of the words that have appeared the most and what do 
they tell us about this endeavor?

Since laziness is a hallmark of this column, I only went back as far as June 
2014, when we announced the Rookie of the Year would be transitioning to 
Unwinnable’s subscription model. What I ended up pulling – with some 
columns only partially reprinted or missing online – amounted to 53,137 



words. From that, I curated the following ten items, listed from least to most 
frequently used. This, my four dear readers, is what you – ahem – have been 
paying for.

10. Horvath; supportive; quit; insufferable (1 time each): There have 
been hundreds of words I’ve used just once over the years. These, 
I swear, began as part of a random sampling. But as I put them 
together here, I realized they weren’t quite so random. Instead, they 
seem to explain the frankly astonishing and perplexing longevity 
of this column. Horvath is the last name of Unwinnable’s Editor-in-
Chief [Well, at least, I was… –Stu], and also of his mom, who of the 
four of you is probably my biggest fan. I didn’t check which of the 
Horvaths I was referring to and I didn’t check if “supportive” was 
used in the same sentence. But I like to imagine it was. Which, not 
so paradoxically, brings us to “insufferable” and “quit.” Think this 
column is “insufferable” and want me to “quit?” Only a “Horvath” 
could make that happen. 

9. Fucking (10); fuck (6): Dropping f-bombs only 16 times in the past 
seven years? Yes, zero is a classier figure. But I would have taken the 
over.

8. iOS (11); Apple (9); iPhone: (5): Every Rookie of the Year column, 
including this one, is written on my iPhone. Most of my free time is 
spent captive to iOS. As a practicing cult member, these relatively 
paltry numbers tell me I’m not as addicted as I thought. Or maybe 
that I’m in deep denial.

7. Three (30): No other number even comes close. Its appearances 
double the next digit on the list. Dumbfounded, I cheated and – very 
quickly – skimmed through the columns to peek at some individual 
threes. I found a bunch before I stopped looking, in a wide variety of 
uses that were not Twin Peaks season three references. Which tells us 
that “three” is truly some sort of magic number here in Rookie of the 
Year land. But what is the deeper meaning? Why does it keep popping 
up? Your three guesses are as good as mine.

6. Love (45); hate (6): This happy ratio proves nothing. Still . . . let’s just 
go ahead anyway and consider it irrefutable evidence that the Rookie 



of the Year brings seven and a half times more light into the world 
than it does darkness.

5. Wife (41); son (26); Jacob (10); Peter (3); sons (2): For the sake of 
this exercise, we’ll presume the majority of these terms were used to 
refer to members of my immediate family. And we’ll also ignore other 
words (like kids or children or boys) and selectively add up these 
four words – and these four words alone – about my two sons. Why? 
Because that adds up to exactly as many times as I’ve referenced my 
one wife. Husbandly devotion, case closed! Still, since neither of my 
sons were on the planet at the point where I started my column word 
count, I deserve – and shall receive – precisely zero brownie points.

4. Game (79); games (36): I started at Unwinnable writing strictly 
about videogames. It was part of a diabolical plan to con my editors 
into letting me submit ten years’ worth of columns that aren’t 
actually about videogames at all. I guess the joke is on me, though, 
since apparently, I never actually stopped writing about them.

3. Twin (84); peaks (76); Lynch (19); Frost (11); etc. etc.: Besides 
Unwinnable, I also write for a goddamn Twin Peaks-themed magazine, 
called The Blue Rose, and yet, clearly, I can’t help myself. You can’t 
say enough about this amazing television show, amirite? And yet . . . I 
seem to be proving otherwise.

2. Time (154); moment (32); moments (26): I write a lot about specific, 
singular moments – both fictional and nonfictional – because this 
column, at its best, is a way to stop time. Very often, I start tapping 
away a Rookie of the Year column not just to capture the feeling of a 
moment as it’s happening but to keep the moment alive a little longer. 
To slow it down or stretch it out just a bit more. To take it another turn 
or two around the block, even with half-frozen fingers. Someday, 
these things will be all that’s left.

1. I (1,007): I made one pronoun exception for this top 10 list and here 
it is. Not counting “I’ve,” “I’m,” “I’ll,” “me,” and many other ways I’ve 
referred to the writer of this column, “I” is the sixth-most frequently 
used word overall – trailing only “the,” “and,” “a,” “to,” and “of”. I was 
told growing up that using “I” too often was a hallmark of bad writing. 



Nonetheless, it’s embraced here in the Rookie of the Year column, an 
egomaniac’s vanity project only thinly disguised as a self-effacing 
dig at his ludicrous interests. Sometimes I do manage to touch upon 
something vaguely relevant – and maybe even important – but 
ultimately, I’m simply blathering on about me, myself and, above all 
else, “I.” After ten years, I guess a single word says it all. U

The bad photoshop that accompanied the very first Rookie of the Year column.



Another Look | Yussef Cole

Revisiting Destiny 2

A friend recently invited me to play Destiny 2 with him. He had miraculously 
found an unattached PlayStation 5 and, in light of its dearth of new 

content, was loading up the latest and greatest of the previous generation as a 
substitute. So, I dusted off my copy of the disc and set my tired and groaning 
PS4 to begin downloading the innumerable updates released since the game 
first passed certification three years ago.

My history with Destiny 2 stretches back – in what is far from a smooth and 
uninterrupted line – the full length of those three years. I can mark my tenure 
partially through the essays I’ve written about it: I wrote about the game’s 
baroque architecture, its predecessor’s competitive battle modes, its quieter, 
more reflective moments. I wrote pieces for publications which no longer 
exist, the criticism, or the platform for it anyway, outlasted by its own media 
subject. There are few other franchises, let alone single titles, that I’ve devoted 
as many words and Google Doc tabs to. Few that I’ve worn down as many 
controller thumbsticks to, whiled away the midnight hours to, contentedly 
grinding away – at least until I wasn’t.

Because it has been some time, a year at least, since I last opened the game 
and scrolled Twitter while it took its sweet time booting up. I dropped off after 
the Forsaken expansion then missed Shadowkeep and a few other releases. I 
even uninstalled the game to make space in my perpetually overstuffed hard 
drive. But my friend’s casual invitation was tempting enough to drive me 
back into Destiny’s glossy gunmetal arms, to gaze up at its gorgeous skyboxes, 
surrounded by mountains of bric-a-brac collectibles.

http://www.heterotopiaszine.com/005-2/
https://www.pastemagazine.com/games/destiny-2/bungie-has-a-crucible-problem-in-the-multiplayer-m/
https://unwinnable.com/2018/07/13/destiny-2s-quiet-moments-do-the-storys-heavy-lifting/
http://yussefcole.com/writing/?p=86


And everything is, immediately, so different! So weird and awkwardly fit. 
Like an old suit, too stretchy in the elbows, tight and constricting in places 
I may have once been used to but feel seriously chafed by now. Even worse, 
among all the mothballed musk of the old, jammed into the rafters and crawl 
spaces, is so, so much new. New missions, new characters, new planets (and 
newly restricted access to old ones). As much as I’ve moved beyond the game, 
the game has also moved beyond me.

Nowhere is that more evident than in my characters. Once true avatars, 
virtual representations of my particular swagger and space-age fashion sense 
on Destiny’s streets, my characters now seem nearly unrecognizable. My 
hunter, once blazoned in gold and steel, clad in exotics and sporting hard to 
find weaponry, now looks patchwork, draped in expired, mismatched duds. 
She’s the unfortunate recipient of the miscellaneous items nabbed in my 
occasional abortive dives back into the game, ugly ephemera whose purpose is 
just to increase my level enough to access new content.

An old clan-mate drops into our session. He’s an OG: someone who’s spent 
the past few years snugly wrapped within a weekly ritual of raids, strikes 
and challenges. He immediately shows off some fancy new magic, alluring 
hallmarks of the current endgame treasure, sure to fade into the ever-
expanding pile of loot detritus the minute the next expansion drops. He 
walks up to me and engages my avatar in an awkward hi-five emote (Destiny’s 
collectible library of character expressions), picking up my character’s limp 
hand and slapping it against his own. I know this is a canned animation which 
can be purchased or randomly won, but in this moment, it feels incredibly 
fitting. A bold, friendly welcome, full of bravado and showmanship, rained 
down on the ungainly noob; the guy who dropped out and moved away, only 



to return unannounced, wearing ill-fitting clothes, shooting at low-level 
baddies in the wrong zone. It isn’t long before I sign out again, citing some 
obligation but also eager to escape the discomfort of this situation. What, after 
all, would we even have to do together in our mutual versions of this game? 
For him, it’s a familiar, well-trodden neighborhood. For me, it’s a confusing 
puzzle, its previously familiar paths overlaid with strange new ones which 
demand additional payment to even gain access.

I want Destiny to want me back. I know its developers do, but I want the 
game itself to burst open with glittering splendor like the chests that dot its 
worlds. And at first, it does feel like this is the case. Reams of introductory 
splash screens overwhelm my return to the game, with promises of grand new 
adventures, new worlds full of elaborate dungeons, new weapons and new 
villains to use them on. My sessions are repeatedly interrupted by incongruous 
cut scenes where old characters monologue against new ones, brand new 
universe-threatening forces are named and new calls are put out for players 
to suit up into their favorite avatar and step once again into the glorious fray 
(for $39.99 plus tax).

But all this amounts, to me, as little more than formless confetti, dirty and 
crumpled on the ground, left in the wake of a long-vanished parade. Events 
and storylines barely a year old already float abandoned like vestigial limbs, 
their item drops providing only useless antiques which no one wants or needs. 
It’s all evidence of an ever-shifting game, different many times over from the 
one I remember. Designed this way, certainly, for the players like my old clan-
mate who lives, as much as one can, in this world. Players like him, naturally, 
demand constant change and evolution from the game just as much as in their 
own lives. But this forced ephemerality is also (selfishly) heartbreaking for 



players like me, who’ve come back from away, looking for old and familiar 
footing, for landmarks and memorable images, comfortably hard-coded and 
unchanging.

It’s just that I don’t appreciate this stark reminder of my own unimportance, 
Destiny. I don’t vibe with the knowledge that most of the essays I’ve written 
are for a game that doesn’t exist anymore. This is an industry, after all, with 
vanishingly little institutional memory. Its publications rarely last, its studios 
quickly fold if they aren’t swallowed and digested by the same two to three 
corporate mega-publishers. This pattern finds reflection in the software 
produced: game systems fall quickly into obsolescence once they are replaced, 
old games become unplayable if they aren’t lucky enough to be rewrapped in 
contemporary, often unrecognizable new aesthetics, and sold to us all over 
again. The only way this industry can stand the old is to package it with the 
new.

So as unreasonable as it is to expect some familiarity as I clumsily lead 
my neophyte friend (who is meanwhile experiencing none of these tortured 
emotions) around Destiny’s unrecognizable new landscapes, I can’t help but 
mark the passing of the old; of years lost to time, mechanics retired, critical 
takes absorbed and forgotten. In the time it takes to load another clip into my 
space rifle, I mourn it all. U



The Heavy Pour | Sara Clemens

























Always Autumn | Autumn Wright

Post-Post-Apocalyptic: 
Come Along with Me

A version of this paper was originally presented at the CUNY Graduate Center’s 
English Student Association conference, End Times: Approaches to the Apocalypse 
on March 12, 2021. Its places will be recognizable to readers of the column. I hope you 
appreciate this opportunity to return before we take off on new paths beginning 
next month.

Part 2

If so many apocalypses have happened, and so many apocalypse stories have 
been told, then at some point, whether it’s that we are built on the ruins 

of a past end or participating in the post-apocalypse of a cultural that came 
post- some other apocalypse, we are no longer simply in the aftermath of 
apocalypse. American culture, it seems, often forgets this. And that’s part of 
what makes the apocalypse look so different elsewhere.

Understanding apocalypse is, as we’ve already seen, a navigation of politics, 
war, economics, religion, natural disaster and philosophy at any given moment 
in a culture’s history. But when it comes to movements of anime, Western 
audiences and critics alike often reduce to mere images of original meaning, 
especially when it comes to apocalyptic anime that borrow Christian imagery 
but contain within them messages from non-Western orders, as Michael 
Broderick writes. 



Perhaps because the final entry in this long, long-running series has 
finally released (at least in Japan), I’ve been thinking a lot about Neon Genesis 
Evangelion lately. Honestly, I’ve been thinking about it to some extent since I 
first watched the Rebuild of Evangelion at the start of lockdown. But first.

Evangelion is a 90’s mecha anime about teenagers Shinji, Rei and Asuka, who 
grow up after some great calamity called the Second Impact destroyed a sizable 
amount of life on Earth only to pilot giant robots that fight embodied existential 
threats called Angels. There are also trees of life, an Adam, the Dead Sea Scrolls, 
a Spear of Longinus and many other increasingly esoteric references to scripture 
that really are stripped from their own context. Director Hideaki Anno admitted 
to picking imagery for aesthetic alone and even choosing the eponymous names 
of the robots because it just sounded cool. 

While there are many big fights in robots, to me Evangelion is about rebuilding 
at the end of everything. In episode 21, former professor Kozo Fuyutsuki 
laments to his former student Yui Akari over the loss of autumn. He holds a 
nostalgia for what can’t be rebuilt. Every day is the same without the fall of 
the leaf. There are no seasons, few cicadas left. And the Anthropocene could be 
characterized by this stillness: the stillness of Japan after the Second Impact, 
the approaching stillness of our ocean currents, the stillness of living indoors 
with no social gatherings, the stillness of suddenly losing every structure you 
once kept time with (Notes from an Apocalypse). It’s been commented on how 
depictions of what would become Millennial and Gen Z characters speak with 
great resonance to those of our time. And video essayist Pause and Select has 
noted that Evangelion is extremely Lacanian, as the show takes great strides to 

https://unwinnable.com/2020/09/11/fall-is-an-ending-and-it-is-ending/
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represent interiority and foreground the struggle of self and identity. Shinji, 
and all of the other pilots, will never know the blue oceans or the changing 
seasons, but they grow up in a world desperately clinging to the normalcy of 
movie theaters.

The Rebuild series is a whole lot of things: remake, adaptation, retelling 
and continuation of the show all at once. While the antagonistic relationship 
between author and audience is perhaps the movies’ most compelling feature, 
what gets me stuck thinking about them here is how they mimetically 
function as a post-post-apocalypse to what was already an incredibly resonant 
depiction of the post-apocalypse we are currently living through – if you 
choose to believe It already happened.

The differences in the show and movies are at once immediate and seemingly 
small. Like how the ocean is a different color – the red it took on after the 
apocalyptic conclusion of the show. It first seems like the studio retconning 
their work since the ending was unknown to every one of them when the first 
episode was produced, but these inconsistencies pile up and then suddenly big 
moments are rewritten. Oddities occur and, halfway through the film series 
that’s taken nearly two decades to complete, everything changes – the specifics 
of which are less important than the form that this takes both narratively and 
structurally.

 I remember reading something the director wrote for the Blu-ray release of 
the first movie, which I only rented from the library and couldn’t get in time. 
But Anno says that he wanted to make an Evangelion series that would speak 
to kids who didn’t watch Evangelion growing up. Which is kind of hard to 
believe would be possible in Japan given its incredible popularity, but I think 
this intention is notable. So far, in the Rebuild series, more apocalypses have 



apocalypsed. But unlike before, this is not a closing. The characters have to 
live in that world, and it makes clear that Shinji, who represents the audience 
that holds the original story dear and captive, that he’s putting this world and 
its people through pain. All for their story to be told again without an End this 
time.

“Instead of halting at denouement, apocalyptic anime glimpses beyond the 
cataclysms of radical renovation,” writes Michael Broderick. But post-post-
apocalyptic might be a limiting name for whatever this new genre of zoomer 
apoc fic is. If what takes shape after the end is freed from what was before, the 
name doesn’t suggest so. But, then again, neither does Adventure Time, where 
the remnants of bombs and video games alike are sites of nostalgia.

* * *

And so, we arrive at last, at Adventure Time, on whose apocalyptic stories I 
literally grew up. There are 280, mostly 11-minute episodes of Adventure Time. 
The first one aired when I was in seventh grade, the last when I was a junior at 
university. Its appeal is often described in a single word as nostalgic, though 
my relationship with it as someone who was a child and not a critic when the 
show aired has to be different. I am not nostalgic for the childhood things that 
Adventure Time evokes as much as I am nostalgic for Adventure Time.

Video essayist Grace Lee describes Adventure Time’s post-post-apocalypse as 
“a future where life as we know it has ended. But, of course, that isn’t to say 
that life has ended.” Remnants of Ooo’s past are scattered about, indicating 
civilization – and capitalism – once occupied the same land. In “Dark Purple,” a 
soda company’s kidnapped, mutant labor force is described as “weird, ancient 
ways,” while in “Ocarina” Jake gives a lesson on colonialism in the distant past 
before trading the functionally obsolete deed to the tree house for an ocarina 
without any holes in it.

https://journal.animationstudies.org/michael-broderick-superflat-eschatology/
https://web.archive.org/web/20201102104823/https:/youtu.be/zFNU9xEv-5E


Heather Smith has called Adventure Time “a pop art version of the end of the 
world.” But Adventure Time is also. It’s ambivalent. A melancholic undertow 
grows among the rubble of Ooo’s zany futurity, a current of mutability that 
crashes into the medium, propelling character and drama forward. And this 
– transformation – is a theme of the show. “From shapeshifting to temporary 
mutation to complete regeneration, the process of becoming almost something 
unrecognizable” is ever-present, which puts change and constant in some 
sort of harmonic tension with each other. But whether it’s the catalyst comet, 
Finn’s reincarnation, or the very apocalypse itself, Lee argues “what Adventure 
Time’s cycles seem to suggest is the potential for growth by way of return.”

There is even a confrontation with the people we, too, were. At its conclusion, 
Finn and Jake, Marceline and Bonnie, Simon and Betty are not the people they 
once were, as much as I am not the person I was when their stories began. In 
2018 that felt like a loss, but unlike the post-historical apocalypses of our media 
landscape and unlike the spiteful Evangelion, the story does end. Adventure 
Time’s ending even philosophizes about these endings, never more so than 
in “Time Adventure,” whose lyrics comprise a lullaby that keeps the cosmic 
forces of discord at bay and a poetic rumination on the lives that continue past 
the inevitable end of our spoken words. 

The shows final moments reframe the entire series in legend, myth, and 
historical memory. Schermy asks the King of Ooo what happened to Phil and 
Jake and BMO says well, they kept living their lives. And that, right now, sounds 
like the most mathematical future we’ve been shown. U

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7MVvkqbXiws


Forms in Light | Justin Reeve

Members

When you stop to think about it, buildings are a little bit like bodies. They 
consist of structural components like beams and columns that support 

loads in exactly the same way as bones. They have plumbing and ventilation 
systems that are similar to intestines and lungs. These things are basically just 
bowels and bellows. This relationship is even reflected in the way that we talk 
about buildings and bodies. Both of them are said to be made up of members. 
Both are said to be covered in skin. Both feature a face.

The analogy between buildings and bodies plays a prominent role in 
Xenoblade Chronicles. This takes the form of two beings known as the Bionis 
and Mechonis which provide shelter to the various forms of life in the game 
world. The former is about as natural as a body, but the latter is every bit as 
artificial as a building. The trick is that both of them serve the same function. 
While the Homs and Nopon live on the Bionis, the Machina and Mechon live 
on the Mechonis. The game seems to suggest that buildings and bodies aren’t 
so different from each other. You probably aren’t used to thinking about your 
body as if it were a building, but the fact of the matter is that you’re covered 
with bacteria. The game is all about seeing things from their perspective. This 
profoundly affects the level design.

Makna Forest is apparently on the back of the Bionis. This part of the game 
world consists of two flat regions covered in dense forest which are separated 
from each other by a broad river. This lies at the bottom of a deep valley near 
a lake which is fed by a flowing waterfall. The climate is clearly supposed to 
be hot and humid. This finds a reflection in the weird and wonderful wildlife 



which are basically just a bunch of insects and reptiles. This would also be 
where the Nopon have made their home by hollowing out a huge tree in a 
place called Frontier Village. The similarities between Makna Forest and your 
back are pretty plain to see. The two flat regions could be seen as the part of 
your body which is immediately below your shoulder blades. The deep valley 
could be associated with your spinal cord. The hot and humid climate even 
makes a lot of sense in this regard: since your heart is located in your chest, 
your torso is of course one of the warmest parts of your body.

Satorl Marsh is described as being located near the waist of the Bionis. In 
other words, this part of the game world is basically just your groin. This also 
makes a lot of sense when you stop to think about the level design. Satorl 
Marsh is a swampy region at the bottom of a deep valley. The place is filled 
with various forms of vegetation like trees, bushes and shrubs. The high levels 
of heat and humidity in this part of the game world cause fog to form shortly 
after the sun goes down. Similar to the situation in Makna Forest, the wildlife 
in Satorl Marsh are mostly insects and reptiles. The only people in the place 
are a pair of Nopon merchants who appear to have lost their way. You could 
probably associate the deep valley with the space in between your legs. The 
vegetation resembles hair in some ways, too. The heat and humidity in Satorl 
Marsh can easily be explained by the fact that your groin produces a huge 
amount of body heat. There also happens to be a lot of perspiration from this 
particular part of your body.

Valak Mountain is supposed to be on the right arm of the Bionis. The place 
is almost completely covered in snow, ice and frost. Take some time to walk 



around in this part of the game world and you’ll see giant crystals poking out 
of the ground. Since the region is mostly made up of mountains, the terrain is 
rough and uneven with plenty of precipitous cliffs and canyons. The climate 
is of course cold, but contrary to what you might expect, this isn’t on account 
of the altitude. The main factor affecting the climate is actually a lack of body 
heat. The right arm of the Bionis happens to be outstretched, so Valak Mountain 
receives very little warmth from its torso. You shouldn’t be surprised to learn 
that most of the wildlife in Valak Mountain are mammals with lots of hair and 
thick skin. You won’t find any people apart from a couple of Nopon scientists, 
though. Valak Mountain really does resemble your arm when you consider all 
of the deep curves and creases. Similar to the vegetation in Satorl Marsh, the 
crystals could even be seen as hair.

The level design in Xenoblade Chronicles reflects the analogy that we often 
make between buildings and bodies, but rather than simply depicting this 
comparison, the game takes the concept and really runs with it. Xenoblade 
Chronicles asks you to imagine what your own body would be like if it were a 
building. You become something like a bacterium.

Places like Makna Forest, Satorl Marsh and Valak Mountain are all about 
seeing things from a different perspective. You’re basically shrunken down 
to the size of a bacterium. What makes this change in perspective important 
is that we’re used to thinking about ourselves as being at the center of things, 
but the fact of the matter is that we live on a planet which also happens to be 
alive in a certain sense at least. Similar to the bacteria on your body, we’re 
completely dependent upon our planet. This couldn’t be more relevant in 
this day and age of climate change. Think about what would happen if the 
otherwise benign bacteria on your body were actually making you sick. You’d 
probably go to see a doctor. The planet doesn’t have this option, though. We 
have to take responsibility for our actions by changing our behavior before we 
end up poisoning our planet. U



Here’s the Thing | Rob Rich

The Glorious Slow Burn of 
Godzilla 2014

There’s so much I love about the American-produced 2014 Godzilla film I’d 
have to use several columns to go over everything, but today I want to talk 

about one specific “problem” people had with the movie – its slow burn (i.e.: it 
took a while for Godzilla to do anything substantial on-screen). On its face this 
isn’t an unreasonable observation as it does take quite some time for The King 
of the Monsters to show up, but here’s the thing: while Godzilla wasn’t shown 
very much until the third act, when he did pop in for a moment here and there, 
they made that shit count.

It would be extremely easy for me to compare this to the older Toho movies 
as a rebuttal but I’m not going to because that’s just no fun. What I really 
want to focus on is how well the movie builds up to those Godzilla reveals – 
even if they might be short-lived or limited in action. Hell, aside from a brief 
clip during the beginning credits we don’t even hear about the big guy until 
roughly a third of the way in. While that may sound like a complaint, I actually 
like this because the movie knows why we’re here and knows we don’t need 
a bunch of backstory or exposition for him. Instead, it sets up the stuff the 
audience likely isn’t as familiar with first, then once Godzilla’s name comes up 
his presence just sort of hovers over everything for the rest of the runtime. We 
know he’s there, and we know he’s coming.

And oh my god let’s talk about his first real appearance, when he makes 
landfall in Hawaii. The first sign of his approach is a freaking tsunami, caused 



by his tremendous bulk approaching the shoreline – we see the impact he 
makes on the world around him (which is significant to say the least) several 
minutes before he’s set foot on solid ground. Then, amidst the chaos as people 
try to escape from the water onto rooftops, a few soldiers launch flares into the 
air. As the flares slowly drift back down, they just barely illuminate something 
that’s impossibly gigantic.

Yes, it took a not-insignificant amount of movie to get to this point but come 
on, this moment is amazing.

A few minutes later we get to see a little more, as one of the MUTO creatures 
(the antagonists for this particular story) begins to attack a nearby airport. This 
giant bug-like thing barrels through the area, knocking over structures and 
causing a mass panic. Hundreds of people inside the terminal begin to scream 
as a plane explodes, which creates a daisy chain of even more explosions until 
it all comes to a stop at Godzilla’s feet as he stomps into frame. The screams all 
stop at once as his sheer size is enough to shock the panicked onlookers into 
complete silence.

Just remembering this scene gives me chills. I love it. There are several more 
I could go over but I have a word limit to think about.

Obviously, all of this stuff is better experienced by actually watching the 
movie rather than reading a brief synopsis but my point is that, while the 
2014 film does keep its title character tucked away for quite a while, when he 
finally does appear it earns every god damn second of it. It recaptures that 
feeling I used to get from the original King of the Monsters (a.k.a. Gojira), where 
Godzilla’s appearance is a fucking event that inspires awe (and possibly dread) 
rather than being used as bare-bones fanfare that precedes a giant monster 
brawl. U
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HIDETAKA 
MIYAZAKI’S 

MIDDLE-
EARTH

By Jamie Redgate



In the third part of Lemuel Gulliver’s 
famous account of his travels, he pro-

vides his reader with a list of all the out-
landish places he chanced upon during his 
most recent voyage: “Laputa, Balnibarbi, 
Glubbdubdrib, Luggnagg, and” – set like a 
cherry on top of the nonsense – the island 
nation of “Japan.” Reading Gulliver’s Trav-
els in the twenty-first century, it is amus-
ing to see Japan keeping such strange 
company, given how familiar its art and 
culture have become. The much loved, 
much lauded Dark Souls series, developed 
by the Japanese studio FromSoftware and 
the subject of this essay, is a case in point. 
But it wasn’t always so. 

There has long been a mutual fascina-
tion between Japan and the West. For the 
West’s part, it helped that for more than 
200 years, from the 1630s through to the 
arrival of Perry’s black ships in 1853, Ja-
pan was a closed country, shut to outsid-
ers by the Tokugawa Shogunate to stop 
Christian (i.e., Western) interference 

in Japanese affairs. We do love a locked 
door. And we love peeking through the 
keyhole even more. When Europeans 
finally got a glimpse of Japanese prints 
at the Universal Expositions in Paris in 
1867 and ‘72, the critic Philippe Burty was 
impelled to coin the term “Japonisme” 
to describe their obsession with the art 
from this other world. Monet, who mod-
elled his own garden on a ukiyo-e paint-
ing, became a collector. When Oscar Wil-
de introduced the artist who paints the 
famous Picture of Dorian Gray, the “small 
Japanese table” in his studio was a ready 
signifier of his aesthetic sophistication. 
Twenty years later, a young man called 
John (‘Ronald’) Tolkien was known to col-
lect “Japanese prints and fine furniture” 
in his rooms at Oxford. 

The relationship was as imbalanced 
as it sounds. Aesthetes in the already 
industrialized West had little inter-
est in the turbulent reality of a coun-
try undergoing rapid modernization 



on the other side of the world. Theirs 
was, rather, a still image, a woodprint 
in the mind, of what Lafcadio Hearn 
called the “Fairyland” of Japan. What’s 
so fascinating to me, though, is that this 
imbalance tips in both directions. From 
the early modern era onwards, the 
West was synonymous in Japan with 
modernity, but games like Dark Souls 
suggest that, in a curious reversal, it is 
now being treated as the site of a fan-
tastically distant past. As someone from 
the West, someone who lives in the “Old 
World” of Europe specifically, I want to 
try and explain what happens when the 
Japanese flip Japonisme on its head by 
building their own bottled fantasies of 
my home to play in. 

As Chris Kohler explains in Power-
Up: How Japanese Videogames Gave the 
World an Extra Life, Japanese roleplaying 
games, in their infancy, took inspiration 
from the fantasy aesthetic popularized 
by Dungeons & Dragons. Playing D&D, 
for the uninitiated, is rather like skim-
ming the Wikipedia page for “Western 
literary culture.” Lifting liberally from 
The Bible, Spencer’s Faerie Queen, the 
Idylls of the King, The Lord of the Rings, 
and so on, it established a creed for the 
sort of orthodox fantasy which everyone 
recognizes today. Set in a picture-book 
version of medieval Christendom, the 
genre tends to lean on neat assumptions 
about the chain of being and the divine 
right of kings, with a fair share of pret-
ty princesses, surrogate religious relics 
(pointy hats of +1 faith), chivalric knights, 
priests and dragons. 

These tropes are all certainly at the 
heart of something like the Final Fantasy 
series (at least in the halcyon Sakaguchi 
era) and I’m not sure it ever occurred to 
me when I played them as a child that 
they’d been made in another language 
entirely, with a different imaginative his-
tory behind them. The games’ catalogue 
of Western reference – Cain, Ragnarök, 
Greek and Roman gods, seraphic imagery, 
mithril – were familiar features in the ar-
chitecture of my imagination; as familiar, 
indeed, as the stone churches and castles 
in which the games were inevitably set, 
and which, to anyone living in Britain, 
are frankly commoner than an unclouded 
sun. The Westernisme – to coin a word – of 
early Japanese videogames was common 
enough that Shigesato Itoi had to wonder 
back in 1989 just why it was that “all RPGs 
were set in medieval Europe.” 



Now, I love these games, but . . . “me-
dieval Europe?” Medieval Shmeurope. It 
has to be said that the Western setting 
these artists dip their brushes into (for 
Final Fantasy; for Devil May Cry; even 
for Mario) is a dramatic backdrop only, 
a figure without ground. Kohler’s amus-
ing story of Miyamoto’s Devil World 
never making it to America because the 
cute character collecting “crucifixes and 
Holy Bibles to defend himself” against 
demons “would be seen as unsettling or 
even blasphemous,” speaks to the extent 
to which Western iconography was quite 
stripped of its weight. But games have 
changed a little since then. In the last de-
cade, the artform has rearranged around 
a new center of gravity. 

You may have heard of Hidetaka Mi-
yazaki and of his genre defining 2011 re-
lease, Dark Souls. If you have, then you 
already know of its qualities: the way it 
makes death hurt but respects its players 
with a combat system organized around 
intention; its labyrinthine world design; 
its haunted, Shakespearean dialogue; 

its boss battles which are guaranteed to 
make your palms sweat. It has changed 
the way we play games for the better. But 
it is far more important than that. Dark 
Souls is, in fact, perhaps the most signifi-
cant event in Western fantasy since the 
publication of The Lord of the Rings. Its 
brilliance goes beyond its gameplay and 
can only be properly understood in the 
context of the great literary and religious 
traditions, of which – if this essay has any 
say in the matter – it must be considered 
a part. Unlike so much fantasy, and un-
like so many of the games that preceded 
him, what makes Miyazaki’s work so spe-
cial is that he takes his bottled setting se-
riously.

* * *

There is a moment, in the first Dark 
Souls game, when the player finds them-
selves standing in front of an enormous 
painting, hung on the great inner wall of 
a cathedral building. If the player has the 
Peculiar Doll in their inventory, which 



they will have picked up if they curled 
up in a ball in the bird’s nest of the giant 
crow that first carried them like carrion 
from the Undead Asylum, then when 
they examine the painting they will find 
themselves being tugged into its image, 
straight through the canvas into the 
Painted World of Ariamis. 

The moment is a fitting metaphor 
for the game as a whole. If I had to pick 
just one word to describe Dark Souls, it 
would be “painterly.” The painted world 
one falls into when one plays is Western 
through-and-through. From the Firelink 
Shrine the player climbs up through the 
crenulated walkways of the Undead Burg 
and Parish, unfolding above and around 
them like Victor Hugo’s nightmare of 
a city, until they reach the gargoyles 
guarding the bell in the Undead Church. 
After that it’s down through the brick 
sewers and the rickety, ghoul-riddled 
ramparts of Blight Town, until they reach 
the second bell in the spider Quelaag’s (a 
descendant, surely, of Shelob’s) wretched 
Domain. Through Sen’s angular Fortress 
we get to Anor Londo, white and gothic 

and buttressed even more grandly than 
the “cathedral in Milan” which inspired 
its design. If Anor Londo is Lordran’s 
Minas Tirith, the flooded ruins of New 
Londo – which the game’s designers 
based on “Mont Saint-Michel in Norman-
dy” – is its Minas Morgul: a once sunlit 
city lit now by Tolkien’s “corpse-light, a 
light that illuminate[s] nothing.” The re-
volving stairs in the Duke’s Archives are, 
according to the game’s artists, straight 
from Harry Potter. The lost city of Oolac-
ile has the claustrophobic verticality of 
the royal household in Mervyn Peake’s 
Gormenghast. The Kiln of the First Flame 
looks like what was left of Bruegel’s Babel 
when the edifice was consumed by fire. 
This is not to mention the great statues 
like Tolkien’s Argonath in Dark Souls 2, or 
the Deacons of the Cathedral of the Deep 
in Dark Souls 3, or the withered Lady of 
Shalott at the end of the Ringed City. The 
list goes on.

Any fantasy game on any modern 
gaming system is going to look pretty, so 
what sets Souls apart? Partly, it is that it’s 
not derivative. Fantasy based on fantasy 



grows airy indeed, but unlike less liter-
ate fantasy artists, the people at From-
Software clearly know their genre and 
they’ve studied its roots as much as its 
leaves. In an essay on the artistic influ-
ences on the Souls series, Gareth Damian 
Martin draws a convincing line from Mi-
yazaki back through the Berserk manga 
(set in “a fictional version of medieval Eu-
rope, albeit one overrun with demons”) 
by Kentaro Miura, who was himself in-
spired by Go Nagai and Doré and Bosch, 
a “vast network” of “macabre” imagery 
and “gothic romanticism” to which Souls 
pays homage. To play Souls is, indeed, to 
walk the halls of a curated museum, an 
Ozymandian monument to millennia 
of Western art. But paint alone makes a 
brittle carapace. What of the ideas and 
the beliefs on which the West, and West-
ern art, were built? A Tolkien-esque set-
ting, even a very good one, cracks with-
out foundations. There is more to Souls 
than what you see on the surface. 

Where the later games in the series al-
lowed the player to teleport at the push 
of a button from the Shrine’s sanctuary 

to other locations and back, the original 
Dark Souls did not. In a way that is only 
really possible in a game, when you get 
lost among the city’s stones there is no 
quick escape: you either survive to the 
other side or you crawl your way back. 
This makes it the defining entry in the 
series for two reasons. First, because 
you have to walk it in its entirety from 
top-to-bottom, the setting quite quickly 
stops feeling virtual. One place leads to 
another, and so the city feels like one 
contiguous space under your feet: a 
city-sized chain of interlocking settings, 
linking hell in the depths directly to the 
heavenly city at its summit, the highest 
you can get under the game’s wide sky. 

Second, and as a consequence of that 
design decision, the world of Dark Souls 
takes shape in one’s mind not just as a 
physical structure but as a metaphysical 
one. Though people tend to think of Souls 
as not really having a story (bells; lord-
vessel; great souls; flame), every aspect of 
it – every character, every setting, every 
piece of lore – is shaped by the game’s 
essential verticality. Reaching the top is 



rapturous. Going below is very much not. 
The reason why, I put it to you, is that 
Lordran is a literal manifestation of the 
Great Chain of Being. This idea, which 
had its roots in Aristotle’s taxonomy of 
the natural world and was formalized in 
medieval Christendom, is a model of the 
universe as a hierarchical structure, with 
God and his angels at the top, followed by 
humanity, then the beasts below us, and 
the plants down further still, each ac-
cording to the quality of their souls. The 
model underpins Dante’s Divine Comedy, 
and Milton’s Paradise Lost, and, tellingly, 
FromSoftware’s Bloodborne. It is why 
the hunters are driven down into beast-
hood if they don’t control their lust for 
blood, while scholars in the upper wards 
of Yharnam chase insight from the Great 
Ones, a celestial intelligence whose gifts 
break human beings’ meagre minds.

In Souls, the Chain of Being is the impe-
tus behind the design of upward-jutting 
spires in Anor Londo, or the choice to 

locate the Duke’s Archives in the moun-
tains around the city, where Seath the 
Scaleless (like Milton’s serpent) searches 
the heavens for the secret of immortal-
ity. Upwards, in this picture, is God, and 
sunlight, and men elected by heaven 
(“And those his golden beams to you here 
lent . . .” as Shakespeare said of kings). 
Downwards is corruption, and the cursed 
Witch Izalith and spiders and squalor. 
Though it is true that the “Cauldron of 
Story” from which Miyazaki spoons his 
mythology has plenty of ingredients in it 
from other traditions (Gwyn’s war with 
the dragons recalls Zeus’s war with the 
Titans in the Titanomachy, while Gwyn’s 
daughter Gwynevere presumably owes a 
debt to the Japanese Sun goddess Amat-
erasu, to take some obvious examples) 
Souls’ cosmic order is fundamentally 
Christian in nature. 

Tolkien’s own mythos is a helpful 
point of comparison here. Though Tolk-
ien, too, borrows liberally from pagan 



(i.e., non-Christian) mythologies, like 
Milton before him he melts these down 
and reforges them according to a Chris-
tian blueprint. The Silmarillion, for all its 
demigods, is Tolkien’s retelling of Gen-
esis, a story about Melkor (Satan), his re-
bellion (the original sin) and the resulting 
loss of Paradise. The world of The Lord of 
the Rings is located east of this Eden. The 
Men in it are a shadow of the splendor 
of their progenitors. The Shire is settled 
among the ribs of a fallen civilization. 
The Elves are wasting away. Tolkien was 
often accused of escapism, but this is its 
opposite. Indeed, “middle-earth” got its 
name, after the “Middle English middle-
erde (or erthe),” precisely because it was 
our world: a world, as Tolkien saw it, that 
was bookended by the “Fall” and “Re-
demption” of Man.

Lordran, too, is Fallen, in the real sense 
of the word. In New Londo, where the un-
dead still prostrate themselves in hope-
less genuflection, the Four Kings were 
corrupted by their desire for the knowl-
edge secreted somewhere in the abyss. 

The Witch Izalith, in her Promethean at-
tempt to kindle a second Flame, created 
instead the Flame of Chaos and birthed 
demons into the world. Gwyn the usurp-
er, destroyer of dragons, now faces the 
fading of the Age of Fire, heralded by 
the arrival of the player, a human be-
ing, on his grand stage. The metaphysics 
that unifies and governs Souls’ storytell-
ing may be lofty, it may be a fantasy, but 
it matters and it resonates because it is, 
ultimately, a story about our world and 
our nature. Everything about the game 
emphasizes humanity’s place within 
this cosmic drama. The player’s quest is 
vague. Every time they die on their jour-
ney, they fall a little more, growing ever 
hollower, until either they “restore their 
humanity” (an in-game mechanic, as well 
as a metaphor for the controller-holder’s 
effort of will), or they give up. You either 
find a reason to keep going or you lose 
what little light you have left in you. 

The difference between Souls and 
Rings is that the games, despite their set-
ting, are clearly not about the specifics 



of Christian theology (a belief in Jesus, 
cheeks and neighbors, and so on). Tolk-
ien kept explicit reference to his own Ca-
tholicism out of his work (though there 
were hints of it, such as the fellowship 
setting out from Rivendell on December 
25th), but Rings’ ultimate point, accord-
ing to Tolkien himself, was always “fun-
damentally religious and Catholic”: it is a 
story about the sunlit side of fallenness, 
about the weak and meek upholding 
goodness against the forces of evil, about 
hope as an antidote to despair. Souls’ 
world is certainly replete with churches 
and miracles. As Jason Killingsworth puts 
it in You Died: The Dark Souls Compan-
ion, the game’s central image of a sword 
thrust point-down into a bonfire looks 
eerily like “the silhouette of a cross.” Yet 
it is revealing that if the player strikes 
the sun goddess at the top of the upper-
most cathedral, all the lights go out. In 
Lordran the city of god on earth is literal-
ly an illusion, as if “some non-Christian,” 
as Tolkien once put it, alluded to “some 
Christian belief which did not in fact 
move him at all.” There is no equivalent 

of Valinor in Miyazaki’s universe. Heaven 
is empty, and all the corpses are here. 

Japan was never converted. Indeed, 
part of the justification of sakoku, the 
isolationist policy enacted in Japan in 
the seventeenth century, was to keep 
Christianity out of the country. As Father 
Valentine puts it in Shusaku Endo’s The 
Samurai, “of all the people in the world 
the Japanese are the least receptive to 
our religion.” Who, in a spartan culture, 
could worship “this man on the crucifix”: 
a starving, broken “prisoner,” an image of 
weakness and death?

In Dark Souls you may play as a corpse, 
but there is no “eucatastrophe,” no “sud-
den joyous turn” which Tolkien believed 
was the defining feature of fairy-stories 
(and, therefore, of Christianity itself). 
Here, instead, is a Christianity stripped 
of its certain foundation. Perhaps, as 
Endo suggests, when Christian ideas are 
bottled and sent across the ocean they 
necessarily tear and warp on the way. But 
it is Dark Souls’ failure as a Western fan-
tasy that is also its profound success. So 
many people have tried to subvert Tolk-



ien by bastardising his established ideas 
(evil Elves or the realpolitik of kingship). 
Souls’ subversion comes from a place of 
greater understanding. It shares Tolk-
ien’s Fall, but not his hope for a better 
ending. Its world is Tolkien’s world seen 
through the veil of its theology. Its world, 
in other words, is exactly like our own. 
In Miyazaki’s middle-earth we are all of 
us undead already. There will be no good 
news. Hold onto your humanity if you 
can, in your cold, dying hands. 

* * *

The genesis of Miyazaki’s art is well 
known. As Keza MacDonald recounts in 
You Died, Miyazaki spent his “teen years 
reading fantasy novels in English,” but 
“because of the language barrier, much 
of these stories remained mysterious to 
him: he was left to fill in the blanks with 
his own imagination.” You could not ask 
for a better summary of Dark Souls’ de-
sign. 

The story reminds me of Lafcadio 
Hearn, the Greek-Irish man who was 
largely responsible for inventing the 
West’s idea of Meiji Japan, yet who him-
self had only one eye. Perhaps it is only 

with a broken vision that one sees what 
unhindered vision doesn’t. The middle-
earth that Miyazaki has built between 
Japan and the West is a land in which, 
as Endo put it in Silence, the “sapling of 
Christianity” is bound to “rot.” But in the 
mulch, it grows in turn its own wonder-
ful species. 

In recent years, Western artists have 
begun to plant their own seeds in that 
soil. The Game Kitchen’s Blasphemous is a 
“Souls-like” Catholic nightmare set in the 
acrid shadows of Inquisition-era Spain. 
Team Cherry’s Hollow Knight makes a 
mythos out of a molehill. Ska Studio’s 
Salt and Sanctuary is about salt, and sanc-
tuary. The best examples of this new 
genre understand that a combat system, 
on its own, does not a Souls game make. 
But neither does a hollow mythology. 
The upcoming collaboration between 
Miyazaki and George R. R. Martin is so 
exciting, to me, because they understand 
this. Both men made their names in mid-
dle-earth, and in Elden Ring they’re com-
ing back to its shores to tell a new story. 
I can’t wait to see where FromSoftware 
take me next. Wherever it is, I know that 
it will be uniquely theirs, and uniquely 
Japanese, and it will feel like home. U



GIVE ME LIFE
By David W. Carstens

FUCK PLOT



In modernist writer Henry Green’s 
(in)famous novel Party Going, noth-

ing happens. Well, that’s not quite true. 
Stuff happens – people eat, drink, sleep 
and, well, go to a few parties – but the 
events that take place over the course of 
the novel have little- to-no connection to 
one another. What I mean is this: Party 
Going has no plot. In fact, it lacks plot so 
aggressively that it has become the mea-
suring stick by which all other plotless 
works of fiction are compared. None of 
this is to say that the novel is nonsense 
– it has characters and events and ideas 
and feeling – it’s just to say that, when 
you’re done reading the book (and I do 
recommend that you read it), you’re go-
ing to have a real hard time explaining 
the story to your friends (that is, in any 
other way than saying, as I have, “noth-
ing happens”). 

The past year has been an odd year 
for the idea of plot, hasn’t it? Pause for 
a moment and think about it. Has your 
life (over the past twelve months in par-

ticular), been defined by plot the same 
way that, say, 2018’s Horizon Zero Dawn 
is defined by plot. Was it defined by plot 
the same way that a TV show has been 
defined by plot? Sure, one could call 
(and many, many mediocre writers have 
called) 2020 the “season finale” of the 
past decade of life, but how much of that 
proverbial decade long plot have you ac-
tually lived? 

Unless you are the President of the 
United States, some form of COVID first 
responder, or some other particularly 
news-adjacent profession, you haven’t 
really lived the plot of the past twelve 
months. You’ve watched it transpire, 
sure, but most of the story of your life 
does not, contrary the fictional lives we 
read/watch/play through in our free 
time, consist of large, easily defined, 
story-shaking events that one would 
normally associate with the idea of plot. 
Instead, your life (and my life, and the 
lives of nearly every single human being 
on the small, lonely rock we call home) 



consists of small interactions with ob-
jects and people and places which, almost 
always, have no particular relationship 
to one another. Wake up, make breakfast, 
kiss the husband goodbye before you go 
to work, learn about Bitcoin (against your 
will) from Trevor in IT at lunch time, go 
home, call your mom, order a pizza, eat, 
sleep repeat. In short, the human life is 
essentially plotless. 

But we love plot, don’t we? At least, we 
think we do. These days we sure do con-
sume a lot of it. Even nature documenta-
ries have to try to string the presentation 
of their subjects together in such a way 
that resembles the contemporary concep-
tion of a well-plotted story. Videogames, 
and maybe contemporary games in par-
ticular, absolutely adore plot. If you write 
a good enough videogame story, with 
dramatic plot contrivances and beautiful 
character arcs, etc., you’ll win game of the 
year and sell a million copies and every-
one in games media will discourse about 
that sweet, precious plot for years to 
come. Hell, even when critics feel like crit-
icizing the plots of games (type ludonarra-

tive dissonance into your search engine of 
choice and you’ll see what I mean) they 
still largely center the discussion of the 
interaction between gameplay and story 
around the important events of the plot 
and how they interact with the standard 
gameplay loops of the story, etc., etc. This 
makes some sense, given that games are 
more-often-than-not consumed as a form 
of pseudo-solipsistic entertainment/es-
capism, and – as a core tenant of the genre 
– consist almost entirely of interactivity 
and action. 

All of this is to say that in Square Enix’s 
epic 2016 entry in into the storied Final 
Fantasy franchise, Final Fantasy XV, essen-
tially nothing happens – and it is for exactly 
this reason that Final Fantasy XV is so damn 
good. While the newest (at time of writing 
– not counting remakes) entry in the Final 
Fantasy series doesn’t divert as radically as 
one could from the traditional Final Fanta-
sy fare (i.e., global stakes, transcendent ro-
mance, war, betrayal, etc.), when one plays 
FFXV, it feels as though, this time, none of 
that over-the-top franchise-defining gran-
deur matters much at all. 



From the beginning of the game, FFXV 
seems to actively go out of its way to es-
tablish a set of themes that are not only 
largely unrelated to the global plot of the 
game, but that – in many ways – exist al-
most in complete opposition to the world 
around them. That is – Final Fantasy XV 
is not actually about any of its grand plot 
at all, so much so that one might actu-
ally say that the plot is not, in fact, FFXV’s 
story at all. Rather than being a plotted 
story about the invasion of the Kingdom 
of Lucis by the Empire of Nilfheim (two 
names that feel far more ridiculous to me 
now that I’ve had to write them down), 
instead it is a story that is almost solely 
about its themes and its relationships 
– Final Fantasy XV is, at its core, a story 
about friendship. 

A game being about friendship is noth-
ing particularly new, except – in this case 
– it is. Put another way, what makes FFXV 
special (and makes its plot entirely unim-
portant) is a matter of what that narra-
tive is focused on. 

Take Mass Effect 2, for example; Mass 
Effect 2 is a roleplaying game that deals 

heavily with character relationships, but 
it is primarily a game about the invasion 
of the Reapers, and secondarily a game 
about friendship and character relation-
ships. Final Fantasy XV is a game about 
friendship and character relationships, 
and any-and-all plot is completely inci-
dental. 

Take the very beginning of the game. 
The first major thing you do in Final Fan-
tasy XV is push a broken-down car down 
an empty desert road with some friends, 
while listening to both Bill Withers 1972 
classic “Lean On Me” and the bantering/
bickering of your three closest friends 
(the ridiculously named Gladiolus, Ignis 
and Prompto – or, as my editor suggested 
they should be called: Larry, Moe and 
Curly). 

This car, which you will eventually 
lose, regain and honestly spend the vast 
majority of the game simply sitting in, 
is effectively the narrative crux of the 
game itself. 

FFXV has almost as much in common 
with American Truck Simulator as it has 
with previous entries in its seemingly 



immortal franchise. More interestingly, 
you don’t even actually drive the car 
(well, you can drive the car – but only re-
ally at certain points), you usually sit in 
the back seat and look out the window 
and make small talk with your friends 
about photography, or food, or music, or 
landmarks you pass along the way. 

And it’s in those quiet moments in the 
car, where the main characters of the 
game simply exist around one another, 
without conflict between them or re-
ally even conflict around them, that Final 
Fantasy XV showcases the beautiful po-
tential of plotless videogames. Your day-
in-day-out interactions with Mass Effect 
2 involve shooting aliens, and the conver-
sations and quiet moments are entirely 
unimportant within those moments of 
shooting and plot progressing. In FFXV, 
your primary interactions with the game 
serve to advance the themes and the 
message of the game, at the expense of 
the plot. (As it turns out, it’s hard to care 
about the invasion of a country when you 
have the choice to, instead, go on a road 
trip with the boys). 

This article, transparently, posits that 
this lack of focus on plot is, in fact, good, 
and that it is refreshing, and maybe even 
necessary, and that maybe a few more 
narrative videogames could do with a 
shift toward narrative without plot. 

One of the tropes (and criticisms) of 
Western plotless literature is its focus on 
the plotless lives of the uber-privileged – 
a trap, which Final Fantasy XV certainly 
falls into. However, while telling stories 
of incredibly wealthy, listless men has 
been the primary – historically speak-
ing – preoccupation of most plotless art, 
it is not the way that plotlessness can be 
constructed. 

In her essay “Plotlessness: Soviet Cin-
ema, Socialist Realism, and Nonclassical 
Storytelling,” academic Maria Belodu-
brovskaya writes (on socialist realism/
plotlessness) that “[the] investment in 
theme over storytelling . . . was a distinc-
tive feature of Soviet cinema.” The Soviet 
regime viewed plot and story as potential 
distractions that would detract from the 
importance of a work by stealing away 
the attention of the viewer from what 



was important – the thematic content of 
the work and the ideas therein. 

If FFXV serves to reflect the plotless-
ness that comes with immense privi-
lege, then Rockstar Games’ Red Dead Re-
demption 2 is about the plotlessness that 
comes from the absolute emptiness (and 
beauty) of the frontier. In a way, one 
wishes the plot of Red Dead Redemption 
2 would fade away, leaving you to live 
with its characters and with its world, 
content simply to fall in love with the 
(tragic) end of the American Frontier. 

The most common criticism (especial-
ly if you don’t count all the public moral 
out- rage over the Grand Theft Auto se-
ries) of Rockstar Games is that, for all 
their high fidelity, beautiful, “open-
ended” design, their mission structures 
are comically, frustratingly linear – if 
you so much as think about taking one 
goddamn step out of line, you’ll get 
whacked with the now infamous “mis-
sion failed” screen, which coincidentally 
flies in complete opposition to the core 
gameplay loop of their signature open-
world games, which emphasizes – in a 
word – freedom. 

In Rockstar’s most recent, largest re-
lease Red Dead Redemption 2, they fail, 
predictably, to find a way to bridge the 
gap between their ultra-linear mission 
design and the feeling of their otherwise 
completely freeing, untamed, beauti-
ful world design. Red Dead Redemption 
2, like Final Fantasy XV has a grand plot 
with relationships and betrayal and all-
that-jazz, but – perhaps even more so 
than FFXV – it doesn’t seem to matter all 

that much to the feeling and the themes 
of the game. 

While partaking in well-choreo-
graphed train heists as Arthur Morgan 
is plenty of  fun, the true beauty of Red 
Dead Redemption 2 comes in the slow, 
deliberate carving of bullets alone by 
the campfire, and in the silent tracking 
of a bear through the forest, and in the 
cleaning of said bear after you take him 
down with a bow and arrow, and in the 
quiet selling of that bear’s hide in the 
nearby town, and – perhaps most of all – 
in those silent, solemn horse rides back 
to camp, with the blood of your recent 
kill still soaked into your coat, where 
you sit back and think about the events 
of your virtual day and take in the beau-
ty of the nature around you (a nature 
which you just – in part – destroyed). 

The ultra linear missions in Red Dead 
Redemption 2 might fly in the face of its 
thematic content, but those quiet, plot-
less moments of contemplation abso-
lutely embody the tragic freedom the 
game wants oh-so-badly to express. 

All told, you come out of these two 
games wishing (and, if you’re me, wish-
ing desperately) that the games had just 
up-and-ditched their linear missions 
and forced storytelling and instead al-
lowed you to live in their worlds, with 
their characters and the stories and 
themes that come out of the mundani-
ties that come with, well, life. U



CUTE ‘EM UP
By Ben Sailer



Post-apocalyptic tales are often dour and dark. They typically 
invoke images of square-jawed space marines and rag-tag 

renegades scraping for survival in the ruins of late-capitalist society. 
What else could life after the end of the world be like? The more real-
world news headlines sound like dystopian science fiction, it’s easy 
to see how these cliches endure. It’s interesting to peer into alternate 
histories and fantastical futures that show us how the world could 
have been and warn us about what it might become.  

Such subject matter doesn’t lend itself to sunshine and rainbows, but 
even so, it’s all become more than a bit predictable. Surely there must 
be room to explore a different kind of story about the annihilation of 
life on Earth, one where more than cliched character archetypes can 
survive and disaster doesn’t deprive the planet of color.

Enter Forza Polpo, a forthcoming “first-person cute ‘em up” from 
Monte Gallo that turns those tired tropes on their head. Set in a 
visually vibrant Tokyo following a cataclysmic catastrophe, the game 
is a highly stylized indie shooter that places players at the controls of a 
laser-equipped delivery drone. At first glance, it looks and sounds like 
a sentimental love letter to early 3D game design and 1990’s anime, 
packed full of fast action and bright neon lights. It’s immediately 
attention-grabbing, if not revolutionary.

Yet Forza Polpo is about much more than what initially meets the 
eye. Beneath the surface, it reveals itself to be an ode to Japan’s lost 
decade of economic stagnation, a journey to find the meaning of life 
after civilization collapses and a digital space to confront fears and 
anxieties through interactive play. It’s passion project in the truest 
sense, one that may be equally therapeutic for its creator and its 
audience alike.

“Recently I received a message from a guy that told me his problems 
and said to me, ‘I would like to live in Forza Polpo’s world where 
everything is colorful and full of sounds while listening to good 

This series of articles is made pos-
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music,’” Monte Gallo founder and solo developer Cristiano Orlando 
Graziani says. He later continues, “Forza Polpo mainly originates from 
my love of flying and my fear of heights. I have always been afraid of 
heights and have always loved videogames that help me to face my 
fear.”

Before games, Graziani worked in cinema and VFX, where he 
learned how to use Unreal Engine to create virtual film sets and 
VR environments. Thanks to the toolset’s approachable learning 
curve, he felt confident using it to pursue his interest in videogame 
development, and to bring his vision for Forza Polpo to fruition. 
Impressively it’s his first game project ever, and when asked about his 
game design background, he humorously responds, “There is none!”

“I have to say a huge thank you to Epic,” Graziani says. “It’s only 
because of their user-friendly engine that I can realize this project.”

As a designer, world-builder, and storyteller, Graziani draws 
inspiration from diverse influences, ranging from Bubble Bobble 
designer Fukio Mitsuji to director Takeshi Kitano’s 1999 film Kikujuro 
(each of which have hidden tributes scattered somewhere in the 
game’s world). He’s also inspired by 90’s era Studio Ghibli movies, 
vaporwave, city pop (a form of Japanese pop music popularized in the 
1980’s).

Gameplay-wise, his two most obvious reference points here are 
the early PlayStation-era cult classic Jumping Flash! and the beloved 
SNES flight simulator Pilotwings. Forza Polpo’s vaguely rabbit-like 
robot protagonist Polpo and vertical first-person platforming borrow 



heavily from the former, while its gliding mechanics are derived from 
the latter. He also cites classic arcade shooters like Twin Bee, Phantasy 
Zone and Parodious as influences, bringing their quick-twitch old-
school action into three-dimensional space.

Forza Polpo’s story starts in the year 199X (an apparent allusion to a 
generic year in the 1990s) when a mad scientist named Dr. Prometheus 
invents something called “pink energy.” This discovery causes an 
explosion that destroys 99.9% of the planet and its population. All 
that’s left behind is a static world where time has become frozen and 
floating slabs of shattered ground are suspended in space, perfectly 
placed for hopping from one to another. Somehow, this doesn’t seem 
like a coincidence.

Players assume the role of a homebound child piloting Polpo via 
remote-control. They’re humanity’s last hope for survival, and in 
order to emerge victorious, they’ll have to defeat an army of enemy 
bots while collecting cubes that unlock memories about what 
happened at the time of the accident. It’s not all work and no play 
though. Polpo can pick up souvenirs to decorate the pilot’s bedroom 
and utilize kiosks to play music or obtain useful powerups (if he can 
find any that are functional).

Crushing evil and saving the world seem like tall tasks for a young 
child and their airborne robotic rabbit friend. Fortunately, a friendly 
video dispatcher named Mey provides the pair with important 
information before each mission. She plays a vital role in ensuring 
the duo’s success and it’s crucial to listen to what she says. The price 



for failure is literally the end of life on the planet (or, at least, what 
little is left of it).

The stakes are high, but if it’s any consolation, the remains of a 
ruined Earth have never looked more inviting. Forza Polpo’s Tokyo is 
full of blue skies and warm hues even amid heated firefights, and its 
pastel palette is a far cry from the urban decay one might expect from 
a metropolis torn asunder. While Graziani doesn’t cite the series as an 
influence in our exchange, Katamari Damacy’s lighthearted look feels 
like a suitable comparison. 

Yet there are also visual cues which serve as reminders that this 
world has indeed been devastated. Vacant storefronts and stalled cars 
offer subtle signs that, for billions of people, life ended suddenly and 
without warning. A photorealistic take on the same circumstances 
would look considerably more like The Last of Us than, say, Wattam. 
The juxtaposition between its cheerful tone and end of the world 
setting is intentionally subversive and rooted in the understanding 
that Earth could potentially persist without people.

“Mainly, I was inspired by nature, which manages to remain 
beautiful despite what happens in humanity,” Graziani says. “I’ve 
always found it obvious, and in some ways easy, to combine a dark 
and violent design with an apocalyptic scenario.”

One could be forgiven for assuming Forza Polpo is meant to be a 
nostalgic nod to a bygone era and nothing more, both in terms of 
appearances and gameplay. However, Graziani makes it clear the game 
is meant for contemporary audiences. While it’s fully immersed in the 



sights and sounds of the 80’s and 90’s, he says players can expect a 
polished experience with modern mechanics that was made for 2021.

For starters, consider how Polpo gets around the game’s 
environments, which are both filled with danger and short on useful 
resources. Since Polpo’s battery and weapons both drain the same 
energy source, players will have to carefully choose between fight 
and flight. Graziani says finding the right balance is key to success and 
feels this is one of the most innovative elements of the game. 

Graziani has also spent significant time tweaking Polpo’s physics 
to make them as realistic as possible. While he’s a fictional rodent-
esque robot, his design was informed by the development of real-
world FPV (first-person view) drones. Due to his small stature, he’s 
susceptible to strong wind gusts, collisions with power lines and other 
environmental obstacles that will need to be avoided. This forces 
players to think strategically about how they move around each level, 
and thoughtless run-and-gun shooter tactics won’t go far here.

As a solo developer working on their debut title with only occasional 
outside help from freelance collaborators, Graziani says getting that 
difficulty balanced appropriately has been challenging. However, 
he’s making it a priority to produce a playable beta, which should 
help iron out difficulty spikes before shipping the full release later 
this year. While Forza Polpo lacks a firm release date, Graziani’s neo-
Nineties take on post-endtimes survivalism should arrive on digital 
storefronts sometime in 2021.



 “Of course, right now I’m the best Forza Polpo player of the world,” 
Graziani says, laughing. “My priority is to have an internal beta 
build, which will be the basis for the rest, including, I hope, future 
conversions for the console market. I’m considering a Kickstarter or 
Early Access on Steam.”

What’s waiting at the conclusion of Polpo and his pilot’s journey will 
remain a mystery until later this year. However, there’s a message at 
the beginning of the game that hints at Graziani’s vision for what he’d 
like players to take away from their experience. Like much of the rest 
of Forza Polpo, it’s something that seems like a contradiction of terms, 
but makes perfect sense within the context of its own subversive 
optimism.

“Bringing a bit of carefreeness into the lives of the players would 
be something that would make me very happy,” Graziani says. “A 
key element of Forza Polpo is the quote at the beginning of the game: 
‘Only the weak can be brave.’ That is what I would like to pass. That it’s 
possible to face life with courage and to follow our dreams regardless 
of our supposed weakness.”

* * *

Learn more about Forza Polpo at the official site. U

https://www.forzapolpo.com/
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