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Chapter 1 ‐ Introduction
Over the past forty years, video games have evolved alongside technology. What
originally began with simple black and white vectors created for entertainment has turned
into an original storytelling device that allows a player to become a part of, and control,
another world.
The earliest games, such as Pong (Atari, 1972), did not contain much of a story.
Story in video games began through their advertising – such as with Pac‐Man (Namco,
1980) and Star Wars (Atari, 1983). With Pac‐Man, the characters were brought to life
through a backstory used in advertisements. The company even went so far as to produce
an animated TV show based upon the game. Star Wars, on another hand, was based off of
the popular trilogy and gave players the opportunity to step into the universe and try their
hand at defeating the Death Star in an epic space battle. These sorts of games didn’t contain
complex stories in themselves, but stories were developed around them.
Fast‐forward a few years. In between 1983 and 1984, the video game market
became so saturated with games of low quality, due to hardware limitations at the time,
with generally the same end goal – to win – that upon the release of the video game version
of E.T. the Extra‐Terrestrial (Atari, 1982), consumers took a step back and the video game
industry plummeted and crashed. If games were to come back, something needed to change.
Nintendo, at the time, was a Japanese trading card company. They developed a
product in 1985 called the “Nintendo Entertainment System,” otherwise known as the NES.
Along with this, they realized that players wanted a goal other than to win the game – they
introduced the concept of “do this because you’re trying to save someone.” (Video Games:
The Movie. Dir. Jeremy Snead. Variance Films. 2014. Documentary.)
For the NES, they released the first versions of games such as Super Mario Bros
(Nintendo, 1985) where the player had to hop along bricks and rescue the princess, and The
Legend of Zelda (Nintendo, 1986) where the player was set up as the protagonist, Link, and
had to rescue not only the princess Zelda but also the land of Hyrule from the evil
antagonist, Ganon. Nintendo began creating and building worlds inside their games, not just
as separate add‐ons or extraneous stories.
With game storylines and graphics continuing to develop, they began to look more
and more like interactive films. A short time ago, I came across an article on
nofilmschool.com written by Robert Hardy entitled “Do Cinematographers have a Future in
the Video Game Industry?” With where technology is currently at, and with where it is

headed, cinema and gaming have become parallels – the player or audience can easily
understand and observe how one has influenced the other.
As per the Director of Studies, Film, and Television in Kingston University, London,
Will Brooker writes in his article about videogames and the cinematic:
“Mark J. P. Wolf finds a parallel between the scrolling of Defender
(Williams Electronics, 1982) and the panning in Edwin S. Porter’s Life of an
American Fireman (1903) and Cecil Hepworth’s A Day with the Gypsies
(1906), while D. W. Griffith’s cuts between adjacent spaces match the cuts
between neighboring rooms in Atari’s Adventure (1978).
If these overlaps between the evolution of spatial storytelling in early
(1900s) cinema and early (1970s) gaming were the result of technological
limitations – in both causes, a static “camera” – by the mid‐90s the process
had become one of deliberate emulation…
…Capcom’s Resident Evil games of 1997 – 1999 fit Wolf’s theory of a
parallel evolution between cinematic and game grammar by forcing the
player to work within fixed camera angles, linked through the conventions
of classical continuity editing…
…the “bullet time” of Max Payne, inspired by John Woo through The
Matrix, the Saving Private Ryan (Steven Spielberg, 1998) simulation in
Medal of Honor: Allied Assault (EA, 2002), and the slow‐motion stunt
replays in GTA: San Andreas (Rockstar, 2004), which recall a range of
sources from Bullitt (Peter Yates, 1968) to Terminator 2 (James Cameron,
1991)…that games continue to simulate mediated experience is
underscored by the way they digitally recreate the view through a camera
lens, rather than the human eye.”

The answer to the article is an overwhelming yes – cinematographers and their
unique understanding of visual storytelling do indeed have a future in the video game
industry.
The purpose of this paper is to explore how cinematography can be used in video
games. We will take a brief look at the language of visual storytelling, then dive into the two
ways visual storytelling is used in games – the cinematic and the gameplay – and explore
how cinematic techniques are used to enhance these stories.

Chapter 2 – Visual Storytelling
Visual storytelling is telling a story through images instead of words. It’s showing
the story points by using camera angles, lighting, things the audience member sees from
shot to shot to move the story forward.
Even though video games are created and exist in a computer generated (CG) world,
the same rules of cinematography apply, and cinematographers today are beginning to
recognize that. Early last year the first cinematographer with an entire body of CG work was
inducted to the American Society of Cinematographers – Sharon Calahan. She has
cinematography credits on features from animation giant Pixar such as Finding Nemo (Dir.
Andrew Stanton and Lee Unkrich. Pixar. 2003. Feature.), Toy Story 2 (Dir. John Lasseter.
Pixar. 1999. Feature.) , and A Bug’s Life (Dir. John Lasseter. Pixar. 1998. Feature.). This is a
huge step that shows the role of a cinematographer has continued to evolve over the years
and the role of a cinematographer is useful in the CG realm.
Since the same visual storytelling mechanics apply in the CG world, let’s take a brief
look at what visual storytelling is and how it is used in both films and video games.

Objective vs. Subjective
We’ll start by explaining the difference between objective and subjective, as I will
use these terms often. Objective refers to the mindset of an outsider looking in. Shots that
are described as objective are best related to as someone watching the action taking place.
The viewer in objective shots is looking at the scene as an outsider. Subjective shots are
shots that bring the viewer closer to the characters and often times help the viewer
understand what a character is thinking or feeling. Subjective shots allow you to see into the
mind of the character and empathize with them.

Shot Length
Visual storytellers tend to begin by deciding their shot lengths and how close or far
they want to be from the characters. There are many to choose from, but the most basic are
the following:
The Extreme Close‐Up, or ECU, is used to increase drama or tension and to offer a
new view to something you wouldn’t see otherwise. ECUs tend to be memorable shots – the
fingers of a student typing away at a keyboard furiously, a hand tightening its grip on a gun,

a face twitching so slightly from a wound. These shots are used for the audience to feel a
connection to the characters and have sympathy for whatever they are going through. Being
as close as it is, ECUs create an extremely intimate space which reveals small story details
such as the hurt a character may feel, the stress a character may be under, the fear a
character may be experiencing. These tend to be moments of increased emotion as well.
The Close‐Up, or CU, is a shot used for cut‐ins and for showing emotion. In CUs, the
viewer is better able to see character’s expressions than in a medium or a wide. The
viewer’s eyes focus on the character’s faces in focus and is still able to sympathize with
them. This is also another intimate shot because the shot is focused on just the subject and
everything around them seems to fade out. Typically, in real‐life, we never tend to get this
close to a person unless you are familiar with them.
A Medium Shot is used for both dialogue and the interaction of characters. In these
shots, which tend to be from either the waist or knees up, you are able to see a character’s
facial expressions in relation to their body language. These shots also tend to be used in
Over‐The‐Shoulder shots where there is another character slightly in frame in the
foreground (this tends to be the character that is talking to the one we are focused on.)
The Wide Shot is one where the viewer is able to see the entire body of a character.
In this shot, there is a lack of detail and intimacy since it is a more objective shot. It helps
establish where the character is in relation to their surroundings and allows the audience to
observe body language. Wide shots establish a sense of place and location for the entirety of
the scene, so you will usually see this shot nearer to the beginning or end of a scene. This
shot can also be called a Long Shot or a Full Shot.
The Extreme Wide Shot, or EWS, is an establishing shot that shows the viewer or
audience where the action is taking place. It allows a view of the scenery and the world.
There tends to be very little detail as the world is massive. This is also a useful shot for
spread out action.

Camera Angles
Camera angles are the next choice a visual storyteller needs to make. Depending on
the angle that is chosen, different things can be said about a character without a single line
of dialogue. Let’s take a look:

The Low Angle, or Worm’s Eye, is used to make a character or object seem larger,
stronger, and more powerful than they are. It is also meant to spark fear in the viewer, as
the subject feels more aggressive than with other angles.
The High Angle is the opposite of the Low Angle. It shows a character as weak and
powerless and makes the subject seem smaller. The Bird’s Eye angle is a more extreme high
angle, and tends to be from directly overhead of the subject.
The Eye Level is at the level of the characters. Eye Level angles are the most
common as they are a neutral shot. They provide a seamless transition to other shots to
help the edit move along more cohesively.

Camera Movement
Finally, the last bit of our section is a brief overview of camera movements. These
will be simple definitions for those unfamiliar with them:

• Pan ‐ The camera stays in one place and looks from side to side, either left to right
or right to left.
• Tilt – The camera stays in place and looks up and down.
• Dolly – The camera physically moves closer to or away from subject.
• Boom – The camera physically moves higher up away from the floor or lower
down closer to the floor.
• Hand‐Held – The camera feels like a person is holding the camera.
• Zoom – The camera stays in place but the subject either becomes larger or smaller
in frame.

Chapter 3 ‐ Cut Scenes/Cinematics
When you look at cut scenes, otherwise known as cinematics, the player has
a moment to stop controlling the world to learn new, important information
pertaining to the story. This keeps the player engaged, interested, and connected to
what is going on in the game. The easiest way to explain cut scenes is to think of an
animated movie where between scenes the player is able to control their character
and interact with the world around them.
Manipulating a player’s emotion to cause them to feel empathy and connect
to their character and the story is done through both cinematics and gameplay, both
of which are equally important because neither one plays a role larger than the
other. Most commonly, our filmic techniques are used in the cinematics video
games.
Early cinematics added a “gloss and shine” to the game to draw players in.
They pushed their graphics in a way that gameplay graphics couldn’t, which led to
disconnection between the two. As processing power and technology evolved, the
integration between the cinematics and gameplay became better and better to the
point where sometimes the gameplay looks just as incredible as the cinematics and
the player has a difficult time realizing where cinematics end and gameplay begins.
There are two types of cinematics – opening and in game. Opening cinematics
tend to have better graphics to help hook the player into the world of the game. In‐
game cinematics have graphics more similar to the gameplay itself to help keep the
player connected to the game.

Opening Cinematics

Opening cinematics are the first taste a player has to their new world. These
serve as an introduction and set the mood and the tone for the story they are about
to experience.
Kingdom Hearts II (Square Enix, 2005) is a fun and interesting game because
it combines the worlds of Disney with the world of role‐play game (RPG) giant, Final
Fantasy. Kingdom Hearts II is the third installment in the Kingdom Hearts series
where the hero, Sora, goes on a quest to find his lost friends and has to team up with
Donald and Goofy to save different Disney‐inspired worlds. This game gives a
different look to the classic 2D animated Disney characters and allows the player to
explore what were 2D worlds in a 3D environment.
Kingdom Hearts II has a four and a half minute long opening cinematic. Not
only is the quality beautiful, but also the cinematic is pieced together like a music
video with a constantly moving camera, which keeps the viewer engaged as it
cleverly feeds them story elements by visually giving you all of the backstory you
need to help the viewer understand who the good guys and bad guys are through
cinematic techniques.
This cinematic also does a great job of setting the mood for the game – fun
and somewhat nostalgic as the player, controlling Sora, travels from world to world
to save each one from darkness. Throughout the journey, you team up with various
other Disney characters and fight with them against the villains of the worlds ‐
working with Mulan to fend off Shan‐Yu and save all of China, jumping into the
Underworld to fight Hades as Hercules is stuck in combat with the Hydra. It also
hones in on the major theme of the game: the power of friendship, light, and good
and how the three will always triumph over darkness and evil.

[Example – Square Enix’s “Kingdom Hearts II” opening cinematic]

Shots and lighting in this opening cinematic are designed with these bits of
detail in mind. The cinematic begins with soft lighting coming from the sunset on a
beach with more muted and washed out colors like that of an old photograph. In the
first scene of the cinematic, the shots are classically composed with very subtle
camera movement. The mood in these first few shots is calm and serene.

[Example – Square Enix’s “Kingdom Hearts II” opening cinematic]

In the subsequent scenes, the action kicks in. The camera picks up speed and
motion and the lighting becomes harsher. Colors also become more vibrant and in
your face. This action gives a sense of caution and danger, as everything moves from
the bright, soft sunset to the darkness as the hero, Sora, is separated from his two
friends. These shots are not only helpful in telling the story of the previous games,

but also keep your attention with their clever design, which directs your eyes
around the scenes.

[Example – Square Enix’s “Kingdom Hearts II” opening cinematic]

The director of these cinematics has a good understanding of shot design as
seen in the example above. The camera movement in this shot begins on a close up
of Sora’s face, then dollies and pans to behind his head to create an over‐the‐
shoulder as we look at a girl. What makes this shot clever is the movement and
framing – the movement causes your eyes to move from screen right to screen left,
and the framing here at the end forces your eyes to look at the bottom left of screen
which happens to not only be the brightest thing in the scene, but also what is in
focus. In one quick sweep, you see what Sora is looking at along with his reaction.

[Example – Square Enix’s “Kingdom Hearts II” opening cinematic]

This final scene in the cinematic continues to play with your emotions.
Because of the lighting in this location, the viewer feels lost and disconnected. This
is also introducing a new character – Roxas, the one that the player will begin the
game controlling as they make sense of things in the prologue. This shot in
particular, a bird’s eye view that shows this powerless character, along with the soft
blue light makes the viewer feel the loneliness, confusion, and isolation of this
character. Through the course of the prologue, these questions are slowly answered
and provide a hooking opening to a rollercoaster adventure.

In‐Game Cinematics

In‐game cinematics continue to feed the player story points through short
movie‐like segments. In‐game cinematics break up the gameplay, giving the players
a moment to relax and watch and recalibrate before diving into the next big battle.
The shots in in‐game cinematics also give players a new look or view to the world
around them in the game. These types of cinematics can give an overview of a new
location, show conversation between characters, and give you hints to where you
need to journey to next. Sometimes they also introduce new enemies or bosses in
better detail than you would be able to see during gameplay. In‐game cinematic also
provide dramatic story points that cannot be told through the gameplay as you need
to see the main character’s faces and emotions during moments where their back
would otherwise be towards the viewer.
On the more technical side, in‐game cinematics are rendered in real‐time
using the in‐game graphics engine. Because of this, the in‐game cinematics more
closely resemble their gameplay counterparts and provide a more consistent
experience. It also helps keep the player in the game by keeping the graphics
integrated and coherent instead of pulling the player out of the game.

[Example – Bungie’s “Destiny” in game cinematic]

Destiny (Bungie, 2014) is a futuristic space RPG where you create your own
character, called a Guardian, who serves as the hero of the story. Bungie developed
an entire alternate universe from our own where mankind colonized the solar
system but collapsed which wiped out almost everyone. The Guardians the players
create serve as survivors of the collapse and must work with other Guardians
through online cooperative play to travel to different planets and defeat threatening
aliens, keeping them from destroying the human race.
In this shot, one of the first in‐game cinematics of Destiny, the player
stumbles upon their first ship, asking the little machine companion “Will it fly?” It
does, which allows the Guardian to escape the dangerous area they are in and over
to the safety of The Last City, which acts as the center of operations and home base
for the remainder of the game.
This sort of third person, over‐the‐shoulder reveal of the ship contrasts to
the first person camera the player experiences as they play through the game
(which we’ll get to shortly). But because we are pulled out into an objective, third
person view for these cinematics, simple shots feel more intense and dramatic
because we are shifting the way the story is being told.
These types of in‐game cinematics provide a more creative and engaging way
of giving bits of information that could otherwise be learned through reading or a
line of a non‐player character’s dialogue and helps to better visually tell the story.

Chapter 4 ‐ The In‐Game Camera
Along with story growth in games, creating more complex worlds and
adventures over the course of time, the gameplay camera has also evolved. Back
when games first began, the camera was omniscient and stayed static in a birds’ eye
view above the gameplay, like our original game Pong. Again, as graphics evolved
and opened the door to new possibilities, video game creators were able to further
delve into their computer generated worlds. The playable space first began moving
with the character, as with the control of the character of Mario in Super Mario
Bros., or Link from the original Legend of Zelda. As processing systems continued to
evolve, you also began to see worlds in a three dimensional space, as seen in Metal
Gear Solid (Konami, 1998) and even get down in to explore the three dimensional
space, like in Resident Evil (Capcom, 1996).
As technology continued to evolve, so did the space the player was able to
explore in video games. To keep up with that evolution, new technology was created
to give players a better experience. That is to say, the technology continued to
influence the art and the art influenced the technology.
To help players with their adventures in the CG worlds, the gameplay camera
contains a heads‐up display (HUD) that helps the player by showing them
information vital to their gameplay – such as health bars, ammo count, maps, menus,
and more. This usually takes over the corners of the screen to give players quick
access to this information while still giving them as much space as possible to pay
attention to the action of their characters.
Gameplay today tends to have one of two points of view: Third Person or
First Person Shooter. Let’s take a look at where each one originated and what their
purpose is in present‐day games.

Third Person Shooter

[Example – Square Enix’s “Kingdom Hearts II” gameplay]

In Third Person perspective, the player is able to view their character on the
screen. This was the original view with a Bird’s Eye in the earliest video games. As
the games evolved, players were handed control of the camera. As a default, the
camera in Third Person tends to sit directly behind the character and automatically
keeps the character around the center of the screen. With the control a player is
given, they can also “look” all around the character, but when the player moves the
character, the camera returns to its original position to give the player the best view
of the direction they are traveling in.
Third Person is used more often for role‐playing game (RPG) type games,
such as the “Final Fantasy” and “Kingdom Hearts” series from Square Enix, or
Electronic Arts’ “Dragon Age” series. This sort of view gives the player an easier way
to observe the world around their character and works well for battles, as the player
is able to see in all directions around their character if they so choose.

[Example – Sony’s “The Order: 1886” gameplay]

Almost always, cut scenes are told in third person due to their movie‐like
elements. With that, playing games in third person also add a cinematic aspect to the
game as well. The Order: 1886 (Sony, 2015) pushes that boundary between film and
cinematic video game with its seamless integration of cut scenes and gameplay. In
the example above, gameplay from The Order: 1886, it looks like it could be a still
taken out of an animated film. The composition of where the character stands (off
camera left), the realistic feel of the imperfect camera lens (complete with a slight
vignette), and the soft lighting of the sun shrouded by the clouds all weave together
to give the player the feeling that they are playing a movie.
The Order: 1886 also plays with a device called the Rule of Thirds – a basic
photographic technique used to create more interesting compositions than keeping
an object or person in the center of the frame. By using this sort of framing, the
game developer is able to have the player look around a character in order to see
what he or she wants them to see.
The Third Person camera has the player take a step back – they are not the
character, but they are controlling the character. Third Person leaves the player
with a more movie‐like experience than First Person because the player is observing
the world and they are not inside of it.

First Person Shooter

[Example –id Software’s “Doom”, gameplay]

First Person Shooter, typically abbreviated to FPS, is the view where you are
viewing the world through the eyes of the character you are playing as – literally.
This type of gameplay proves a sort of immersion and interaction with the game
that you rarely tend to see in movies. In cinema, this type of shot is called a “Point of
View”, as it’s the view of the character.
The first notable use of this in a popular game is in Doom (id Software, 1993).
In this game, the player is set in a base on Mars and has to defeat demons emerging
from Hell in order to keep them from attacking Earth. The main character is never
given a name because, as said in an interview with the directors of the game, the
main character is supposed to be you to make it feel like you are more immersed in
the game.
Today, FPS games such as Destiny and Halo (Bungie, 2001) have evolved
visually from the blocky graphics of the past. Now, there feels to be a reality in the
worlds created for players to explore as if they were standing there themselves.

[Example – 343 Industry’s “Halo 4” gameplay]

For instance, in Halo 4 (343 Industry, 2012) the player experiences
interactive lighting as they look around the screen. Staring directly at a light creates
a blinding lens flare, the same as if you had a camera in your hands and were looking
at it in person. This light also gives off a washed‐out feel to the atmosphere as it
interacts with the world around it. This interactivity to the lighting in the game
world draws the player more into the game and makes a player feel like they have
more control over the world as the lens flares move depending on the player’s
movements.
Another interesting aspect of present day FPS lighting is how the game
directors point you in the direction to go. Since FPS games tend to be shooting
games, the player gets a little overview, courtesy of the HUD, on the screen that
shows the player where enemies are and where their destination lies. Along with
this, there tends to be small lighting cues sprinkled throughout the part of the game
they are playing.

[Example – Bungie’s “Destiny” gameplay]

For example, in this part of a mission in Destiny, the player must travel
through an abandoned building littered with hallways and enemies. To figure out
the right hallway to follow, simple lighting cues such as a change in light color or a
brighter light illuminating an entrance or exit are used to draw a player’s attention
to want to go investigate that part of the frame or world.
This is also a great place to mention how much depth has been sewn into
present‐day video games by introducing the concept of light sources. One can tell
the difference between the ambient light of Doom and how flat and shadowless that
three dimensional world feels compared to the worlds of Destiny or Halo 4 where
lights come from many sources and cast shadows that help add to and create both a
feeling and mood for the setting of the game. For instance, in Destiny some of the
hallways are so dark that the character takes out a flashlight and that is the player’s
only source of light as they are surrounded by pitch‐black darkness.

[Example – Bungie’s “Destiny” gameplay]

This kind of lighting is also a key technique used in horror games. The
darkness and limited sources of light sets the creepy, disturbing mood necessary to
keep the player engaged and interested, not to mention extremely tense at the edge
of their seat, in what may be waiting around the corner. The lack of light is used to
control the player – showing them where they may and may not go. It also adds a
play on psychology, as the natural human reaction is to want to move closer to the
light and be wary of the darkness.

Chapter 5 – The Conclusion
We have taken a look at many different elements that show how video games
are medium that tell stories visually. We have seen examples of how, in many ways,
video games have evolved to mimic animated movies with interactive elements.
Between shot design and lighting, everything a live action cinematographer
does is seen in any medium that uses visual storytelling. The key role of a
cinematographer is to be able to manipulate a viewer into not just looking to a
certain place on the screen but to also feel a certain way, whether they are scared or
happy, sad or angry. Video games provide an entire world in which they are able to
explore and use their skills to do so.
As games have evolved, their stories have become more complicated and
complex due to the ability to provide more interesting ways of storytelling. Video
games have allowed players to interact and control a virtual world in a way that
they are unable to do so in reality. People connect with the characters they play
because of the clever way video games are designed to suck the player in.
The difference between video games and film is that video games provide
players with a choice. Although the choice may ultimately end in the same
destination, the journey to the destination is different for each player.
With where technology is heading, or where it has already headed,
cinematographers with knowledge of the virtual world are a step ahead because
they are able to play with lights and camera placement without the restrictions put
upon them in real life. Movies such as “Interstellar” and “Gravity” prove that a
cinematographer’s work is just as important on the virtual side as it is in the
practical, real world.
I hope that cinematographers will be able to understand that their work
applies to computer generated worlds, and that their authentic knowledge of visual
storytelling can help continue to make the worlds of video games evolve and
develop into an even more incredible storytelling device.
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