What's in a game
Super Mario Brothers: what's the story? 
Explanation of the appeal of Mario Brothers games
	
	The Official Story
Bowser, king of the Koopas, has invaded the Mushroom Kingdom, and turned all the citizens to stone. He has kidnapped Princess Toadstool, who is the only one who can break the spell, and imprisoned her in his castle. 

Two brave brothers, the Italian-American plumbers Mario and Luigi, set out to rescue her and return peace to the Mushroom Kingdom. They explore vast unexplored spaces and encounter many strange creatures as they struggle to exert control over this strange new world and its curious resources. 

Finally, the Super Mario Brothers confront and beat Bowser and his minions in a life and death struggle. 

	Why is it appealing?
Like most Nintendo® games, the obvious 'story' of Super Mario Brothers is not what makes it fun to play. Nintendo® ads talk about interactivity not characterisation ('Nintendo® gives you the power to choose') and about atmosphere not plot ('awesome graphics'). The main feature of Nintendo® games is the constant availability of spectacular spaces (or 'worlds') to explore ('eight challenging worlds, each packed to the brim with monsters and secrets'). Its landscapes dwarf the characters that are merely vehicles for players to move through the spaces. As one player said, 'Once I'm playing, I don't really care about rescuing Princess Toadstool. What matters is staying alive long enough to get to the next level or to see what's on the next screen'. Characters are defined chiefly by the actions they can be made to perform (fighting skills, modes of transport). Plot elements of Nintendo® games (kidnapping and rescue, pursuit and capture, invasion and defence, fighting) are repeated from game to game (and over and over within a game) with little variety. Interest is maintained by the prospect of moving into the next space, mastering the next level, making a new playground in another world. 

Is there more to the story?
Games like Super Mario Brothers remind some people of sixteenth and seventeenth century stories of how European explorers 'discovered' and 'conquered' the New World (that is, the Americas). These stories include Sir Walter Raleigh's (1596) Discoverie of the Large, Rich and Beautiful Empire of Guiana and John Smith's (1608) True Relation of Such Occurrences and Accidents of Noate as Hath Hapned in Virginia. One literary critic complained that these travel journals conformed to a very predictable formula: 'We sailed, did and saw this and that, suffered and were saved or lost, made such and such encounters with savages, hungered, thirsted, and were storm worn, but some among us came home'. We know that when Shigeru Miyamoto developed the first game to feature Mario in the early 1980s he was trying to make Nintendo® popular in America. Perhaps part of the appeal of playing Nintendo® games is that it provides an experience that recreates these voyages of 'discovery' and 'conquest'. European explorers saw the Americas as an unlimited New World with infinite resources and Nintendo® games similarly offer players opportunities to discover vast new spaces for colonisation and exploitation. Nintendo® is not alone in associating computer software with voyages of discovery. For example, one advertisement for a Boston software company claims: 'Sir Francis Drake was knighted for what we do every day… The spirit of exploration is alive at The Computer Merchant'. A magazine headline reads: 'THE RUSH IS ON! COLONIZING CYBERSPACE'. So perhaps another 'story' underlies the appeal of Super Mario Brothers. Although you might be living in a very familiar, settled, regulated, highly industrialised and densely populated nation like the USA, when you play Super Mario Brothers you can explore, colonise, conquer and exploit strange and exciting new worlds-and not feel guilty about it!

Activities
These activities are to be completed with the Super Mario Brothers: what's the story? worksheet.
Do these activities in small groups. At least one member of each group should have had some experience of playing Super Mario Brothers (or one of its successors).

1. With which aspects of the above analysis of Super Mario Brothers do you agree? With which do you disagree? 

2. Some popular accounts of New World exploration include stories with superficial similarities to Super Mario Brothers-including stories of attempted rescues and a kidnapped princess. For example, Pocahontas (part of whose life history is well known from a recent Disney movie) was a princess and was kidnapped. See 'The real Pocahontas' at http://www.geocities.com/Broadway/1001/poca.html 
Another story of New World exploration is that of Virginia Dare, the first child born in what became known as the Lost Colony:

The image is one of the most haunting in American folklore: Eleanor Dare cradling her infant daughter as they struggle through a vast wilderness, seemingly forgotten by her father who brought them to an unfamiliar land, then left them to fend for themselves. In the four centuries since their disappearance, Eleanor and Virginia Dare have become true American heroines, players in an epic unsolved mystery that still challenges historians and archaeologists as one of America's oldest. In 1587, over 100 men, women and children journeyed from Britain to Roanoke Island on North Carolina's coast and established the first English settlement in America. Within three years, they had vanished with scarcely a trace. England's initial attempt at colonization of the New World was a disaster, and one of America's most enduing legends was born. 

You can read more about the Lost Colony at http://www.coastalguide.com/packet/lostcolony01.htm There is also a picture of the site of the Lost Colony at http://www.outerbanks.com/manteo/history/ 
Read one of the above stories ('The real Pocahontas' or 'The Lost Colony'). Could you turn this story into a computer game? How?

3. Assume for the sake of this activity that the Nintendo® Corporation deliberately modelled games such as Super Mario Brothers on European stories of exploring, exploiting conquering and colonising America. 

Now read some accounts of early European explorations of Australia. For example, look in Australian history textbooks or at explorers' websites for descriptions of the expeditions of:

Robert O'Hara Burke at http://www.davidreilly.com/australian_explorers/burke/robert.htm
Edward John Eyre at http://www.davidreilly.com/australian_explorers/eyre/edward.htm
Ludwig Leichardt at http://www.davidreilly.com/australian_explorers/leichhardt/ludwig.htm
To what extent do these brief accounts suggest that European explorers saw Australia, too, as 'an unlimited New World with infinite resources'? How might Nintendo® game designers recreate the experience of exploring Australia? Would it be different from or similar to games such as Super Mario Brothers? For example, try designing a game called Super Murri Brothers in which two Australian aborigines set out to rescue Burke and Wills!

4. Choose a computer game or simulation that is familiar to everyone in your group. Develop a poster or a short Powerpoint slide show to answer the same question that we asked about Super Mario Brothers: what's the story? Include sections titled: the official story; why is it appealing? and is there more to the story? 


