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On the big screen of a university classroom, we watched bratz rock angelz 2005 (machinima), a machinima video posted on the social media Youtube made using the GameCube version of the Bratz: Rock Angelz video game. Using it as my main example, I will demonstrate that the interactivity inherent to machinima filmmaking pushes the aesthetic limits of commercial animation by not only putting the player in the position of the animator, but also in a position where they have to alter the medium they’re initially using by turning software artifacts into cinematic productions with the use of real-time computer graphics engines. To do so, I will go over what Bratz: Rock Angelz is, what machinima is, what do we see in bratz rock angelz 2005 (machinima), what were the intention of its artists, what interactivity is, what the aesthetic limits of commercial animation are, how can they be challenged and what a digital film is.
A few weeks ago in class, we’ve seen Bratz: Rock Angelz. Released in 2005 and directed by David Mucci Fassett, it was the first 3D animated feature film of the Bratz American doll and media franchise. In 2005, a doll collection named Rock Angelz was released alongside a movie and a video game. In the film, we follow Cloe, Yasmin, Jade and Sasha, four teenage girls who decide to launch their own fashion magazine, which will lead them London and make them form a band named Bratz Rock Angelz. The video game was released on four different platforms. The PC version follows the story of the film through a series of minigames, the Game Boy Advance version also follows the story of the film but with some elements cut-out and some added, it is notable for its use of isometric video game graphics, and the PlayStation 2 and GameCube versions are open worlds in which you can visit four different locations. It has collectathon elements, a cellphone system and famously features the line ‘’I feel so down, I can barely bring myself to follow the arrow that's pointing towards the Smoothie Bar’’ in the first minute of the game.
Machinima is a mix of the words ‘’Machine’’ and ‘’Cinema’’. It is an activity of an artistic dimension where a film is made using game engines. The technology generating images on your computer is malleable. At its core, it is just codes found in software. Therefore, it is feasible to manipulate and create 3D graphics. Machinima is a new media that can be seen through a variety of angles, like an editing tool or a film object. Interactivity is inherent to this style of filmmaking, since the player has to modify or at least repurpose computer generated-images in order to make a machinima.
bratz rock angelz 2005 (machinima) was posted online by the Youtube channel красивые глазки (which means ‘’beautiful eyes’’) on May 31st, 2022. In it, we see a GameCube version of the Bratz: Rock Angelz video game that has been tweaked with. In theory, the viewer’s first interaction with the video should be through its thumbnail. The only face we entirely see on it is referred as a ‘’revenge face’’ at some point in the machinima (revenge being an action perpetrated to do someone wrong as a response to prior wrongdoing). The first things noticeable in the video are the glitchy textures and the abstract nature of the content shown, making it hardly describable, but not meaningless, nor incapable to provoke feelings. We hear dialogue from the game cinematics before being introduced to the Tweevil Twins on their T-Pose (the default pose of the skeleton of a 3D model before it gets animated). We recognize the characters because of the shapes and colors, but if you change one of these two elements in a video game, it becomes harder to define what or who is being shown. There is an imperfect zoom on them that makes us feel like someone is holding a camera, but the scope of the move also would be impossible to be done by hand or on a Steadicam. The main characters of the video game are then shown. Rock music starts playing, but quickly gets replaced by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart's Serenade in G Major, K. 525 "Eine kleine Nachtmusik" - I. Allegro. What follows are symbols, psychedelic colors, zooms highlighting pixels, variable screen space being utilized and variable music volume. There is a lack of certitude of what we’re watching as we go inside floors, walls and characters, and the editing of the image and sound gives us the impression of going forward or backward. There is a spinning camera effect mixed with a wide-angle lens effect. This spinning sequence ends with a shot of Maxwell’s office reminiscent in its composition of Wassily Kandinsky’s abstract painting Gelb-Rot-Blau. The game flashes and we see a male character becoming a woman. One that same theme, we see later-on a man in the distance being looked at through a camera, whereas women, through the usage of photography, feel more personified. It is worth noting that we only hear women in this machinima. Olivia Hack's song You Think plays as the word fashionable gets deconstructed. Everything about the characters becomes fashionable, from their skin color to their shapes. In a following sequence, an abstraction of language is shown. The words appearing on screen exist in different languages but can be turned into symbols that hold no meaning in our brains. Repetition is used as a way of closing the machinima at the exact ten-minute mark.
This was made by an artist going by the name мяу вау on a modded Dolphin emulator that corrupts game data. Controlled glitches, as they’re called, are usually meant to entertain or to be crafted as a way of artistically expressing oneself. When looking at the original video game, what struck me is the lack of background noises or music in the open world space. It’s as if Blitz Games’ product was an abstract piece of media, which мяу вау underlines in the angle of how dismissed video games aimed at girls are. She played and experimented with the form, substance, and possibilities of the game as a way of reappropriating it to express feelings. In the variety of techniques used, a real respect is shown to the craft and product. I would dare to say that she even put herself in that piece. My example to support that would be the ribbon symbol the artist uses in her everyday life. That ribbon symbol can be found in the game and is even shown as having butterfly physics in the machinima by the usage of pixilation.
In Robert Jones’ Machinimateur Wanted: The Professionalization of Machinima, the author talks about the machinima as an art form that’s evolving. To him, it goes further than short films, fan creations and amateur movies, and sees machinima artists as multifaceted workers that should be able to do their own things instead of being seen as a mix of filmmaker and game designer (a view that doesn’t legitimize the discipline): ’’For outside-in machinimateurs who represent filmmakers and aspiring game designers, the fact that game developers will be looking to hire machinimateurs as part of the design team bodes well for them. And it is not that they do not put their hearts and souls into their work so much as they understand this as a lucrative way to express themselves and aim to capitalize on it […] The medium as a whole only stands to gain from gestures like these that further legitimize this art form.’’ (p. 3) 
Interactivity, in its etymological sense, is energetically doing an action with someone or something. When it comes to science, communication and computers, the word can take many senses, the one that would be the most connected to machinimas would be through the interactive digital media angle that Henry Lowood and Michael Nitsche explore in The Machinima Reader: ‘’Whether it is the rich machinima scene in massively multiplayer online worlds such as World of Warcraft or Second Life or the more contained worlds of individual modders, hackers, and demo coders, machinima offers a view into the way these subcultures express themselves through networked, interactive digital media and provides an opportunity to explore their evolving practices. Machinima is as much a social as a technological phenomenon, which is why it has entered the digital media catalog as well as figuring in critical studies of games and play. Because machinima grew from the bottom up, driven by enthusiasts and accidental filmmakers, it brings into focus the ways in which player-generated practices and uses of computer technology may be sparked by the use of digital games as a found technology for moviemaking. Players are learning how to deploy technologies from computer games to develop new practices for expressing themselves through game-based performance. In this combination with game play, machinima illuminates modes of digital literacy in ways that are examined in several of the essays in this collection.’’ (p. 8) If interactivity is indeed driven by enthusiasm toward phenomena, and results in people finding themselves in roles they never intended to have, we could say that players becoming animators brings a new filmmaking practice on the table, the one where the artist can alter the medium they’re using, hence the relevance of interactivity in digital media in general.

The plasticity of computer-generated images can take many forms. Frédéric Molas, known for making the web television series Joueur du Grenier started his videographic activity by making machinimas at a time where there were no model-viewer, so he had to gather online players and ask them to do actions in real time in order to capture them for his videos. It was like a digital movie shoot where actors or players had a part to play. His intentions were to show the games’ stories or lore, which were only available through texts at the time, thus fixing stillness outside of the platform. The link with movies goes further since they can also be tinkered. Such reappropriation happened to The Rocky Horror Picture Show in its active screenings, notably in Montreal, or to To Kill a Mockingbird in Martin Arnold’s short film passage à l’acte that turns a mundane one-minute scene into a nightmarish surreal twelve-minute scene.
As seen in class, the aesthetic of commercial animation is mostly limited to two main techniques, the drawing of movements associated with Disney and the moving of drawings associated with anime. Upon the release of his short film The External World, 3D animator David OReilly challenges that: ’’3d animation is at a stage where many people have access to the tools but very few have any meaningful guidelines on how to use them. The problem is that there is simply too much power and very little control, essentially you get too much for free. Other forms of animation have benefited from their inherent limitations, but largely these do not exist with 3d […] My central idea in constructing the world of the film [Please Say Something] was to prove that something totally artificial and unreal could still communicate emotion and hold cinematic truth. The film makes no effort to cover up the fact that it is a computer animation, it holds an array of artefacts which distance it from reality, which tie it closer to the software it came from. This idea is in direct opposition to all current trends in animation, which take the route of desperately trying to look real, usually by realistic lighting and rendering, or by forcing a hand-made or naive appearance. At the time of writing, this trend shows no apparent signs of ceasing.’’ The ideas he raises seem in direct connection with bratz rock angelz 2005 (machinima) and other machinimas seen in class for that matter that don’t hide the artifices of computer animation and use the movie-making process as a way to push what can and can’t be done with ones and zeros.
Digital film as defined by Lev Manovich in The Digital Dialectic is: ‘’For a computer, a film is an abstract arrangement of colors and sounds changing in time, rather than something structured by ‘’shots’’, ‘’narrative’’, ‘’actors’’, and so on.’’ (p. 264) In other words, it’s just pixels. Pixel is the mix of the words picture and element. It is the smallest element that can be displayed on a digital image through raster graphics. They have colors, they have positions, and they can have timecodes. They can also be contextualised since they are image samples. The more we look into them, the more abstract they seem, even in the context of web animation. I could use the Dalínian symbol of ants, but the painting technique of pointillism seems like the perfect example of small color fragments that can artistically transmit emotions in the right arrangement. A visual representation of that would be the scene in Ferris Bueller’s Day Off where Cameron gets in an existential crisis when focusing too much on the details of Georges Seurat’s Un dimanche après-midi à l'Île de la Grande Jatte. To link interactivity to digital films, Rémi Marocelli’s Bella Goth Reborn demonstrates that a viewing experience can be interactive, as you can actively engage with the oeuvre on the platform it’s released on and critically think about it. Machinima can be seen as a manifest and an encouragement for fans to interact with the images and codes found in the games they cherish. It also reinforces the medium specificity, as the action sequences seen in Bella Goth Reborn wouldn’t be feasible in a non-animated form without the use of digital cinematography and computer-generated imagery.
In conclusion, the interactivity inherent to machinima filmmaking pushes the aesthetic limits of commercial animation by putting the player in a creative position where not only do they become an animator, but they turn ‘’video game’’ into a filmmaking medium. Machinima requires and encourages video game fans, among others, to modify, repurpose and reappropriate computer-generated images. It is an evolving art form that is far from amateurism in its interdisciplinary qualities. It stays away from the main techniques seen in commercial animation by taking advantage, directly or indirectly, of the artificiality of 3D animation, and it has always been evolving, which means people have always pushed and expanded the possibilities of the movie-making process. Machinima’s specificities are found in its interactive practices. Also, effects associated to this filmmaking practice are only accomplishable digitally. Any burst of ingenuity on how to tweak codes can add depth and artistic value to software artifacts, as exemplified by bratz rock angelz 2005 (machinima). Machinima as cinema is transmitted from free spirit to free spirit.
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