
Machinima comes of age

 

Until recently, only a select few knew of Machinima – the creative art of using videogames to make high-quality animation quickly and cheaply. It might be a shock to some, but 2006 marked the tenth anniversary of this burgeoning artform.
 

Nowadays you can go anywhere, ask, ‘Who’s heard of Red vs. Blue?’ and a whole bunch of people of different ages and conditions will nod blissfully. Invariably though, someone will also grumble: ‘Is that Machinima? I love what those guys do, but it works because of good comedy writing – not because they use videogames.’ I couldn’t agree more, but there is something distinctive about the fact that Rooster Teeth – the producers of Red vs. Blue – opted to use game technology for their show. Yes, the episodes would still be funny and effective if they were made with homemade marionettes. And if they still touched on such varied subjects with unparalleled wittiness, they’d still appeal to a wide range of viewers. But there’s something uniquely comedic about dropping über-macho, emotionless soldiers from Halo – recognised by millions of gamers worldwide – into a completely incongruous environment. Using a videogame engine helps the producers turn around each episode quickly and affordably, keeping things topical, but it also plays with a particular public mindset. And this cultural and emotional connection with games-literate audiences is quite exclusive to Machinima.
 

Having collaborated with Rooster Teeth over the past year, I’ve been able to witness first-hand what professional, funny and capable individuals they are. It’s not a surprise to see how much they’ve deservedly achieved since they started three years ago. Not many can claim to have done for this movement what they have – quite simply, helped Machinima break into the mainstream. 2006 was the tenth anniversary of the first official Machinima production: Diary of a Camper. Plenty has happened over this decade – the artform has blossomed from an amateur technique, explored timidly by gamers, into one of the most exciting, flexible and innovative animation production methods around. Practically every game on the market has been translated into Machinima by someone.
 

 Quick and affordable animation production in real time – with no rendering time – is the most obvious perk. Not only is Machinima a dynamic user-generated content tool, but it’s also widely accessible. All you need is a game; the rest comes as standard with any modern computer. There are other benefits. In-game characters, scenarios and objects are infinitely re-usable, so once you’ve created them it’s all play and no work. It’s also ideal for pre-visualising scenes – it’s said that George Lucas has abandoned the storyboarding process for good. Why bother if you can act out a script with your own purpose-built games, at no extra cost?

 

 Members of the worldwide Machinima community also pride themselves on the mutual support they offer, sharing content and readily swapping hints and tips on production and distribution issues. Indeed in terms of online distribution and global networking, Machinimators have been ahead of their time. Without valuable creative input from the web’s modding and demoscene communities, many shorts wouldn’t be possible. And pioneering the creative use of videogames servers, many shorts are developed by gamers in remote locations. In-game avatars can be used to conduct digital performances directed, edited and distributed by someone who’s never met them in real life.

 

Broadcasters are coming to accept Machinima as a viable production method. And over the last two years, Machinima-focused events have graced festivals from London to New York, Stuttgart to Singapore. Further evidence of the artform’s maturity is that sub-genres are cropping up all the time: now we have Second Life-based Machinima, Machinima performed live, experimental Machinima, auteur Machinima, political Machinima – don’t miss An Unfair War, Charles de Menezes or An Inconvenient Truth – and the list goes on.
 

 Of course, there’s an inevitable side-effect of having such a diverse creative movement open to all. Dive into the stack of shows on offer to find some decent work and you’ll find considerably more quantity than quality. That’s what happens when thousands of teenagers throw their short movies into archives to show off their gaming ability, rather than creating a cinematic experience. But at least they’re trying. Machinima is at a crucial point in its development as a serious form of production. Great artists like Friedrich Krischner and Jon Lippincott are now having a go. We have an array of dedicated sites, an assortment of approachable and enthusiastic ‘moral’ leaders like Paul Marino, Frank Dellario and Hugh Hancock, and new and exciting tools such as Second Life, iClone and Movie Sandbox.
 

 The future used to be that Machinima would become accepted by mainstream media. That’s now happened. As a creative tool it’s mutating all the time, challenging those who want to pigeonhole it as an amateur hobby by engaging new audiences and becoming a serious option for professional animation producers to consider.

 

Hopefully Machinima will become increasingly interactive on the back of developing technologies like MoCap, and begin to fuse with live music and traditional performance. VJs in particular seem to have found a natural ally, and digital performances within game server spaces will soon present new and exhilarating opportunities for both content creation and audience participation.

 

 Audiences and traditional media have embraced what Machinima is about. Now it’s time for games companies to follow suit and see this growing global community as one of the many new ways to connect with consumers, get the most from their Intellectual Property and engage with other media across the board.
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