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If you’ve played Uncharted 3, you’ve no doubt compared it to Nathan
Drake’s previous adventures. With series, that’s what we do, whether it’s
measuring Jedi against Empire or Weekend At Bernie’s II to the original
comedy epic about a pair of young men and their corpse-related scrapes.
Naughty Dog’s new game stands up to its predecessor on many counts –
and exceeds it in others – but in pushing Drake’s love interests to the
background it feels like it drops the ball. Uncharted 2 didn’t invent the
concept of a love triangle in a videogame, but the fidelity of its characters,
and the quality of the performances behind them, gave certain sequences
a helping of crackle and fizz previously unseen in this context. It feels like
the Drake/Sullivan origin element of the third game is intended to provide
an emotional backbone, but it comes off as slight in comparison.

Uncharted 3 may retain the female characters of the second game, but
Naughty Dog appears to have run out of things to do with them. It’s
illustrative of videogames as a whole. We’re still waiting to see how the
latest reinvention of Lara Croft pans out, but even if 2012’s Tomb Raider is
a hit, it’s unlikely to be a catalyst, leading to a run of female-centred
games storming the charts. It didn’t happen the first time around, after all.

All of which makes the existence of BioShock Infinite’s Elizabeth all the
more invigorating. Not because she’s capable of outrunning rolling
boulders or because she’s a convincingly rendered love interest, but
because she’s at the fore of the game’s fiction, and without her in place
the moment-to-moment experience would be entirely different. Developer
Irrational Games is investing an extraordinary amount of time and effort in
the appearance, actions and dialogue of this non-player character – and
within the framework of what is fundamentally an FPS, the most masculine
of all game genres. Naturally, though, she’s only part of the BioShock
Infinite story. Our deeper dig into the game begins on p76.
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The difficult journey across
gaming’s gender divide
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If infinite space means infinite profit, then CCP Games, developer of

Eve Online 1 , should have been raking it in. Instead, it’s faced a

user uprising that threatened the carefully built society and economy

of the game. On p10, it tells its side of the story. Meanwhile Frontier’s

David Braben 2 addresses Microsoft’s Kinect push, explaining on

p12 why he thinks it could benefit the core gaming sector. And so to

a perennial question: are games art? Yes, says Dutch art dealer

Cook & Becker 3 , which will sell you gaming-inspired prints to

utterly shame your collection of Master Chief posters. We talk to its

founder, who’s aiming his company’s wares at the high-end art

market, on p14. Charity SpecialEffect 4 is focused on neglected

markets, too, as it helps gamers with disabilities to play more easily.

Its director tells us how on p16. Amanita Design, the Czech studio

noted for its Samorost and Machinarium point-and-click adventures,

has a new game in the works, Botanicula 5 , which we showcase

on p18. Among p20’s Soundbytes, Sony is revealed as the crazy

uncle of game publishing, while the political sympathies of PopCap’s

chief game designer are pitched somewhere to the left of Ken

Livingstone’s. Finally, in My Favourite Game, TV presenter, writer and

comedian Alex Zane 6 expounds on his love for Amiga-age

classics such as Civilization, Monkey Island and Speedball 2.
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From the Arab Spring to the ongoing
Occupy Wall Street movement, this

has been a year of citizen unrest. It’s
even happened, albeit on a smaller
scale, in Eve Online. June’s Incarna
expansion failed to deliver on its
promises of new content and launched
with a virtual item store featuring a $70
monocle: a leaked internal memo
revealed developer CCP Games was
mulling over going a step further by
selling gameplay advantages through
microtransactions. There were in-game
protests, thousands threatened to cancel
their subscriptions, and the chairman of
the player-elected Council Of Stellar
Management (CSM) accused CCP of
being “hell-bent on
running Eve Online into
the ground”. Strong
words from a man
backed by legions of
Dreadnoughts and Titans.

In October, a humbled
CEO Hilmar Petursson
took the blame, admitting
neglecting the eight-year-
old MMOG as he eyed
growth elsewhere. Since then, 20
per cent of CCP staff has been laid
off, with the company refocusing
and promising never to repeat its
mistakes. What went wrong?

“I think it came in a hundred
different meetings over a long period
of time where we continued to try to
accomplish too many things at once,”
says Ned Coker, CCP’s head of PR and
social media. The studio was working
on expanding the Eve universe with
Dust 514 (see E209), a multiplatform
MMOFPS where events in-game affect
Eve, and vice versa. Then there was the
vampire MMOG World Of Darkness

What happens when your MMOG’s most loyal
customers revolt, and take their spaceships with them?

based on Vampire: The Masquerade.
There was a growing feeling that
CCP was happy to rake in subscriber
cash and use it to fund new projects
rather than reinvest it in Eve. The
botched release of Incarna was the
tipping point.

With the community up in arms, Eve
summoned the CSM to its Reykjavik
headquarters for an emergency
meeting. “The atmosphere was pretty
tense,” Coker says. “They had very
clear mandates from their constituents,
which mirrored a lot of their own
concerns. It’s a testament to the work
both they and previous CSMs had
done over the years that the summit

went as well as it did.
The CSM stuck to their
guns and did the players
proud.” An uneasy
peace was reached.

It didn’t last. Before
long CSM chairman
Alexander ‘The Mittani’
Gianturco had slammed
CCP’s “folly and neglect”
in an impassioned,

thousand-word online diatribe.
Subscriber numbers tailed off, though
Eve has maintained the yearly growth
it has enjoyed since its inception in
2003: its userbase is bigger than
the country in which it is developed.
“We’ve slowed a bit since the summer,”
Coker admits, “[but] I wouldn’t say
losing subscribers was the worst part:
in pursuit of our long-term goals, we
started to see people who love Eve as
much as we do become disheartened.
To see people passionately plead with
us to change direction, or simply give
up on Eve… that was the worst part.”

It’s a tired meme, but Eve Online is

serious business. Literally. Its in-game
economy is worth tens of millions per
year. In first giving players immense
freedom then, through the CSM,
significant power in a democratic
society, CCP has created something
unprecedented – no mere MMOG
or social network, but a society. Its
implications for the wider industry are
enormous: its missteps in virtual item
sales, community management, and
running a game as a service will make
stark reading for traditional publishers
and developers who are presently
trying to adapt to new business models.

It’s a case study in how not to do it,
a cautionary tale that CCP could have
done with itself. “I wish there was a
manual,” Coker says. “It would have
saved us a lot of sleepless nights,
intense arguments and tough decisions.
[Yet] we are glad there weren’t preset
best practices as I don’t think anyone
could abide a cookie-cutter mould.
Going back in time, I think you’d be
hard pressed to find Hilmar or any CCP
employee wishing we hadn’t spent
more time communicating more often,
and more openly, with our players.”

World Of Darkness has suffered a
staffing cut as a result of the studio’s
new focus on Eve. The rebuilding
effort begins with an expansion this
winter – “our first step back to the
Eve and CCP of old,” Coker says –
but more importantly CCP now
appreciates just how distinctive,
how precious, its creation is.
“There are so many real-world
parallels with social systems in Eve
that it boggles the mind,” Coker says.
“Eve is a true virtual society. It’s an
amazing, amazing game.” n

There was a
feeling that CCP
was happy to
rake in subscriber
cash and use it to
fund new projects

Trouble in paradise

MEA CULPA
Here’s an extract
from CEO Hilmar
Petursson’s open
letter to the Eve
community, posted
on October 5: “The
estrangement from
CCP that many of you
have been feeling of
late is my fault, and
for that I am truly
sorry. My zeal for
pushing Eve to her
true potential made
me lose sight of doing
the simple things
right. I was impatient
when I should have
been cautious, defiant
when I should have
been conciliatory,
and arrogant when I
should have been
humble. You have
spoken, loudly and
clearly, with your
words and with your
actions. I was wrong,
and I admit it.”
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