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Half-Life 2:
The Future of Entertainment?


Half-Life 2 places the player in the role of Gordon Freeman, theoretical physicist and self-taught savior of mankind from the original Half-Life. Set in a world on the verge of Orwellian takeover, the game-play primarily consists of killing and escaping increasingly difficult and complex environments occupied by smart and ruthless soldiers. Despite this predictable plot, the game stands on its own in many regards and brings into sharp focus the importance of immersion in a video game and how that almost singular quality defines the level of enjoyment a player can feel. The immersion in Half-Life is primarily through its continuous first person perspective, stunning physical interaction ability, and beautifully created natural environments.


The first person perspective of HL2 is not merely a camera system but a principal; there are no cut-scenes, no time-jumps, and scripted sequences unfold naturally without the player ever loosing control. All of this sets a new standard in the gaming industry and can only be truly appreciated when compared with the other titles of today. Primary among its competitors is Halo 2 the “chief” first person shooter for consoles and an excellent example of the more traditional gaming approach. All the situations in Halo 2 are tactical challenges focused around eliminating all the enemies in an area and then moving on, all the while keeping the player in a non-stop combatants position encouraging the players to want to go out and defend the universe. Alternately the Half-Life style gives the impression of escaping danger and realistically what it would be like to be in such an environment; counting what few rounds you have left, carefully searching for med packs, and luring out enemies by throwing cans around corners. This tight control on resources and balancing between health and the dangers of any particular action keep the player absorbed and concerned about their well being. Playing Halo 2 one rarely checks their ammo count, or worries about their health, which creates a lack of concern and separation between the player and their virtual world.

For it’s time, the original Half-Life was a groundbreaking title with amazing graphics, unprecedented immersion, and featured a damn handy crowbar. To this day, the original can still be found in most game stores, and is still played around the world. Additionally the Half-Life mod Counter Strike is the number one online multiplayer game in the world; with more people logged on at any one time than some games sell in their lifetime. The issue however is that although Half-Life was a fantastic game, it is old, and its graphics, physics and sound have aged severely. It’s once seemingly large and complex environments appear barren and cold by modern standards. It’s soul lives on however as it’s first personal perspective and gritty survivalist style form the basis for Half-Life 2. An interesting difference is how you are treated by other characters in the two games, at first you are but a mere recent graduate of the theoretical physics department at MIT, and are considered a “kid” even when you are saving the scientists from a gruesome death by zombie. Alternately Half-Life 2 has you been being treated as the hero who saved the facility in the first game, and has everyone looking to you as their last chance. This does affect the game as you are made responsible for saving lives and puts new expectation on you to live up to your name. Not to mention that certain tasks are considered too dangerous for normal soldiers and this always somehow means that you should do it in their stead.

Physical interaction with the environment is one of the key differences which sets this game above its competitors. Using a powerful physics engine, the game allows players to pick-up, move, throw, and defend themselves with the objects in the world around them, each falling and bouncing and colliding as real objects would. The difference this makes to the game-play is only truly seen when compared with other games in the market. The difference one finds with most games it that their environments, however detailed and well lit, are static and cannot be changed, creating an artificial barrier between the world and the player. Too often in modern games the reason you use some piece of the environment is because it has been placed there specifically for that purpose and upon inspection you’ll find it was in fact the only thing you could have used. Half-Life does away with this constrained feeling by putting so many objects in the world that most of them are useless to you. Thus allowing the player to pick and choose what they wish to work with without feeling guided by an invisible hand. Additionally some of the equipment you get during the game amplifies your interactivity. The “gravity gun” allows you to pull objects towards yourself or throw them away at tremendous speeds. There is nothing quite like being faced down by a pack of zombies, ripping a heating unit out of the wall and knocking them all flying with it.

Most stunning about this game is its spectacular environments, set in what appears to be a ex-soviet country as it is slowly giving in to the kind of complete government control seen in 1984, Fahrenheit 451, or Brave New World. The affect is achieved using extremely high texture resolutions giving the game a gritty and natural look while avoiding the large flat blocks of color seen in most games. Advanced lighting techniques are used in a subtle and diluted manner helping set the ambient grey lighting seen in eastern European countries and continues the watered down and emotionless feeling of a future gone wrong. Combined, these techniques leave the player gasping with their mouths open while at the same time working tightly with the game-play so that it stays fresh and interesting without becoming unrealistic.


Altogether Half-Life 2 shows what the future of interactive entertainment can be by pulling all the latest advances in technology into a single package without letting the principals of immersion and solid game-play get away from them. The issue however still stands that video games will never be a primary art form for while this game excels in putting the player into that world, the fact that that world is so much at the players whim makes controlling and manipulating the experience that much harder. One has to realize that video games are a collaboration between the authors and the players. Only time will tell if a balance can be found between control by the artist and freedom of the users.
