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Notes on:

Fight With Clubs

Fight With Clubs is a game designed as an interactive version of Francisco Goya's painting of the same name. Fight With Clubs is part of Goya's Black Paintings series, a group of paintings he composed on the walls of his house in the later years of his life (1819-1823), expressing his pessimism for humanity and disgust at 'what man has made of man,' as it were. While the most famous of these is Cronus Devouring His Son, Fight With Clubs stands as a specific piece directed as commentary on human conflict, specifically the deep divisions of Spain resulting in a civil war he successfully and tragically predicted. 

Goya had also become famous for his masterly series The Disasters of War, one of the first damning visual critiques of warfare, far removed from the romanticism of the time and predicting the eye-witness accounts of modern journalistic photography.

Fight With Clubs depicts two men in ratty, mud-spattered clothing beating each other to death with clubs in the middle of a field of thick muck. The original painting was actually set inside a meadow, but was damaged when the panel was removed from the house and was painted over in earthy tones to stress the eeriness of the fighters' setting. The fighters struggle with the quagmire even as they struggle with each other, and the bloody conflict that is about to ensue seems without purpose given the bleak setting. It is a snapshot of man's pointless hatred for his fellow man in a low, most 'ungentlemanly' or 'uncivilized' fight where clubs replace pistols and sabers and muck replaces green sparring fields. All fights are like this, Goya suggests, dirty, tragic, senseless wastes where the combatants fail to see anything but their hatred for their opponent. And while Fight With Clubs is anchored specifically in a deeply divided early 19th Century Spain, the scene could appear anywhere, from the mire of Bosnia to the dusty streets of Israel and Palestine. The weapons, clothing, and settings may change, but the spirit of violence never does.

In bringing Fight With Clubs to life, I had to ask if there would be any point to interactively animating Goya's painting. Does moving Goyas figures through time to anticipate that pregnant moment of club striking body add anything to the original painting or contribute to our understanding of it and Goya's message? Or should we fall into the fallacy where simple pop-up book-style animations bring the painting closer to the modern dominant medium of the moving image?

In fact, the game perhaps gains more from referencing Fight With Clubs than it does by contributing to the original painting or critiquing Goya's work; moreover, it serves to reinforce the message of the original piece. Goya's paintings have no need of improvement and gain further meaning through the context of the other works in the Black Paintings series. By placing Fight With Clubs within a ludic setting, it further extends Goya's message from the medium of paintings to the medium of games. To say that Fight With Clubs the game should serve as criticism of the original as well as expand on its message is to ask whether Gonzala Frasca's Kabul Kaboom should also critique Picasso's Guernica, of which it borrows imagery. Both Fight With Clubs and Kabul Kaboom maintain a conversation with the original pieces.

As the basis for the animation, Fight With Clubs readily follows the tropes of fighting games like Street Fighter and physical combat games like Rock 'em Sock 'em Robots, which pit two more or less equal combatants in a limited fighting arena. By combining the play logic of Rock 'em Sock 'em Robots with Fight With Clubs, we expect the logic of the game to hold true, that if one player strikes the other player enough, he will attain victory and 'knock the block off' his opponent for a KO.
 

However, like Goya's original painting, Fight With Clubs is a critique on war and violence. Goya's painting clearly states that there can be no winner in this fight for even as the fighters struggle with each other, they continually enmire themselves deeper in the muck. The muck is clearly greater than the fighters, dwarfing them and hindering their movement with less force than the blows of the clubs and stands for the greater hatred that controls them which they are both blind to. The game follows this logic by replacing the muck with quicksand, and makes the fighters slowly sink below the surface.

Does it matter if you hit your opponent more times when you will both sink below the muck anyway? Just how full is your victory when you claim that 'at least I get to see my opponent perish before me' when you yourself are neck-deep in the muck and grime? Any consideration of victory is immediately deemed hollow by the fact that there was no point to the conflict to begin with and no hope of a clear winner anyway. The muck, the peasants' clothing, the clubs, the mindless hate of each fighter for the other, all spiral back to the central statement of the original painting, that this struggle here is the dirty, appalling, senseless nature of all conflicts.

Notes on Art Design

The painting's animation could either be achieved through animating Goya's painted figures similar to Terry Gilliam's Monty Python cartoons, or the characters could be original while still maintaining the poses and settings. Given my technical drawing skills, I opted for using the original Goya images – to draw individual frames of figures at a quality sufficient to be compared with Goya's images was simply not worth the time required to do so, while retaining the original images would leave the game with a direct connection to Goya's painting.

First, the figures of the fighters were removed from the background and the resulting empty spaces were painted over in Photoshop to produce a solid, convincing background. Next, the fighters were broken down into individual pieces – the arm and the body – which were then further edited in Photoshop. In addition, the left fighter had his arm split into several pieces to produce direct arm joint animations.

Individual frames were altered using the free transform tool to produce movement. This allowed for direct scaling and rotation. By layering animations frames, it was also possible to view each frame of animation to track timing, spacing, and movement. Individual frames were then converted into bitmaps and loaded into Scratch.

Once in Scratch, I had to deal with the problem of the borders of the figures. Because the figures were created on a white background, pixels on the exterior of the figure had to be removed to prevent a white border from appearing around the figure. As each figure had seven frames of animation and Scratch's built-in graphics editor is not very sophisticated, this was a lot of work to get the images to appear as close as possible to the desired appearance. However, once the figures were finally animated, all the work finally paid out.

The font for the game's title required some effort to produce. Originally I had considered using a Street Fighter-style logo, but due to the large number of original letters that would have to be created, I eventually abandoned this approach. However, by using an Intellivision font and adding a fiery gradient background and black border to the letters, I was able to produce a similar 'adventure' style font that produced a loud, bold call to action and play, something that we would rather expect to see first in a pro-war piece or action-packed videogame. The other font is a Comic Book font native to Scratch, used for the Francisco Goya lettering, Finis, and the other game text, a font that compliments the title font quite well.

The speech bubbles required additional work. Originally, I had considered using both speech bubbles and mock pseudo-Spanish to illustrate the insults carried out between both of the fighters. However, I soon decided to instead use abstract cartoon collections of punctuation marks and harsh garbles of black pen scratches to fill the speech bubbles.

Incidentally, most of the punctuation collections used in the speech bubbles are from Q*Bert, particularly the famous similar “@!#?@!” that appears in the arcade game itself. Other symbol collections were taken from a Q*Bert children's book.
 The symbols were used in Q*bert because the game's designer was unable to create actual speech using the game's sound chip. Out of frustration, he garbled random phonemes together, and the resulting sound was so effective he decided to use it as alien speech.
 Only a very small audience will catch the Q*Bert reference, even though this is the speech bubble that appears on the title screen, and a much smaller audience still will catch the children's book. Fight With Clubs makes direct homage to Q*Bert's use of what has been described by some as the first cursing in videogames.

The final touch was the sound effects. The sound affects were taken from an open-source audio site and edited and arranged from a much larger mp3 containing several hit noise sfx. Producing a cheap kung-fu smack sfx made the game much more enjoyable. Though the clip timing is somewhat off, it is not as distracting from the visuals as one might think.

�	However, while Goya states in many of his etchings that he 'saw this', he was not, in fact, an eyewitness to many of the events but instead recorded them based on recountings. As such, Goya also critiques 


�	Though Frasca does extend the conflict of Guernica to compare it with the bombing of cities in Afghanistan to produce direct comparisons between the fascist bombing of Guernica and the United States bombing of civilian targets in Afghanistan, begging the question of whether there is in fact any real difference when innocent civilians are killed.


�	Knock-Out.


�	As an interesting side note, I had considered using graphics similar to those in the old arcade game Karate Champ (1984) for a different historical perspective on gaming ( http://hg101.classicgaming.gamespy.com/fighters/fighters.htm ), but eventually deemed an animated Goya piece superior in design.


�	X-Entertainment: The Adventures of Q*Bert. < http://www.x-entertainment.com/articles/0921/ >
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