ENTERTAINMENT

Thank You fort
Pushes Bound:
Gamers Gan Ex|

Carolyn Stransky



There’s no right way to mourn the loss of a child. While many parents
join a support group or keep a journal, the Greens chose an uncon-
ventional route - to create a video game about their son’s battle with
cancer.

Directed and produced by David Osit and Malika Zouhali-Worrall, the
documentary Thank You For Playing follows programmer and game
developer Ryan Green and his wife, Amy, as they design a video
game based on their experiences with Joel, their terminally ill son.

If you have 80 minutes and a box of tissues to spare, | would high-
ly recommend Thank You for Playing. Not only does this powerful
documentary offer a raw look at the Green family’s journey, but
also it critically examines the gaming industry’s place in grief.

The game, titled That Dragon, Cancer, is a series of immersive vi-
gnettes that provide intimate glimpses into the Greens’ lives - ranging
from feeding ducks in the park with Joel to comforting him when he’s
crying at the hospital.

Il admit: When | first heard about the premise for the game, | was
skeptical. Aren’t video games supposed to be fun? How can some-
thing so heartbreaking be considered fun? However, that's not the
purpose of 7hat Dragon, Cancer.

Using a mixture of poetry and game play, the Greens push the bound-
aries of what a player can experience emotionally in a video game.
For instance, there are segments in the game when the player has
limited, or even no, control over the outcome - much like Joel during
his treatments. By being there to capture it all, Osit and Zouhali-Wor-
rall inherently challenge the audience’s perspective of a video game’s
potential as culturally significant work of art.

One of the most remarkable aspects of this documentary is how
the filmmakers elegantly synthesize authentic family moments and
the creative process behind the game’s development. The film itself
weaves home videos, interviews with Amy and Ryan, excerpts from
That Dragon, Cancer and the footage shot by Osit and Zouhali-Worrall
throughout their two years with the Greens. This integration of various
media forms allows the audience unique insight into scenes from the

game, alongside the exact points in time that inspired them. You see
those genuine moments, like Ryan and Joel laying in bed and looking
at the moon, followed by a scene of a developer playing peek-a-boo
with Joel so they can record his laugh to include in the game. In ad-
dition, you also watch as Amy and Ryan tackle the difficult decisions
surrounding just how personal the game should be, such as whether
or not to include Joel’s cry.

Though seen as controversial, the film does acknowledge the Greens’
religious faith and the influence this had on the game’s development.
While | did not think that the integration of religion took away from
the storyline, and in fact gave the audience a further understanding
of Amy and Ryan Green, | can understand how this can be off-putting
to some viewers.

As someone without children, Thank You For Playing was still engag-
ing because it appeals to intrinsic human emotions - including the
internal battle of being hopeful yet helpless and the emptiness ex-
perienced after loss. The cinematography displays an intense level
of honesty, which gives the audience the sense that they are experi-
encing life alongside the Greens. It's challenging to not get your own
feelings tangled up with the film.

www.thankyouforplaying.com
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