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That Dragon, Cancer by Independent Studio
‘Numinous Games’ is a point and click, narrative
driven game where you control a nameless

and bodiless entity. Created by husband and wife
team Ryan and Amy Green along with a few friends,
TDC chronicles the last few weeks of their son Joel’s
long fight with terminal cancer. For a short two hours
play session, you are a witness and a earpiece to both
the husband and wife’s struggles with their faith,
their future and with each other as they come to
terms with the inevitability of their 4-year-old son’s
demise. 

There are no controls except clicking the mouse
to move except for a single platforming section and
unlike other point and click games - there are no
branching paths and barely any player choice except
deciding where to look. So what makes this much of
a videogame? In truth, it doesn’t make it much of a
traditional videogame but for a medium that is little
over 30 years old, who defines what is traditional and
what isn’t? 

‘Gone Home’ is the only other game TDC can be
compared to in terms of mechanics - while in terms
of powerful, emotional storytelling - ‘Brothers: A Tale
of Two Sons’ would be an apt comparison. However
none of those games deal with the real world experi-
ences of raising a child with cancer. Cancer is a dis-
ease that has touched and changed countless lives in
its terrible history. Whether or not we have experi-
enced this disease first-hand, there is no adult on
earth who isn’t aware of its implications. TDC recre-
ates those experiences from a parent’s point of view

and gives you an almost uncomfortable insight into
their thoughts. 

The first thing you witness when you press start is
baby Joel feeding a duck in a park while his dad talks
to his elder siblings about Joel’s condition. The child
has no facial features and is only a humanly-shaped
3D polygon of sorts. This is an art style that is fol-
lowed throughout the game - even the adults, the
few you do meet, only have a haircut and facial hair
for distinguishable features. This may seem jarring at
first but the crystal clear voice work and immersive
sound design immediately engulfs you into this sim-
ple but beautifully designed world. The vibrant sur-
roundings filled with color and ambient sounds
somehow make the polygon characters better look-
ing than they actually are. 

The game is broken down into a dozen chapters
which chronically follow Joel starting with his final
days of chemotherapy. These chapters are inter-con-
nected to several dreamlike sequences. Some of
these sequences are purely narrative in nature while
four are different types of mini-games. One mini-
game in particular is a platformer (think Super Mario)
called ‘Joel the Brave Knight’. This platformer should
have been the only one kept as the narration and
built up fits perfectly into the rest of the story. It
develops from an imaginative bedtime tale the par-
ents are telling the other siblings of Joel, a brave
knight who must defeat the evil dragon cancer. The
mini-game alters itself and makes the kids ask harder
to answer questions and the payoff at the end is
highly thought-provoking.

This is only one example of the game’s unique
presentation and stellar writing, and does a superb
job of engrossing the player into this highly emotion-
al scenario. The husband’s dialogue is confused,
scared and frustrated, while the wife’s steadfast,
unyielding faith can look like either fear or hope
depending on your own views on faith. Few pieces of
art -be they movies or music - deal with the subject
of faith in such a balanced and thought-provoking
manner. It is one of the pillars of the narrative and is
handled with respect and doubt equally. The last two
chapters of the game symbolically revolve around
this topic and the epilogue left me a teary mess. It is
the first and only interaction you as a player have
with the character and I’m not ashamed to say I cried
for a faceless, barely animated 3D object.  

Sudden moments of heart-aching reality like
these act as TDC’s greatest strengths. One chapter

titled ‘Sorry, it’s not good news’ is everything you
expect it to be. But when the game suddenly allows
you to go inside the mind of the doctor and his assis-
tant who are assigned to tell the parents their child is
going to die, you can’t help but feel for these charac-
ters.

You don’t have to make that step though and its
one of the most note-worthy details about the entire
experience. The game gives you a choice. You have
the choice to enter the thoughts of the parents, the
doctors, do both or do nothing and witness it purely
from a bystander viewpoint. This unique player
choice appears again when you are in a hospital
room with the mother and Joel. The room and the
hallway outside are filled with cards and each of
these 50 plus cards is filled with short messages from

real-life cancer survivors and patients. You can go
through some of them, all of them or you can simply
walk out the door at the end of the corridor. Your
choice in both scenarios has no impact on the game
but you may end up learning a few things about
yourself from the way you handle these sections.

Ultimately this is what TDC boils down to.
Irrespective of what genre of game you are playing,
the experience is dictated by the players themselves
and even though the game will end the same way for
everybody - its lessons on loss, faith and love will all
affect whoever is playing it in wholly different ways.
Like many great artworks, ‘That Dragon, Cancer’ will
leave an imprint in your mind that might profoundly
change your entire outlook of the world and the
humanity we all share. 
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That Dragon, Cancer
Love, loss and faith in a time of cancer 

Areal-life homicide, a woman who
wakes up after being frozen for 30
years and a close encounter with

a whale-these are some of the virtual
reality films creating a buzz at this year’s
Sundance Film Festival.

The lineup of no less than 30 immer-
sive experiences-showcased in the festi-
val’s New Frontier program-reflects an
increasing willingness by filmmakers to
experiment with technology that offers a
new form of story-telling.

“It’s pretty amazing,” said John
Cooper, director of the Sundance festival.
“We’re still at a nascent stage-five min-

utes long, that kind of stuff-but you can
really see how it’s going to grow in peo-
ple’s imaginations. “I can see coming
home and saying I just need 10 minutes
of VR before anybody talks to me.”

Among the standout shorts, which

run about five minutes on average, is
“Defrost,” which follows a woman who
suffered a massive stroke and wakes up
after being frozen for nearly 30 years. The
viewer, equipped with a headset, experi-
ences the film from the woman’s per-
spective as she reunites with her much
older family.

“Waves of Grace” follows Ebola sur-
vivor Decontee Davis as she helps oth-
ers in Liberia affected by the disease,
while “theBlu: Encounter” offers a close
encounter with a whale. “Virtual reality
immerses you into a really different
experience you’ve never really had

before,” said Jake Rowell, the director of
“theBlu: Encounter,” which was made in
three months. “It takes you back to your
eight-year-old self in a lot of ways.
“Usually people leave with it being a
memory, they experience it like going

on a hike, or skiing.”

Covering eyes and ears
One unusual virtual reality set-up at

Sundance-”In the Eyes of the Animal”-
allows viewers equipped with a globe-
shaped headset decorated with moss
and plants to experience a forest land-
scape through the eyes of different ani-
mals, including a frog and a dragonfly.
The visuals create the illusion of soaring
high above the trees or hovering along
the forest floor.

“By covering your eyes and your ears
and simulating reality, you can take
someone out of their body and put them
in someone else’s body, and see the
world from a different sensory perspec-
tive,” said Barnaby Steel, of the London-
based design studio Marshmallow Laser
Feast that created the experience. “So
what does the world look like form a bat’s
perspective or a different insect?” he
added. “We’re interested in what is reality
like beyond our senses.”

But while everyone agrees that virtual
reality technology is gaining traction as
more and more people and companies
explore the medium, developers say it
will take some time before it is ready for
consumers or becomes part of the movie
experience. The hardware-which typically
consists of goggles that can be bulky and
uncomfortable to wear-will need to
evolve and become more accessible,
they say.

Another challenge will be to make it
appealing to older audiences. “We’re all in
this new ground, this new medium, try-
ing to figure out how it works,” Rowell
said. “But in the long run, I think people
will embrace it ...  and it will grow. “Now
you have headsets but later on it will
probably be just glasses.” — AFP

Sundance festival embraces virtual reality

The Academy of Motion Picture Arts
and Sciences on Friday promised
sweeping reforms designed to help

diversify its membership in the face of a
major controversy over the second
straight year of all-white Oscar acting
nominations. The Academy’s board said it
was taking “historic action” to double the
number of women and minority mem-
bers by 2020 and launch a global effort to
“recruit qualified new members who rep-
resent greater diversity.”

“These new measures regarding gov-
ernance and voting will have an immedi-
ate impact and begin the process of sig-
nificantly changing our membership
composition,” said Academy president
Cheryl Boone Isaacs. The changes were
approved in a unanimous vote by the
Academy’s board of governors on
Thursday, following days of criticism that
for a second year in a row, all 20 actors
nominated for Oscars were white.

Acclaimed director Spike Lee, who
won an Oscar last year honoring his life-
time achievements, wrote an open letter
to the Academy decrying the “lily white”
nominations. Mega-star Will Smith-one of
the black actors seen as having been
passed over for a nomination this year-
and his wife Jada Pinkett Smith followed
Lee in announcing that they too would
stay away from the ceremony on
February 28.

On Friday, British actress Charlotte
Rampling-nominated for best actress for
“45 Years”-waded into the row by saying
Lee had been “racist to whites” in his criti-
cism. “You can never know for sure, but
maybe black actors did not deserve to be
in the final selection,” Rampling told
Europe 1 radio, speaking in French. The

Academy announced that beginning lat-
er this year-not affecting votes for the
2016 Oscars-each new member’s voting
status will last 10 years, and be renewed if
they have been active in movies during
that time. Members will get lifetime vot-
ing rights after three 10-year terms, or if
they win or are nominated for an
Academy Award. The same standards will
apply retroactively to current members.

Those who do not qualify for active
status will not be able to vote. To increase
diversity on the board of governors
immediately, the Academy said it would
establish three new governor seats that
will be nominated by the president for
three-year terms and confirmed by the
board. It will also involve new members
on decisions about membership and gov-

ernance, giving them a chance to become
more active in decision-making and to
help spot and nurture future leaders.

‘Good step’ 
The announcement was quickly wel-

comed by Ava DuVernay, director of civil
rights movie “Selma,” which was nominat-
ed for best picture last year-but not for
best director or actor. “One good step in a
long, complicated journey for people of
color + women artists,” she wrote on
Twitter.

Tom O’Neil, founder of awards predic-
tion site goldderby.com, told AFP it was a
“dramatic first step” but urged caution on
the numbers. The Academy currently has
6,261 voting members, all of whom work
in the film industry.  — AFP 

Academy vows to double women, 

minority members by 2020

View of the Egyptian Theatre during Sundance Film Festival, in Park City,
Utah. — AFP

John Krasinski, left, and Academy President Cheryl Boone Isaacs announce
the Academy Awards nominations for best performance by an actor in a
leading role at the 88th Academy Awards nomination ceremony in Beverly
Hills. — AP


