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      Psychonauts: A psychic adventure from the mind of Tim Schafer

Psychonauts is a platform and PC game developed by Double Fine Productions and released on April 19,2005 for the Microsoft Xbox, the Playstation 2, and Microsoft Windows.  It was the first game released by Double Fine productions, a small developing company founded by Tim Schafer, a globally recognized game designer from his previous works with LucasArts. Met wit great acclaim, the game has done amazingly well in sales and struck the perfect blend between its witty comedy and its clever and interesting game play.

The game itself falls under the third person adventure game genre, although the game does hold much more action and fighting then your typical adventure game.  The game play and operation of the game is your standard third person perspective controls with well-animated and playful jumps and tumbles.  Not only does the main character, Raz, have quite an acrobatic skill, he also is allowed to progress with his psychic abilities too.  This aspect of leveling up new ranks and attaining new psychic abilities, along with the action orientated fights and battles, really sets this game apart from others in its genre.  Too frequently do action games have little to no story or progression, and Psychonauts fills that gap well merging almost three different genres (Action, Adventure, RPG) into a nicely fit package.  This was not just great game design, but helped market the game towards a greater playing audience.  The initial marketing age of the game was teens, but do to Tim Schafer’s popularity with even older gamers, they are attracted to his witty character interactions and writing as well.

The main story behind Psychonauts is that the young acrobat Razputin, played by you, has escaped from his psychic hating and oppressive circus father in order to pursue his dream of becoming a Psychonaut – elite special agents who are deployed to gather information by using psychic powers to enter people’s minds.  Upon arriving at the camp, Raz quickly progresses through training hoping to become a Psychonaut before his father arrives and takes him home.  In doing so, Raz uncovers that someone is abducting camp students and capturing their brains in order to use them as weapons of destruction.  Not only has the camp been taken advantage of, but also the Psychonauts have been fooled into being lured away from the Whispering Rock camp.  This leaves only Raz to discover what or who, is behind this sinister plot.  The setting of the game is quite cartoonist and unrealistic, although most of the things in game seem simply exaggerated rather than completely fictional.  Most of the game though is in the setting of the minds of the NPC’s that you psychically enter; this renders it under a constant state of flux.  For instance, when entering the mind of Psychonaut Nein the setting is very calm and collected (until Raz upsets it that is), while in contrast the mind of Watchman Boyd takes on his paranoid tendencies and schizophrenic nature.  The role of your avatar at the beginning of the game is simply to survive “Basic Braining”, But soon your goals shift and you must become the savior of the camp, conquering the force that wishes to steal all of the psychics brains, and returning the brains to their rightful owners. Raz achieves this by psychically entering peoples minds to find clues and solutions to piece the puzzle together of who the real villain is, how he can find him, save his love interest Lili, and retrieve all the brains of the children.  The presentation and Environments in the game are creatively playful, but in turn also becoming very creepy and dark instantaneously.  By using such smooth and soft textures, areas can appear either extremely childish like a children’s book (ex. Loading screens with butterflies) or they can appear very smoky and gritty like when Raz enters his own brain the “brain Discombobulator” in Neins Laboratory.  The game is also bounded by this, but not negatively in my opinion.  For example, real life characters and new age technological realism are not even a factor in this game, the graphics even seem semi dated in comparison to other games put out around the same time.   This doesn’t hinder the game in anyway though because the cartoonish and streamlined character frames and faces allows for easy manipulation and immediately can be read by the player for emotions and reactions.  The flow and speed of the game is also worth noting because it blends perfectly fast game play, with a generally slow moving and multi-pieced storyline.  Considering that you can enter the mind of nearly anyone in the game, the game play lasts for quite sometime, and it was very easy to reach almost 20 hours of game play time.

The Playable character Raz is one of the best Action game Avatar characters I have ever played. His ability to play off all of the different situations in the game, and his great sense of humor, really make him a believable and fun character to play.  As stated above, the role of Raz changes quickly in the game.  Initially, he is just a rogue psychic that broke his way into the Whispering Rock training camp in an attempt to run away from his oppressive father.  In the beginning his goal in the game is just to become a Psychonaut long before his father arrives to take him back home.   Soon this all changes as Raz’s goals become second string to his new role as the savior of the camp, or even the world.  It comes to his attention that the camp counselor Oleander is actually removing the brains from the young psychics and hoping to use them as weapons, harnessing their psychic abilities into intense rays of power.  No longer is Raz even concerned with his father, and it is rarely even brought up in the game once you continue on your quest to uncover the plot of Evil Oleander and return the camp members brains back to them.  Raz has the most important and prominent roll in the game, he often has no real sidekicks or helpers when he is fighting, its mostly done all by himself, except for the few times where Ford Crueller steps in with some worthwhile advice or training; an Ex-Psychonaut who serves as Raz’s psychic-sensai.  Raz’s appearance and style are also a crucial part of his character.  Raz is outfitted in his tight dark jeans, his zip up bomber like jacket, his backpack, his old style bomber hat, and his 1920’s aviator goggles.   (See picture)
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Although this seems like a mish mash of different types of clothing, it all comes together nicely to give Raz a real modern day adventurer look.  The combination of his childish hat and goggles with his backpack and spy looking clothing really combine well to give him a sense of power and responsibility, yet also have a flair of childish fun and recklessness.  His style is also crucial in conveying this feeling too, from his witty retorts and comedic interactions, to the general style of his movements and abilities.  Since Tim Schafer wrote the game, the comedy was expected, but was pulled off extremely well.  A lot of credit has to be given when a writer and producer can compete comedically over multiple generations.  The general mood of generations and what they find funny is constantly changing, and Tim Schafer did an amazing job at nailing the comedic parts in this modern day 2004 game, just as good as he pulled it off in the 80’s with Grim Fandango.  Not only is the comedy good, but also it’s a very young and childish humor that fits in perfectly with Raz’s age and character.  Adding to the child like comedy and playful movements is Raz’s voice.  His voice is relatively high-pitched and slightly nasal, almost squeaky at times.  The different afflictions in his voice help bring out all of his emotions, from childlike playfulness to his serious superhero personality.  The voice acting is so well, that Gamespot write Alex Navarro said, “Raz is voice to absolute perfection-to the point where you couldn’t imagine another voice coming out of that kid’s gigantic head” (Gamespy Review).  All of this vocal action takes place mainly in the well-placed character interactions which use the typical cut scene format with added dialog options.  This is mainly how you learn about Raz, find out about his story, and experience his great sense of humor.  Also, the game does a great job of letting you really feel out the character through controlling him. This is also seen in games like Prince of Persia, where you really can feel the agility of the character through the controller and it helps in getting to know the character and his personality.  Although Raz is generally a coming of age hero, he does progress through the story in my opinion and really come into his own as more of an adult in the end.  His progression from a young child trying to escape to a more understanding environment, to really accepting his new quest to save the camp shows his evolution as a character.  

The first step in properly analyzing Razsputin as a character is relating his basic characteristics to other examples. For instance, Razputin is a perfect example of the commonly occurring theme of the adolescent unprepared child who must develop into a great hero.  Some other games that use this same premise are Zelda: Legend of the Windwaker, The secret of Mana, and Kingdom Hearts.  All of these games play on the innocence of adolescents, and the maturing of a character to become a great hero. This is a great appeal to Razputin as a character, understanding both his vulnerabilities and his great potential of power.  Along with the general appeal of his heroic adventure, everything about Raz gets pulled off perfectly and makes him an amazingly fun character to play.  His appearance alone is interesting with its “home-made” super-hero look and his acrobatic spider-man like leaps and bounds.  His big floppy hat with his gigantic goggles are probably the most key features of his appearance, due to both their proportions to his body and due to their color.  Nearly everything on Raz is black except his goggles, hat, and backpack, all taking on a maroon red color.  The floppiness of the straps on his hat brings out his comedic and playful style, while when he slips on his goggles and prepares to enter someone’s mind he becomes all business.   I think this is a really great job of matching both his appearance with his personality, shadowing the two sidedness of his personality with the ambiguous clothing he wears.  Without his hat, goggles, and backpack, Raz would look like a spy all geared in his black clothing and leather gloves, but with the addition of those few accessories Raz resembles a much younger and energetic character.  Emotionally, Raz is also an appealing character to play, both because you sympathize with his plight, but also because not much of the story is actually uncovered till the very end of the game.  You know that with his powers came chastisement from his father, and his father claimed that psychic gypsies had killed their entire ancestry and hexed them forever to die in water, a weakness of the family.  From that point on, all you hear are the very rare explanations of Raz’s dissatisfaction with his traveling circus life, and his fear of his fathers’ arrival at the camp.  Once the story really starts to get rolling, Raz seems far to preoccupied to worry about his father coming, and the real continuation of his families history isn’t completed until the end of the game.  This provides a constant backdrop storyline that although isn’t usually the main focus of the game, is something that you are constantly thinking about.  Incorporating a lot of Raz’s back-story and the problems with his family also help to make him a truly living character, or as much as a character can live within a video game.   The combination of his unfolding background, loveable appearance, cute voice, and witty comedy, really make Raz a completely realistic and believable character.  When playing the game, it feels more like playing and interacting with living movie style characters, than just an “NPC” or quest giver.  I found it to be a major appeal of the game, to play just to see what type of things Raz would do next, I never really felt like the whole game was scripted (although it obviously was).   Also in his realistic appeal were his facial features. This may seem odd because his head and face are so extremely over-exaggerated, but that is exactly what makes them easier to understand and believe. Like we talked about in class, ultra-realism almost backfires in most games and makes characters seem extremely automated and robotic.  By having these gigantic eyeballs and big mouth, the range of human emotions are easier to exaggerate, and hence easier to interpret as a player.  This helps in getting to know Raz, and almost always being able to decipher exactly what he is feeling.  This ability to shape Raz and express his feelings also is crucial because the developers could have such control over him.  This is apparent in the fact that Raz never once in the game ever felt like me to fail or break out of his character, never slip up or cause me to second guess anything that happened. 

The final process in Analyzing Raz is to gauge if his character was appropriate for the game, and whether or not he was effective.  You can tell Raz really was just an amazing character for his role because I can just not think of anyone else who could fill the part better, there are no real adjustments or additions to add to him as a character.  Before Raz, the stereotypical child rising to power would probably be considered Zelda, but now after playing this game Raz just blows him out of the water in his effectiveness.  Not only does Raz also talk, but also he is just such a funny and loveable character that you don’t really care that he talks, it doesn’t detract from his character at all.  He fills his role perfectly as the emerging hero, he expresses both his weakness as an inexperienced young child, but also his strength and determination as a heroic character. Also, you must take into consideration that not only is a character tailored to a game, but also the game and story are tailored to the character, hence the perfect cohesion of the experience and the character in this game.  The game is perfectly tailored to Raz’s character, both for his role, but his personality and physical ability as well. Most of the game is based on Raz’s acrobatic skill, also solidifying the good selection of Raz as a character.  Having a bigger overweight character or someone not as agile would completely throw off the game.  Overall the character was very effective at working in part with the game and its mechanics and there were no major technical glitches or character problems that separated me from the game experience. Raz himself never seemed to have any problems, but in many of the other models I noticed some minor clipping or awkward animation overlaps, but that is probably due to the weird proportions of most of the characters and the difficulty in moving them about.  Another minor distraction from the game involves Raz’s levitation ability. Although it is an amazing ability that makes for a lot of interesting game situations, being able to jump so high made me hit a lot of “imaginary ceilings” and find object that I wished I could jump over or onto that I couldn’t because the game just didn’t allow it.  Besides those few minor flaws, Raz was an amazing character that never felt repetitive, always surprised me with his wit, and generally was just an exciting character to play.  Although you can analyze every fine detail about a character, the most important thing is how you feel towards the character and how believable they are.  This often means that there aren’t a lot of glaringly peculiar things about the character.  Regardless of how awkwardly proportioned Raz is, or how ridiculous his psychic powers become, you still feel and interact with him as if he was a reasonable human character.

I honestly don’t think that I could recommend any real major changes to the design of Razputin; I think he was an amazingly well done character and such a blast to play that I couldn’t really find anything that I wanted different about him.  One thing that didn’t really have to do with his character, but I didn’t quite like, was at the very end of the game when he adorns his “Psychonauts Suit” and he looks absolutely heinous.  The entire game you go through loving his persona and his cool goggles and outfit, then, it all disappears right at the end of the game.  Not only does it dissapear, but it is replaced by this atrocious looking full body sweater and elvis look-a-like hairdo.  This is only a minor problem, but I think it was just an easily avoidable problem.  Perhaps they did it to show his aging and becoming a grownup for a sequel? This is believable, but I question how well Raz would fit into a story if he wasn’t allowed to be such a humorous little child.  It could be done if they matured his sense of humor a bit and didn’t make as much of the game focused on the “childrens nightmare” type setting of most of the psychic levels.  If the game was a bit darker and more serious, I think a grown up and matured Raz might be able to fit in nicely.  Also, having his girlfriend go along with him on this “new adventure” would allow for more storyline options and different partner gameplay scenarios, possibly getting to control both characters at once or needing them together to complete certain bosses.

The game has received worldwide fame, nearly every single game rating magazine and website has raved about it. Here are just a few clippings that I have found all over the internet about the game, ( All taken from, Psychonauts: Memory Bank)

PSM PS2 Review


“…The freshest game we’ve played since Katamari Damacy.” 9 out of 10

MetaGamers.com Review


“…Psychonauts is a must buy title that no gamer should be without.” 9.1

IGN.com PS2 Review

“As much fun as I had with the game play, it’s the humor of Psychonauts that really makes it all worthwhile.” 8.6 out of 10

1UP.com PS2 Review


“It could be the best adventure game Schafer has ever produced.” 9 of 10

GameSpy PS2 Review

“The team at Double Fine has managed to seamlessly combine sumptuous, mind-bending visuals and a downright funny script to create one of the most inventive games to hit the PS2.” 4 out of 5.

           IGN Game of the month April 2005

“This game is easily one of the most enjoyable I've had in the past year.”   IGN staff.

Overall, I think it’s obvious to tell that this game was just flat out amazing, and if you don’t believe me, go play it! I’m sure you wont be disappointed.  At first I was tentative about finding a character that I actually liked enough to be able to write so much on, but now I am really happy with my character choice and it was a great experience playing through the game with all my new knowledge when it comes to character design.  I feel like I will never look at a game the same way, or accept terribly game characters and designs.  This may be a bane to my gaming career, but this will be an amazing advantage to me for when I hopefully get into the game design field and work on creating my own games.

Ryan Jenkins
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