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Machinima Fictions: A Do-it-yourself Practice to Produce 
Animated Movies from Videogames

Ricardo Cedeño Montaña
Universidad Nacional de Colombia, Colombia
 rcedenom@unal.edu.co
http://www.pktweb.com

ABSTRACT

The mixture of playing videogames and producing movies has produced a new kind of moving image, a hybrid that, in the underground realm of 
videogames, has silently lured thousands to enter its territories. In the late 1990s, devoted players started to use videogame software for movie 
production. Their activity molded a narrative medium called ‘machinima’. Two recent productions are discussed to describe the various facets 
of this phenomenon in order to present the features that make up machinima and how it is relevant to popular culture.

KEYWORDS: machinima, videogames, hybrid, real-time, do-it-yourself (DIY).

Machine + Cinema = Machinima

Machinima is a narrative medium that originated among ama-
teur film makers and fans of first-person shooter videogames 
(FPS), like Quake®. Two of the most dominant media formats 
meet in this phenomenon: videogames and digital movies. The 
Academy of Machinima Arts & Sciences (AMAS) describes ma-
chinima as “... animated filmmaking within a real-time virtual 
3D environment” (Marino, 2004, 1). Additionally, machinima 
is also the term used to name these movies. As a practice, 
machinima fuses three distinct activities: playing videogames, 
animating marionettes, and producing movies. As a movie, 
machinima is a hybrid that combines the visual conventions of 
traditional cinema with videogame imagery.

The etymological roots of this word, coined in 1999 by Hugh 
Hancock and Anthony Bailey, comes from the fusion of two 
words: machine and cinema (Hancock, 2007, 12). Machine 
stands for game engine, the environment used to produce the 
movies. Cinema refers to its motion picture qualities. Thus, 
machinima is portrayed as a technique to produce 3D anima-
tion by simulating real-world film making within a videogame. 
The videogame becomes a production environment similar to 
a movie studio, and film making means shooting sequences 
without editing or compositing.

These movies are hybrid artifacts that combine a variety of 
media techniques, styles, and languages on a tangled surface. 
According to Lev Manovich, the moving image has recently 
suffered an imperceptible shift to the permanent combination, 
within the cinematic frame, of different sources like photogra-
phy, typography, 3D computer graphics, animation, and live-
action footage. This has resulted in a hybrid visual language 
that has become commonplace in visual communication (Ma-
novich, 2007). Hybrids are possible thanks to the digital space 
for composition that permits the almost endless superimposi-
tion and combination of different media within a single frame.

The hybrid language consists of two levels. First, it is the result 
of a single composition that openly combines any number of 
source materials, treating them as blocks of data. Second, it 
implies the combination of the techniques, working methods, 
and ways of expression of each of the media combined, like a 
rain algorithm applied to animate letters or a videogame char-
acter being animated by puppetry techniques. The superficial 
layer shows the visual, whereas the layer underneath presents 
the procedures. 

The visual aesthetics of machinima might appear unpolished 
when compared to the aesthetics of contemporary experimen-
tal or mainstream industry movies. Nevertheless, the hybrid 
language is presented not only on its surface but also through 
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the combination of different media techniques employed to 
produce these movies. Usually, a machinima is produced using 
a set of customized characters acting in a videogame scenario 
combined with different types of images including game play, 
photography, and illustration. Although the final movie is as-
sembled using an editing software, the scenes are shot within 
a videogame in real-time. In machinima, the game engine ac-
quires, simultaneously, the characteristics of a shooting and 
compositional space in which pre-built 3D objects, characters, 
and other media are used as assets. Characters are brought 
to life by techniques similar to puppetry, and the otherwise 
subjective camera of a FPS acquires the characteristics of an 
objective movie camera.

In machinima, moving images are not composed of a combi-
nation of several layers; rather, they are the result of incorpo-
rating the logic of live-action film shooting with that used to 
play FPS. The game engine provides objects, lights, physics, 
characters, and sets. As the game engine has simulated and 
transformed the logic of puppetry and movie production into 
variable entities, the combination of media materials in ma-
chinima occurs in the 3D game space and not in the realm of 
digital video compositing. Consequently, the videogame be-
comes a source environment with plenty of ready-made assets 
useful in building virtual scenarios.

Marionettes in Real-time

The projection turns on. The screen is filled with a shapeless 
character, a gaseous figure lacking any apparent structure (Fig. 
1). In A Puppet Play, 2007, by Friedrich Kirschner, marionettes 
and sets are porous surfaces whose dot-painted aspect makes 
impossible to locate the bounds of characters or scenarios. 
The aspect of its mise en scène hampers the recognition of the 
videogame in the movie and leads to a confusion of this work 
with traditional animation.

A Puppet Play is a live performance machinima. Like other art-
ists, Kirschner has built his own set of tools and devices to create 
moving images (La Ferla, 2009, 69). His tools work on top of Un-
real Tournament™ 2004, extending the capabilities of the game 
editor into the creation, modification, and real-time animation of 
the game assets. His central tool is called Moviesandbox (Fig. 2).

In machinima, real-time signifies direct presence, simultane-
ous exertion, and outcome. This understanding of real-time is 
similar to WYSIWYG, but applied to the production of moving 
images. Real-time is used to break away from animation and to 
liken machinima to film production by equating real-time with 
live-action shooting. The direct presence of cameras in front 
of the action and instantaneous recording of live video foot-
age are the characteristics used to create this likeness. The 
real-time approach found in machinima adds elements of im-
provisation, typical of live formats, to the production process. 
Real-time also draws machinima nearer to live performance 
forms such as theatre, Vjing, and live cinema.

At performance time, A Puppet Play resembles live cinema be-
cause all the events in the moving image construction occur 
live in front of the audience, in the real-time flow of a video 
game session. First, the puppeteers start to perform when the 
projection is on. Second, shooting and montage (choosing an 
appropriate camera view) are performed on the fly. And third, 
the moving image is immediately screened. The audience is 
aware of the three events by simultaneously watching both the 
performers and the screen. The correspondence between the 
three events is obvious because there is no compiling or ren-
dering time, just a projected moving image stream from the 
performers and the machine to the audience.

The most promising potential of machinima lies on live per-
formances because its real-time approach allows authors to 
go beyond linear narrative movies. It also allows to explore 
other territories for the moving image in combination with 
other time based expressions. Nevertheless, the majority of 
productions resemble the visual and narrative conventions of 
classical cinema found in traditional animations, and few have 
succeeded in producing appealing movies.

Figure 1. A Puppet Play at performance in Dresden, Germany, 2007

Figure 2. Movies and box interface with an Unreal Tournament™ 
2004 character
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Film Conventions in Videogame Scenarios

The current raging obsession with virtual worlds is sharply at-
tacked in The Monad, 2008, by Sam Goldwater (Fig. 3). This 
drama revolves around the alienation that people suffer in vir-
tual environments. The main character, Jg-punk, is concerned 
about the domination of virtual life over real life.

At the Machinima Film Festival 2008, The Monad won Best Cin-
ematography, Best Virtual Performance, and Best Voice Act-
ing. It was produced using the Half-Life™ 2: Source™ SDK, and 
the marionettes used in the movie are also characters in the 
videogame. The movie mimics the conventions of the classical 
narrative film form. These conventions include a simple nar-
rative, a character-centered causality, and a strong degree of 
closure (Elsaesser, 2002, 36). This mimicry allows to the direc-
tor to obscure the predominantly game-like style of machin-
ima. Goldwater employs these conventions to articulate the 
narrative through a chain of cause and effect focused mainly 
on a central character. The movie concludes when all causes 
and effects are delineated and solved, and the audience knows 
that the goals of the hero have been met.

The Monad has a shuffling time plot. This suggests that the 
modular structure—identified by the hybrid nature of the 
medium—has influenced the construction of narratives in 
machinima. Contemporary cinema contains diverse types of 
narrative devices in which the stories are mere excuses and 
what is brought to the foreground and generates pleasure is 
the intricate arrangement of time (Cubitt, 2004). Interestingly, 
most machinima pieces make no use of this kind of freedom to 
organize the time of the story on the screen; their plots usually 
follow a conspicuous, linear arrangement. Therefore, in terms 
of narrative form and complexity, The Monad remains an out-
standing example when compared to other machinima.

This machima presents contradictory behavior; it focuses on 
exposing the plot of a story that is governed by causality that 

simultaneously makes time a malleable material subdued by 
a non-diegetic principle—its  arrangement. This indicates that 
the formal level of such narratives is maturing and that ma-
chinima producers have started to experiment with complex 
narrative forms to tell more appealing stories targeting audi-
ences outside of videogame communities.

Machinima imitates other moving image media such as films 
and television. Therefore it cannot be described as innovative 
in terms of narratives or visual effects. The authentically new 
aspect of machinima is the use of game characters as mov-
ie characters. In a movie like Lara Croft: Tom Raider (2001), 
the diegetic world of the videogame is used for a live-action 
narrative movie. Instead, machinima unfolds the actual game 
characters and scenarios to feature them as movie charac-
ters. What is new the process of making the moving image by 
itself—a playful and imperfect mimicry of film language using 
video games, not its purpose.

Do-it-yourself Digital Media

Today, it seems everyone is a media producer and operator. 
The commercial upward-spiral of sophisticated, relatively 
inexpensive, and ubiquitous computing power and software 
tools has transformed the nature of mass media into a dis-
membered media complex. These media are socially-open 
environments that consumers eagerly and actively filled with 
self-made content. The act of producing is celebrated, and 
consumption is overshadowed by production. 

DIY is usually a grassroots practice that represents a complex 
response towards the excess or lack of prefabricated indus-
trial products. It is a growing movement in which consumers 
participate in the creation or modification of mass-produced 
objects. In DIY productions there is no evident intervention of 
a specialist because they are made out of one’s own initiative, 
at one’s own rhythm and in one’s own way. Machinima heralds 
the use of digital tools to generate DIY content. Employing vid-
eogame technologies, players have promulgated the DIY at-
titudes of appropriation and repurposing of media material to 
produce and transmit media contents. 

In this scenario, machinima emerged from a strong sense of 
DIY that videogames have enjoyed since their inception as a 
subculture in the development of the computer (Coleman, 
2007, 936). Machinima movies are independent and often re-
ject the products imposed by the mass media industry while at 
the same time extending the popularity of videogames. 

Videogames are popular in two senses. First, they are widely 
and massively consumed. Second, they allow players to be 
involved in activities that transform the game and generate 
meaning (e.g. producing alternative material). Machinima is 
a popular phenomenon because videogames have created so-
cial practices and opened spaces for emergent forms of ex-
pression and production (Salen, 2004).

Figure 3. Scene of The Monad (2008)
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Videogame companies are aware of the potential of such prac-
tices and have provided their cultural commodities with a new 
series of extensions (such as tools, web-sites, and competi-
tions) to serve these alternative ways of play. Player loyalty is 
increased and the product is continually refreshed (updated) 
with new and profitable opportunities. In the credits of almost 
all machinima, thanks are graciously given to the game com-
pany. This is a cyclical rather than a linear process, because 
videogames are now intentionally designed as environments 
that support the player-as-producer.

The videogame medium assimilates unforeseen uses of its 
commodities dynamically, because these practices are simul-
taneously fostered and heavily controlled. Red vs Blue: The 
Blood Gulch Chronicles, 2003, by Rooster Teeth was immedi-
ately supported by Microsoft® and Bungie® Studios to adver-
tise Halo® 3; Blizzard® Entertainment and Epic Games™ annu-
ally organize machinima contests for their games. Power and 
control are exerted through real-time regulation and assimila-
tion in a subdued way so that it seems normal and becomes 
accepted (Clarke, 1976). Machinima is a reflection of the now-
popular DIY mentality that appropriates cultural commodities 
to use them for different purposes under the assumption that 
these are free tools to generate alternative content. Machini-
ma is a derivative and amateur activity (Coleman, 2007), that 
was, too, quickly appropriated by the videogame industry.

Conclusion

Machinima attains its status as a novel form of movie produc-
tion because it is a hybrid resulting from the combination of the 
real-time puppetry using videogame assets and mimicry of the 
traditional style of narrative film. This medium might not be, 
as many of its practitioners enthusiastically claim, “the film-
making medium of the future” (Kelland, 2005, 8), but rather an 
alternative, nascent field for visual and narrative experimenta-
tion with aesthetic possibilities not yet fully explored.

Inevitably, this activity will expand commercially and the for-
mulaic contents and visual conventions of well established 

media, like cinema, will prevail over experimental proposals. 
Machinima will be challenged to resist these forces and remain 
a way to produce independent movies. It must promise fresh-
ness and irreverence as a DIY hybrid medium.
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