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Millions were produced, a lot of money was
made, and meanwhile the USSR collapsed.
The last chapter reads like the final credits
in a film biography, indicating where the
main players are now and briefly summa-
rizing Rogers and Pajitnov’s partnership
(based on long friendship) in forming The
Tetris Company.

Brown’s graphic novel covers much
the same story, albeit in much broader
strokes. His book begins with a prehistoric
definition of games emerging from play
and transforming into art (at the point
of creation) and fun (at the point of con-
sumption). This may be the weakest part
of the book because it glosses over some
particularly contentious material. After
this introduction, Brown takes an ensem-
ble approach to this history, cycling back
to Pajitnov and his creative thinking sev-
eral times, but skirting away from making
any of the actors in this drama the hero.
The content is elegantly organized into
sections demarcated by a single back page
with introductory portraits of the main
characters who appear in the unfolding
narrative. This is brilliant organizational
strategy because there are simply so many
powerful people in the story to keep track
of, and it reminds the reader that games
are not made in vacuums by nameless peo-
ple. Real actors affect the production, dis-
tribution, and consumption of the game,
and they are as thoughtful, selfish, giving,
and petty as most other humans.

The strength of the graphic novel
approach to the history of Tetris is that
the reader can see examples from the
game, the advertisements, and the meet-
ings and parties referenced. Brown also
uses the affordances of the comic page to
represent the abstract thinking processes

of creation, relationships, and internal dia-
log from Pajitnov’s articulation of games
as the confluence of humanity and tech-
nology (pp. 67-68) to Stein’s self-satisfied
visage as he imagines all of the money he
will make (illegally) licensing Tetris.

The only major critique I have of these
two histories is not the fault of the authors;
these are popular histories. However, I
missed the typical academic citations
for source information. This is especially
pertinent because the two books do not
always agree on their facts, providing dif-
ferent stories about the first time Rogers
and Pajitnov met, for example. Ackerman
does have a selected bibliography, but it
is less a bibliography than a suggested
reading list for those interested. Because
of the nature of the graphic novel, Brown
tends to skip large swaths of information,
presenting sequential bites instead. I rec-
ommend reading these together because
they complement each other. What I espe-
cially appreciated about these two books
(in addition to a truly entertaining story)
was the careful record of Tetris as a game
that went through multiple iterations and
an industrial account of the role of dis-
tribution in the creation of cultural texts.

—Jennifer deWinter, Worcester Polytechnic
Institute, Worcester, MA
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Phillip Penix-Tadsen’s objective with Cul-
tural Code is to “bring together the criti-
cal vocabularies of game studies and Latin
American cultural studies in order to offer
the first synthetic theorization of the rela-
tionship between video games and cul-
ture” (p. 1). In this regard, the book takes
on a valuable perspective from George
Yudice, that to understand the relationship
between video games and culture—both
how video games use culture and how
culture makes use of video games—are
equally important. In addition to Yudice,
the book is influenced by well-known
Latin American cultural studies scholars
like Beatriz Sarlo, Néstor Garcia Canclini,
and Jesus Martin Barbero. The influence of
Latin American cultural studies makes the
intellectual framework for the book unique.
It gives Penix-Tadsen’s analysis significance
far beyond its regional boundaries.

From a game studies perspective,
Penix-Tadsen’s orientation toward Latin
American scholarship highlights the influ-
ential work of Uruguayan scholar and
game designer Gonzalo Frasca. Frasca’s
early scholarly work had a great deal of
influence in the early days of the discipline
but is now often overlooked. Through Fra-
sca’s scholarly and creative work, Cultural
Code establishes the Latin American influ-
ences on the concept of the serious game
and recalls the radically political stakes
of serious games that he established by
repurposing Augusto Boal and Paolo
Freire to postulate the “videogames of the
oppressed”

Cultural Code examines video games
as visual representations and as computer
code. In this sense it follows in the foot-
steps of Lev Manovich’s The Language of
New Media and other influential work

published by MIT Press in the Platform
Studies series and Software Studies series.
The booK’s engagement with video games as
algorithms also turns to Frasca’s early work
on simulation and is illustrated through a
close reading of Tropico III. But, Penix-Tad-
sen’s reading significantly complicates Fra-
scas by offering a more nuanced position
informed by the last decade of scholarship
on algorithmic culture.

Penix-Tadsen also introduces the
term “cultural ludology” to craft a position
that draws on previous work exploring the
visual, narrative, and algorithmic elements
of video games. Cultural ludology exam-
ines both how culture gets incorporated
into the mechanics of video games and
how the cultural environment shapes the
way video games are understood.

The book is organized into two sec-
tions. The first focuses on how culture
uses video games. Chapter 1 explores
the idiosyncratic elements of the material
culture of the region, the particular dis-
tribution of software and hardware, and
the contexts of play. Chapter 2 explores
how video games are made politically
expedient. This covers both how design-
ers draw on the politics of the region to
place their video games in a speculative,
yet real-world, context and how various
politicians in Latin America use gaming
to exemplify various threats to health,
safety, and culture. In chapter 3, Penix-
Tadsen explores the regional contexts
that shape game development in Latin
America. This chapter features fascinating
and relevant regional examples illustrated
with a striking attention to detail.

In the second section of the book,
Penix-Tadsen turns to the way video
games use culture. In this section, the use-
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fulness and originality of his approach are
well illustrated. Chapter 4 establishes video
games as a “unique semiotic domains of
culture” and illustrates how the semiotics
of the indigenous peoples of Latin Amer-
ica, colonial rule, and the hybrid culture
of Latin America (such as Dia de Muertos)
are not just represented but also revealed
in the algorithmic structures of video
games (p. 146). The chapter also includes
a particularly noteworthy analysis of how
regionally produced and mainstream
commercial video games incorporated
the favela (slum) symbolically and algo-
rithmically. Chapter 5 explores the topic
of space in video games and has a partic-
ularly important discussion of how open
world video games (exemplified by Grand
Theft Auto V) allow for representations of
multiculturalism. Chapter 6 grapples with
the question of the algorithm, particularly
the notion of verisimilitude in simulation.

At its best, the book discusses the
unique cultural practices of Latin Ameri-
can players, how video games represent
Latin America and Latino culture, and the
growth of the video game industry in Latin
America. Penix-Tadsen’s Latin America
has fluid borders that encompass South
and Central America and the Caribbean
as well as the regions of the United States
that have been most influenced by Latino

culture. These areas include the US-Mexi-
can border and US cities that have sub-
stantial Latino populations, such as Los
Angeles and Miami (which are themselves
key centers for Latin American culture).
Rather than focusing on only Spanish- and
Portuguese-speaking countries, Cultural
Code notably includes a discussion of
Francophone Haiti.

As an exploration introducing new,
original approaches to understanding
the dynamic relationship between video
games and culture, Cultural Code is a
resounding success that illustrates the
importance of examining the regional
cultures of gaming. In this respect, the
book is particularly relevant for scholars
interested in Latin American media and
culture but also for scholars who are inter-
ested in the social and cultural dimensions
of video games. The book’s only weakness
is its lack of engagement with the Zeebo,
a console developed specifically for the
Latin American market. But the many
strengths of Cultural Code suggest it will
have a well-deserved impact on the study
of play, video games, and culture for years
to come.

—Tom Apperley, Deakin University, War-
ren Ponds, Australia



