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Who better to begin an artistic backlash againgewit
computer games than a computer games design leetu
converting a first person shooter into a tributa ttOth
century sacred text.

The gamdJnreal is familiar to computer games fans
worldwide as one of the most prominent games ofrthre
and gun'’ genre - otherwise known as 'first per$moters'.
But here at the University of Ballarat the familsmenery |4
and backgrounds fagnreal have been re-imagined by
head lecturer Chris Nelson for an entirely differen
purpose.

"What I've done is to take a computer game - ahiesson
shooter computer game, where the main idea istt@mkhe
run around and Kill your opponents, and the pevgon
gets the most kills wins in the end. I've takeanitl
subverted it, using the game to create an interacti
artwork based on the mystical treafidee Seven Valleys
he says.

The Seven Valleys considered one of the fundamentalt(rzggs Nelson with one of the key tools of his

texts for the Baha'i faith, written in Persian le tL860s by
Baha'ullah, the founder of the faith. Today theee a
roughly 6 million followers in 200 countries.

While the project forms part of Chris' master'sréeg
there is more to why he's taken this path in higyst

"I've been a Baha'i since about 1994, #relSeven Valleys
is one of my favourite of the Baha'i writings. ussj
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worked out that way, and it's come together quid,Whe
says.

Given he's the head of a computer games desigseasr
there perhaps some degree of reaction to the nuimero
spotty adolescent males who come to his coursengsh g
design better ways to kill and maim pixellated fdoes

"I think you've put your finger on one of the m&sues in
the computer games industry at the moment. The firs
person shooter came about in about 1992, and ¢isdise
the same type of game has gone on [up to] 200 feadly
there hasn't been any change in gameplay for 1Irs pea
more. A scene from the third chapter - the Valley of
Knowledge.
"It's very hard to find anything in the games aest
doesn't involve killing. In th&even Valleythere's no
killing, the idea was really to capture the mood #re
essence of the seven vallys itself. I'm not suvglitever
become a commercial reality, but for people outdhe
interested in some other use of computer games, thi
provides a beginning perhaps,” he says.

The dominance of the hunt-and-kill ethos refledigdhe
mostly male adolescent audience is, according tesCh
Nelson, not the final word on an industry wortHibis of
dollars and considered one of the ‘'last frontfersthe
global advertising industry.

"I do try and personally expand [my students’] honis, _ _ _
and get them to see particularly the first persbriype ~ Chris Nelson opens up his new work at its
games more as really a technological creative media ©nline location.

very powerful medium at that - rather than juskiog at
the term 'game’ and the killing and shooting thetsgon.
We call them games but we can call them interactive
media or interactive entertainment and get awaw ftioe
whole idea of 'game' as such," he replies.

Nelson's work was not done from scratch - it's qusd of
the many ways people have taken the original dften
gaming companies to open up the code to the acthite
of these games to build new levels and environmémts
one case it has lead to a computer game beingeatiayb
an online sitcom Red Versus Bluein which helmeted
combatants swap oneliners instead of shrapnel. Bees
see this as a new medium for artists - taking duedor A scene from the chapter entitl&tie Valley of
games and creating entirely unrelated works Love

"Absolutely. This is exactly what needs to hapg&he] example oMachinimain Red Versus Bluea
sitcom - is a great example... artistic modificati® a growing phonemenon. Mostly that's done with
software that is supplied with the game... If yool [at the site] selectparks.net which originated
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Melbourne, there's a lot of information about aitisnodification of games," he says.

Of the bigger picture - of multinational compansegking to establish themselves inside the gamen8ec
Life, of people harvesting magical items insideimaldungeons and then selling them on eBay, Clelsadx
is has this to say:

"Are people losing touch with reality, is my questi.. [in] Second Life you can actually sell resiate in a
world that actually doesn't exist. You can actua#yt money in [these places]... | have to say [eesgem to
be escaping reality there... Having said thatait'sally interesting phenomenon and perhaps inetbearch
and philosophical community it brings up the quesbf these virtual worlds... the nature of the ldave
live in, and whether consciousness is a produtitefvorld we live in, or whether the material woidch
product of our own consciousness."

While the computer games industry stands poiseddore sort of revolution and kids clamour for a
broadband connection to enable them to vanquishvi@eldwide, Chris Nelson is happy enough to fiftdra
20 years technology has finally caught up withdnesative visions.

"l actually started studying computer science atiRbhack in 1987 because | had a passion for 3Dhycap
Little did | know at the time you couldn't actuatlp what | wanted to do at the time. Now | can d@atu
want to do,and the beauty of computer games iatoan artist such as myself a medium to useowith
having to go and pre-program everything, so iesdltas a package," he says.

"The game designers give you a nice little edibowbrk with, so you can go away and make your otff.s
| have a plan of what | want to do next for a pegjgsomething to do with Jungian archetypes within
computer games, so | think I'll be doing this peghtor the rest of my life."

Related Links:
Some of these links may be to sites outside the AB€as such the ABC has no editorial control sueh sites.

SelectParks homepage
http://www.selectparks.net/
Online portal for artists sharing and commentingadmmade from computer games

Seven Valleys homepage
http://www.thesevenvalleys.com/
Images and downloadable movies of Chris Nelsostsiilation

Wikipedia entry for the Baha'i religion
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bahai#United Nations
History, teachings and background of the Bahatjicet
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