The State of Play in Game Preservation

[Proposed panel session for the 2009 DiGRA conference, Brunel, UK]

This panel will provide a series of papers detailing current efforts and research being carried out into the preservation of digital games. Situated within the wider extensive efforts being made internationally to prevent the massive 
loss of digital artifacts, which represent an important part of our cultural history, the preservation of games is a critically important exercise. Academics, archivists, historians, hobbyists and private collectors are all engaged in the process of ensuring that games remain accessible for study and play for future generations and there are substantial issues to be overcome in succeeding  in this enterprise. These issues will be contextualised and the importance of game preservation to researchers and teachers will be made clear, alongside the explanation of current efforts and their contributions to this process.

The panel will include the white paper detailing the major issues surrounding game preservation created by the International Game Developers Association Game Preservation SIG.  It focuses particularly on the role the games industry can play in helping to prevent widespread artifact and data loss. This broad introduction will be followed by papers giving details of two current projects which address games preservation.

The National Videogame Archive will introduce their work and their specific points of interest in relation to preservation. Central to this is understanding cultural attitudes towards preservation and a holistic approach to the problem, which widens out from simply preserving artifacts to include player response, intepretative data and tackling the issue to displaying media head-on. 

The KEEP [Keeping Emulation Environments Portable] project will discuss the specific problems of data retention and will provide an overview of the general emulation architecture which they are creating. This will make a case for preservation strategies based on emulation. They will argue this is foundational for ensuring the viability of game studies as a field, not just within the study of the history of games, but as a critical feature of all games research and education. 

The final paper will present an exploratory study of attitudes to game preservation. It will argue that game preservation has an important role to play given the UK's position as one of the key international sites of game development. It will provide an analysis of interviews conducted with academics working on games and digital preservation (within the context of a wider study of developers, academics, archivists and historians) to illustrate current trends and atittudes towards games preservation in the UK.

Before It's Too Late: A Digital Game Preservation White Paper

Armstrong, A., Donahue, R., Lowood, H., McAllister, K., Monnens, D., Ruggill, J. & Vowell, Z.

[IGDA Game Preservation SIG]

The Game Preservation Special Interest Group [SIG] was founded in 2004, only five years ago. Even in that short time, however, interest in the preservation of digital games and virtual worlds has intensified remarkably. Today, cultural institutions such as universities, libraries and museums have begun to collect, display, and make available artifacts of game culture, and opportunities for the practical or critical study of game content and technology are increasing rapidly. Game studies, a field that barely existed ten years ago, now boasts of annual conferences, journals, and organizations dedicated to it.

All of these developments are fine and good.  In this white paper, however, we address a threat not just to academic game studies and the historical appreciation of game culture, but also to game developers and the industry itself: the potential disappearance of original game content and intellectual property through media decay, obsolescence and loss.  

Videogames are in dire need of preservation. Every year, thousands of games move one step closer to oblivion as a result of the same threats to longevity that affect all digital media: bit rot and obsolescence. Digital media have a shockingly short life span due to the natural decay of the original materials and the rapid obsolescence of older media forms, as well as the failure and obsolescence of the hardware necessary to play them. Many digital games that are only a few decades old are already at-risk and require immediate preservation attention. Libraries and archives around the world have only just begun to pay serious attention to digital games, yet they already face the immediate problem of working together to preserve them.  If no concerted action is taken to save the games before they are lost forever, we will have lost the foundation of our industry's history. It will not be enough simply to hand the problem over to libraries and archives that are beginning to collect digital games – these  repositories lack the expertise and funding to solve the many problems of digital preservation. They will also need industry to help, because preservation methods are further complicated through current business practices of digital rights and distribution. 

In short, thousands of videogames are on their last life. Once they reach that final Game Over screen, we will not get a replay.

This paper will provide an overview of the state of play of game preservation: describing the specific issues surrounding the task, making the case for its importance for developers and researchers as well as a wider public, and detailing the aspirations and efforts made by the SIG group to contribute to its solution. There is particular focus upon the role of industry within this process and the benefits to both industry, research and education in ensuring that historical games are protected from obsolescence and disappearance. 

Make Videogames History.

Newman, J. & Simons, I. 

[The National Videogame Archive/Centre for Contemporary Play at Nottingham Trent University]

Make Videogames History charts the development of The National Videogame Archive and details the issues, challenges and opportunities that the project presents for the games industry, the gameplaying public, the culture and heritage industries and game studies academics alike.

The session begins by exploring the motivations for the project and outlines the terms and value of the partnership between Nottingham Trent University’s Centre for Contemporary Play and The National Media Museum.

In explaining our rationale, we focus on ‘supersession’ and draw attention to the discourse of technological progress and obsolescence that sees the attentions of gamers fixed on the imminent future rather than the past and present. In a marketing space where the best game is always the next game and in which old titles slip from retailers’ and marketers’ radars into the bargain bucket of obscurity, we argue that videogames are denied the cultural heritage that film, music, television and literature enjoy. It is trivial to buy old movies, classic albums, cult TV boxets and great novels but how can we play old games? Downloading a zip of 10,000 ROMs from bittorrent is one possibility, but where can we legitimately buy them? Why do old games become ‘retro’ curiosities rather than valued classics and masterpieces?

We move on to demonstrate the ways we approach the archiving and preservation of videogames and gaming culture. This means treating videogames as more than just code; more than just rule sets and systems. In trying also to document the meanings of games to players, we are interested in capturing emotional responses as well the objects, hardware and software. This entails recognising and reording the ways in which games are played and played with - from cosplay to superplay, from sequence breaking to speedrunning. By working through a range of case studies illustrated through rich audiovisual materials, we demonstrate the wide-ranging mission of The NVA.

Of course, there is no point in collecting objects and compiling histories unless they can be show to people. In the final part of the session, we examine the challenges of interpretation, exhibition and display posed by videogames. How can we  exhibit these often complex, branching narratives that require considerable investment of time to master in gallery and exhibition spaces and to adept and non-adept audiences. We expose the uses and limitations of emulation as archival and interpretative tools and showcase some of the innovative projects we have initiated such as the ‘Director’s Commentaries’ series that premiered in 2008 at the GameCityThree Festival. In offering deep insights into the production and reception of games, these projects highlight the value of the NVA not only as a means of affording videogames the increased cultural currency they deserve but also as a practical design resource - a collection to learn about games and game design with.

We conclude with a discussion of the ‘Save the Videogame’ campaign that seeks to raise awareness of the vulnerability of our digital, playable heritage and encourage the audience to pledge their support to the cause. Make Videogames History.

KEEP:  The Keeping Emulation Environments Portable project and its role in international game preservation.

Anderson, D., Ciuffreda, A.,  Delve, J., Lange, A., & Pinchbeck, D.

[KEEP FP7 Project Consortium]

There are two major means of preserving digital artifacts past the obsolescence of their initial means of engagement. The first is migration – the data in the objects is transferred to a contemporary platform to extend their life. Inherent in this approach is a commitment to re-migration each time the new platform is rendered obsolete. This involves repeated exposure to the risk of data loss and corruption during each migration which over the long term may be though of as having a probability approaching one. The alternative is emulation – the recreation of the original platform supporting the object using a technology that is itself available for emulation. The original data of the object is maintained, reducing the risk of corruption or loss and increasing the future proofing of the specific artifact itself.

KEEP is a European Framework 7 project, which will create a general emulation architecture for the preservation of digital objects across an inclusive spectrum. The project focuses on digital games as the first major media type. This builds upon the substantial efforts already being made by the game community through emulator projects such as MAME and MESS, but provides a robust and modular central architecture for these, and other platform-specific emulators to plug into. Alongside this, an emulation metadata system building on current standards such as PREMIS and Dublin Core is being developed which will deal specifically with games and draw on current descriptive work found on sites like MobyGames.

This paper will discuss the principles of emulation metadata in the digital games context and the importance of the contribution this work will make to the field of game studies. The benefits of game preservation, and an accessible emulation structure for historical and obsolete games to researchers and educators working within the field of games will be detailed, and the obstacles facing game studies without proper access to original artifacts and operable emulated versions of these artifacts explored
. 

Are digital games “something with a history worth preserving and a culture worth studying”

Barwick, J.

[Department of Information Science, Loughborough University]

It is now 50 years since the development of the first computer game but despite the proliferation of digital games in our society - with an industry which is flourishing and an average of 9 games sold every second of every day in 2007
, it seems that these products are not as valued as the products of other cultural industries, such as film and television, and they are being excluded from the preservation of our digital heritage.  Certainly, while there is a growing scholarly interest in digital games, they have received little attention in the academic literature on digital preservation.  Although it is true that the preservation of digital games is beginning to receive some attention: projects in the US and small-scale initiatives by enthusiasts are evidence of this; there has been little academic research into the perceived value of digital games and their preservation has been widely overlooked by UK institutions, despite the UK’s status as the fourth largest games producer in the world. 

This gap in the literature and the limited research into the preservation of games justified an exploratory study into perceptions towards digital games and the implications of these for preservation.  This recent study undertaken into the cultural significance of digital games will form the basis of this conference paper.  The paper will include an introduction to the specific research questions and aims and objectives of the study; a discussion of the methodology used and an overview of the most recent research findings.  

The specific aims of the study were to consider the cultural and historical significance of digital games; to compare perceptions towards them and the implications of these for their preservation. It was intended that the study would answer the question, “are digital games considered something worthy of study and do they have a history worth preserving?”   Investigating the relationship of games to culture; reviewing current preservation activities and drawing conclusions about the value of digital games and the significance of their preservation were the study’s objectives.  A qualitative approach was taken and through interviews with key stakeholders, including academics, game developers and representatives from memory institutions, a clearer picture of attitudes towards digital games and opinions on the need for preservation of these cultural products has been established.  

This paper will focus on the interviews undertaken with people in the academic community.  It will highlight that the growing academic interest in digital games is being hindered by a lack of research collections to support historical study.  Researchers acknowledge that the study of digital games is a relatively new discipline and that outside academia, there is still little understanding of their cultural significance.  However, they recognise the importance of protecting games as part of our digital heritage to ensure that future generations are able to understand the development of a valuable aspect of our social history.  In other words, this research has underlined that games are considered a culture worth studying and something in need of preserving.

�	 Chaplin, H., 2007. Is that just some game? No, it’s a cultural artefact. New York Times, March 12 2007
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�A little hyperbolic perhaps.


�THIS SOUNDS LIKE AN AWFUL LOT OF WORK FOR A SINGLE PAPER!





