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Contra vs Contra Commentary

This film is an experimental documentary using retro machinima (film created using recordings of old 2D videogames) and stock news footage that comments on the connections between the Contra series of videogames, the Contras of Nicaragua, and the Iran-Contra scandal. The film comments on our light treatment of war in videogames and film as well as in politics. Oliver North's comparisons of the scandal to a baseball game is a direct statement of this. War should not be treated as a game, but at the same time we tend to treat it lightly through action films, videogames, and the (thankful) distancing of American homes from the battlegrounds of the world.

The sequence showing the bodies of dead Nicaraguans coupled with shots of Contra enemies dying in slow motion was directly inspired by an art piece that depicted a Quake III Arena soldier dying in slow motion during the War in Iraq. These sequences make us look at the videogame dead and connect them with the deaths of real-world soldiers, rather than reducing them to quick 'fireworks' animations that finish in less than a second.

Another ironic sequence is the use of intro footage from Super Contra (Arcade, 1988) with Bill Rizer and Lance Bean in the Alien's cave. The 'impossible' appearance of an alien inside the hive (“What is this place?”) ties directly with the 'impossibility' that the United States would sell arms to Iranian terrorists. The eyes of Bill Rizer at the beginning of the sequence, close up and filling the screen, taken out of context, further produce a strong feeling of tension. In addition, the text 'THE QUEST FOR FREEDOM CONTINUES,' also from the introduction of Super Contra plays directly over discussion of the United States' clandestine operations in foreign countries under the guise of 'freedom' and 'liberty' in the Cold War against the Soviets, actions that are really done for the benefit of the United States rather than for the people who live in those countries.
 Inside the game, the phrase is equally meaningless: just what are the Contras questing for freedom from when they're just blowing up space aliens?

The film contains are other underlying thematic elements. Oliver North's shredding of documents may be compared with 'shredding' of the game player through levels and enemies. The Iran arms sales are directly compared with Bill Rizer, the hero of Contra comically running a weapons shop.
 More indirectly, there are connections between the scandal and videogame speed runs, particularly tool-assisted speed runs.
 North's altering of events has direct connections with the 'altering' of events in tool-assisted speed runs as well as from taking these gameplay videos out of context. 

Lastly, we have North's statements about the baseball game, which bring us back to the underlying theme of war and play: how can we treat war so lightly, as a system for jokes and profit, when people are suffering and dying through human rights abuses? When the end credits finally appear, the game says 'CONSIDER YOURSELF A HERO,' something that Oliver North likely felt he was in protecting his Commander in Chief and feeling justified in his actions.
 The video simply zooms in on the island, reminding us of the destruction of the land.

A Note on the Intertitles

The Reagan quote from the introduction is one of two public statements Regan made on videogames. This one was made the same day after the ceremony for the dead marines from the Beirut bombings in Lebanon, who had just returned home. The second was in regard to his positive attitude towards games and his belief in their use as training for the soldiers of the future, a belief also held by some officers in the military:

“I recently learned something quite interesting about video games. Many young people have developed incredible hand, eye, and brain coordination in playing these games. The Air Force believes these kids will be our outstanding pilots should they fly our jets.”

The intertitles at the end of the film I had considered removing, as there is sometimes nothing more annoying than to read static text, a language of literature, when film is a medium using the language of moving images. However, they have been left in to strengthen the necessary background information required to understand the film. 

I also feel that the credits sequence may be a bit too long as well, but I consider it necessary to cite every single clip, audio, or image that was used properly, something that many people take for granted in the digital world of mash-ups.

Finally, the font used is from the Contra Nintendo Entertainment System games. When the film's title finally appears, its syncing with the music and its image recalls my experiences at the Museo de las Americas and my interpretation of how the credits of a B-movie would look when presented in such a cinema. The font was designed with help from Ryan Barrett.

A Note on the Black Screen

Halfway through the film, before the sequence showing the dead Nicaraguans, both the video and audio fade out. I have received many suggestions that this sequence should not fade out in this manner as it suggests the video has come to an end, and that instead, I should show the 'CONTINUE' button blinking or simply not have the audio fade out.

However, my decision for this was not simply to try something new, but to place the audience in a false sense of security that the film is over when it is, in fact, not. As a result, the sequence with the graphic images of the dead becomes much more powerful and shocking, as its appearance is completely unexpected. This sequence with only static for audio demonstrates clearly the film's central messages about the realities of war and its sanitized depiction in videogames and the news.

History of the Contra Games and the Iran-Contra Scandal

The Contra videogames arose from an environment of science fiction and military action films such as Commando (1985), First Blood (1982), Rambo: First Blood Part II (1985), Cobra (1986) Aliens (1986), The Terminator (1984) and Predator (1987). Konami was known for their side-scrolling action games such as Rush 'n Attack (1985), Green Beret (1985), and Jackal (1986), and Top Gunner (1986). Contra (1987) can be seen as a direct descendant of Rush 'n Attack and Green Beret, and many of the same team members were involved with these projects. Based on the pop action films of the time, Contra may be seen as simply an incorporation of action heroes Arnold Schwarzenegger and Sylvester Stallone into the science fiction shooting fest of Aliens: only this time instead of doomed marines who fail through overconfidence and hubris, the action heroes are two proven action heroes who are guaranteed to save the day. Contra is more Rambo vs. Aliens than anything else, a match made in action-film heaven.

However, the Contra games were also being developed at the same time as the Iran-Contra scandal was unfolding. The United States had been clandestinely supporting the Nicaraguan Contras in their war against the Soviet-backed Sandinistas since the early 1980s, but were unable to directly participate due to official foreign policy. An internal group of Reagan administration officials led by Oliver North and John Poindexter, likely with verbal approval from Ronald Reagan, sought to get around this by transferring funds and supplies to the Contras through an arms deal with Iranian terrorists – enemies of the United States government – in exchange for hostages taken.
 As a result of these arms deals, which violated foreign policy, the Iranians were encouraged to take more Westerners hostage through the lucrative arms deal. The first arms sales were made in 1985.

When the Iran-Contra scandal was uncovered in late November 1986, North and Poindexter were brought before a Senate judiciary committee led by Senator John Tower to investigate the matter. Though North and Poindexter were convicted in February 1987, these rulings were later overturned on grounds that their Fifth Ammendment rights had been violated during the proceedings. Ronald Reagan, who very likely knew and approved of the Iran-Contra arms deals, was never publicly suspected. In 1992, George H. W. Bush pardoned several other people involved in the scandal. The Iran-Contra scandal may thus be seen as a cover-up to prevent further disgrace upon the American government and the Reagan Administration.

Aside from the jungle setting, the Contra title has direct connections with the Nicaraguan Contras. Though today, the name 'Contra' is used in the series to denote “a title awarded to a superior soldier possessing almost super human drive and ability, while excelling in guerrilla tactics,”
 it was likely the name 'Contra' was chosen due to its recognition in world politics, though during the time of the game's development (likely mid 1986 - early 1987), the Iran-Contra scandal had not yet come into full swing and the Tower Commission report not made public. 

The kanji used in the Japanese Contra name also has a strong thematic meaning: the phonetic pronunciation of the kanji “KON”, “TO,” and “RA” create the new word KONTORA, whose kanji roughly translate to “Battle Spirit Cloth,” probably referring to the Rambo-esque bandannas worn by Bill and Lance.
  It is also interesting to note that one of the spiritual predecessors to Contra, Green Beret, also refers to headgear worn by the main character and a type of soldier.

Due to the Contra name's association with the Iran-Contra scandal, Contra was later shortened to 'C' for the Nintendo Entertainment System release of Super C (1990) and Operation C (1991). It was not until after the Contra scandal had blown over and the Presidential pardons made in 1992 that the Contra series regained its title with Contra III: The Alien Wars (1992). Contra: Shattered Soldiers (2002) later clarified the name's meaning to firmly distance it from the scandal and the historical Nicaraguan soldiers.

The Contra series' name may thus be seen as inspired by contemporary politics and thematic ties with Konami's previous game Green Beret, and is not likely a direct exploitation of the Nicaraguan Contras and the civil war with the Sandinistas.

Appendix: Contra HQ News Bulletin

November 8, 2006: CONTRAS LOSE!

Ed Oscuro (http://contra.classicgaming.gamespy.com/welcome.htm)

Yesterday saw many of us preoccupied with the prospect of a changing of the guard on Capitol Hill, but there was another election of note in the country of Nicaragua. Today saw the confirmation of former Sandinista leader Daniel Ortega as president of that nation. It is somewhat ironic that this news comes so soon after an announcement of the re-release of the original arcade Contra for a handheld system (the first by Konami); it is further amusing that once again history is once again narrowly upstaged by fantasy (or is it the other way around?). 

As some of you are already aware, the struggle in Nicaragua between the revolutionary Sandinistas (once funded by the Soviets) and the Contras (funded by the U.S.) is closely linked to our favorite game series - the name and character of the Contras for obvious reasons; Sandinista being the name of the end credits theme. At the first glance it seems remarkable that aside from these unmistakable references that the Konami of the 80s did not inject the traditional unmistakable conflict between East and West into the game after the simplistic portrayals of Soviets as mainly dirty guys with beards who didn't know how to use guns (Devastators) with a affinity for holding infinite numbers of Americans hostage (Green Beret); simple cannon fodder who couldn't beat a jeep with a tank. The likely truth is that Konami's designers were enthralled with the image of war, not the reality; Stallone and Schwarzenegger as the epitome of simple, uncomplicated American values and strength prevailing in the face of insurmountable difficulty. Furthermore, they had a product to sell and the Dendy market wasn't one of Konami's strongest performers. 

A lot has changed since those times. Konami's top-selling military-themed games don't shrink from putting former East Bloc enemies in a positive light and forwarding positive interpretations of their motivations. We have moved from games where everybody fits a simple pattern to where even minor characters can have unique goals and stories. 

Then some of us wonder when Konami will once again emphasize what really matters: shooting lots of aliens that keep running into our bullets! 

�	An illusion that was obviously shattered through the shocking terrorist attacks of 9/11.


�	This juxtaposition, like the 'Game Over' death sequence and Oliver North's statement about baseball are the three key scenes for why I wanted to make this video.


�	He hasn't let go of his gun, 'Betsy', in 10 years.


�	Sometimes referred to as 'cheating', tool-assisted speed runs use computer emulation to slow down a game's speed, maximize the use of glitches, and reload game 'save states' to develop an optimal strategy for beating a game. The resulting gameplay is recorded and played back at normal speed, resulting in the fastest run possible.


�	The credits are actually a mix of the text from Contra (NES, 1988), the silhouetted helicopter from Super C (1990), and Bill Rizer hanging from the helicopter at the end of Contra III (1992).


�	With the release of Super Contra (1988) in the arcades and Contra (1988) for the Nintendo Entertainment System in the US, the series took on Predator themes through its jungle settings and the changing of the game's location in the US version to the Amazon Basin, where Predator took place.


�	The Iranian Hezbollah group began taking Americans hostage in 1979 and 1980.


�	Contra: Shattered Soldiers instruction manual.


�	 From the Contra Headquarters special on the Contra name http://contra.classicgaming.gamespy.com/features/contraname.htm





