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A farewell of sorts.
~

Before I begin, I have a small announcement to make: this
article will probably be the last time I review a video game
for Ferretbrain, and it may be the last time I write anything
for Ferretbrain.

  
Perhaps I should explain.

  
As one or two of you may have noted, my output has
become exceedingly erratic over the last year or two. A large
part of that has been due to continuing issues in my
personal life that we won't discuss here because of the
personalness of it all. However, I will say that my lack of
new material has also been due to an increasing
dissatisfaction with reviewing as a hobby. I suppose it's a
matter of shifting priorities. I never saw myself as a
"serious" literary critic, but I liked to think I've generally put
some effort into what I've written about, made some attempt to extract an insight or
two, that sort of thing. Lately though, I have found that I have been demanding more
of my writing than I have wanted to put into it. Case in point: a few weeks ago I
abandoned a plan to discuss the literary roots of Dishonored after it became clear that
the only way to do the topic justice was to start exploring the oeuvre of William Hope
Hodgson. Given that I only ever intended reviewing to be a fun, lighthearted hobby that
would work as an ad hoc education for other projects (which have been sorely
neglected), and given how I no longer take any pleasure in doing something that I
ostensibly do for my personal enjoyment...well, a change had to be made.

  
Now I won't be abandoning Ferretbrain altogether. I'll still poke my head in once and a
while and say hi, and if there's something out there that really gets my attention, I
may even slam together a few paragraphs about it. For now, though, I feel this
rambling review/article about an old video game I love will serve as an adequate
farewell. 

  
(In retrospect, I should have made my House of Storms review my final review, since it
really is far superior to this piece. Ah well, it's not this will be my absolute last article
ever...right? Ah, no matter. Onward!)

  
Iron Storm - A Twentieth Century Nightmare

  
This game is currently available on GoG for about five bucks American, but I've had my
copy for a few years now. It's a game that used to be a common fixture in the "cheap
old games" sections of computer and office-supply stores over here in North America,
and even today physical copies can still be found if you look in the right place. I know
I'm grateful for mine; my box came with a little mock-up of a trench news leaflet filled
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with juicy worldbuilding.
  

The premise of Iron Storm posits a world where...you know what? I'm just going to go
ahead and quote the intro movie, which covers all the business more than ably:

  
"This delightful and cheery war began in August 1914. It is now March 1964, and
believe it or not it is still being waged. All I have ever known is a crazed humanity, one
which, for the last fifty years, has only been concerned with slaughtering itself.

  
Occidental and American troops are fighting against the armies of a sort of latter-day
Genghis Khan: Baron Nikolai Aleksandrovich Ugenberg. This megalomaniac, who put a
bloody end to the Bolshevik revolution, has got it into his head to create a Eurasian
empire, one stretching from the Atlantic to the Chinese sea.

  
Faced with this madman, the West could think of nothing better than floating their
armies on the stock exchange in order to finance the war. And there are plenty of
people who line their pockets by speculating on the deaths of others.

  
As for me, I've been fighting Ugenberg for years now, along a front line which divides
Germany in two. Now all I can think of is one simple question: when the hell are we
gonna be left in peace."

  
The game begins in early 1964, in a second-line bunker complex somewhere in
northern Germany. The player is placed into the role of Lt. James Anderson, an old
hand in the north German trench network and a man of few words. A few miles away
behind the Russo-Mongol lines, buried beneath the decrepit town of Wolfenberg, there
is supposedly an illegal research facility that is somehow connected to one of
Ugenberg's superweapon programs. (The weapon itself seems to be some type of
short-range missile with a nuclear warhead, but the game is oddly coy in addressing its
precise nature.) Since the previous assaults on the town resulted in horrific bloody
failure, the order is given to send Anderson in by his lonesome to slip through the lines,
worm his way into the town, sneak into the facility, blow it the fuck up, and steal
anything pretty.

  
Of course, in an operation of this nature, mission creep is an inevitability.

  
If one was searching for some phrase to adequately sum up the experience of playing
Iron Storm, it would be hard to improve on "simple yet taxing". The game is at heart a
first-person shooter, and sticks quite closely to all the conventions of that genre circa
2002. There is a standard assortment of weapons, as well as a surprising variety of
grenades, although the player's mainstay will likely be some variety of assault rifle and
a sniper rifle. As for Anderson's Russo-Mongolian opponents, while they are not bright
even by FPS standards, they are amazingly vindictive. The trenches and ruins of
Germany are filled with snipers who only make themselves known after they've killed
you, mine dogs that run just a little too fast for you to easily track with your mouse,
and masked-and-greatcoated Kazakhs who wield rapid-fire explosive projectile
launchers which, thanks to the paucity of projectile ammunition, are more fun for them
than they are for you. For a first-time player I would seriously recommend starting out
on easy, just until you gain some familiarity with the layout of each level. Thankfully,
your armor-piercing sniper rifle is one of the weapons that has a permanent place in
your inventory.
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Truth be told, there are a lot of things that would make this game undesirable for the
casual player. Some of these issues are due to the game's age: Iron Storm was
released back in 2002, and even at the time reviews criticized it for its antiquated
features. The graphics in particular have aged poorly, generally resembling something
that would be at home on the Quake III engine circa 1998. There was also the issue of
the game's development cycle; from what I have heard, the game's developer, a
French outfit named 4x Studios, was going out of business as the game was nearing
completion, and the game was rushed out the door as a result. Iron Storm is certainly
playable, but there are areas of the game where certain unfinished sections and
features have been literally boarded up, and the game's sound files contain a wealth of
unused dialogue. The game is also a little unclear on how to proceed in certain
sections, and in one or two places it is quite possible to trap yourself somewhere in a
level and be unable to complete the game.

  
However, the most problematic aspect of Iron Storm would have to be its stealth
system. It's a relic of the days when stealth mechanics were the major gimmick in
shooters, and there are two levels that revolve entirely around them. Unfortunately,
these mechanics are not well implemented. There's no way to determine if you're being
watched or not, and the only states of awareness your opponents have are "placid
ignorance" and "opening fire." To make matters worse, in the first of these stealth
levels, the game does not explain that you can never allow an alarm to be triggered, as
allowing that to happen will spawn heavily armed soldiers who are unkillable, leaving
you no choice but to pray you kept a hard save of the beginning of the level. The
second of these levels do away with the penalty, but the levels are so cramped and
populated that it is generally easier to run in guns blazing and make a dash for the
alarm panel before the ceiling turrets and soldiers cut you down.

  
That said, there are one or two nifty mechanics in Iron Storm. The game can be
toggled between first and third person, which isn't that useful in general (the third-
person camera floats about a meter behind and above Anderson's head), but it does
make some of the tightrope walking much easier. There's also a few places where the
game plays with light levels in sniping sections; there's one area where sniping is
impeded by sunlight reflected off of snow, and there's one section where guard towers
need to be cleared out in a thunderstorm by watching the towers for any telltale
silhouettes to be illuminated during a lightning flash.

  
However, the gameplay is not the reason I consider Iron Storm one of my favorite
games. Rather, my love for this game stems both the impressive depth of its historical
allusions and from its ability to paint, with surprising economy, the outline of a
profoundly horrible world.

  
To discuss the history of Iron Storm, it is perhaps best to start at the highest level. In
this alternate 1964, the world has divided itself into two angry solitudes: a permanent
military alliance know as the United States of Western Europe, or "USWE", and its
eternal enemy, Baron Ugenberg's Russo-Mongolian Empire. We never get to see all that
much of Russo-Mongol society, but the few details that do emerge bring up a wealth of
associations. Baron Ugenberg himself is quite blatantly modeled off of an actual
historical figure, namely the minor White Russian general Baron Roman Fyodorovich
von Ungern-Sternberg. The empire in Iron Storm is Ungern-Sternberg's dream brought
to life: an Asiatic Russia, drawing its spiritual core from the principles of Buddhism and
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the traditions of absolute monarchy, waging a war to liberate Europe from the
corruption of popular democracy and high finance (while presumably putting the Jews
and socialists to the sword at the same time). It's a particularly extreme iteration of a
strand of philosophical thought that has existed in Russian society for centuries, the
idea of Russia as an entity that is separate from the West, and that may in time
become a crucible in which features of Western, Eastern, and Russian thought may
combine and be forged into a new, true, universal philosophy. Ugenberg's particular
spin on this complex of ideas seems to hearken to the obscure-in-the-West school of
thought known as Eurasianism, the founders of which looked to geopolitics as a way to
bring about this inner transformation. (Rather surprisingly, Iron Storm is not the only
video game I've ever seen that deals in Eurasianist themes. The 2007 adventure game
Culpa Innata, created by a small Turkish developer, looks at the theory from the eyes
of the opposition, setting the game in futuristic where the First World has unified in a
"post-national free trade zone" in which all contemporary Western values have been
taken to a malignant extreme.) Of course, if you want to flip it around and consider the
dichotomy from the Western perspective, then Iron Storm is to be commended for
creating an enemy that is literally an embodiment of every orientalist "other" the West
has ever feared. In the Russo-Mongolian Empire, there is a place for the Slav, the Turk,
the Arab, the Chinese, the Persian, the Muslim, the Buddhist, the Confucian, the
Orthodox Christian, along with so many others. There's even a place for the German;
Germany itself is divided by the front line, Ugenberg's army is filled with
Germanophones, and the name "Russo-Mongol" harkens back to another hyphenated
empire. It is an impressive assortment of enemies, the litany of which does cast a light
over the odd ways we determine what belongs in the "West" and what does not.

  
Germany also has another purpose in Iron Storm: to become the site of allohistorical
estrangement. One of the great powers of alternate history lies in its ability to rework
geography, to replace borders and monuments and turn familiar settings into alien
landscapes. Video games have always done this to an extent, warping real-world
locations to fit within the technical requirements of the game, but games that deal with
alternate history have license to get even more creative. Consider the maps of
Command & Conquer: Red Alert 2, which not only gave players the opportunity to trash
any number of landmarks, but also presented players with the sight of American urban
centers undergoing colonization via base-building by the American and Soviet
militaries. Another colonization can be seen in Resistance: Fall of Man, the centerpiece
of which is a deserted London, circa 1951, in the process of being terraformed.
(Incidentally, it has long been my opinion that the first Resistance game should be
considered one of the best adaptations of War of the Worlds of the 2000s).

  
The story of Iron Storm is essentially a journey through an alternate Germany, a
Germany that has been depopulated and transformed by war. The first two levels
present the most extreme example of this transformation: the area of the front line is
set in north-central Germany, a region that is, mostly, a collage of farmland broken up
by small towns. In the 1964 of Iron Storm, this landscape has been erased and
replaced with an endless network of trenches, tunnels, junctions, bunkers, and
canyons. There are ruins and dead trees sticking up through the muck, but it is
impossible to read anything of the region's past. The town of Wolfenburg, the next stop
on the journey, presents a slightly different story. Wolfenburg itself seems to be an
allohistorical version of Wolfsburg, the city that was consolidated and built by the Third
Reich in the 1930s to serve as a home for the workers of the new Volkswagen plant.
The Wolfenburg we see in the game is a town that has avoided this incorporation, at
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the cost of losing its citizenry. Wolfenberg seems to be a rest-stop for the Russo-
Mongol forces, but the only inhabitants of the town are the endless patrols who haunt
the roofless townhouses and flooded cellars. The walls stripped of any sign of human
presence. It is a town where nothing has changed since the resettlement of the 1930s,
where the only new construction has been a prefabricated security checkpoint made of
steel and poured concrete. This theme of ruin and abandonment continues to the final
location of the game, Ugenberg's headquarters in the Reichstag in Berlin. Despite being
the center of an administrative apparatus that commands the forces of a military
spread across a continent, the accommodations of the Reichstag seem remarkably
spartan. The facade of the building is scarred with battle damage and ad hoc additions,
with the roof sporting helicopter landing pads and electrified fences, and a giant
ventilation duct straddling the entrance of the building. Inside, most of the Reichstag
seems abandoned: the basement is an electrocution hazard filled with abandoned
crypts and flooded chambers, the hallways are littered with discarded books and water-
damaged wood, and even Ugenberg's personal quarters only take up part of one floor
of the building, as if he simply didn't have enough money and workers to fix the whole
place up. In Iron Storm, Germany has become a wasteland, stripped of her people, and
inhabited mostly by her conquerer-allies who sit huddled in their little bunkers and
seldom leave their rooms.

  
An even darker imagining, perhaps, of a familiar European nightmare.

  
The design of the characters, weapons and machinery is also surprisingly nuanced. On
a first pass, the design of Iron Storm could be described as a minimalist Warhammer, a
version of 40k that only features Imperial Guard and with all the fantastic elements
carefully excised. The uniforms are all dull blue or brown with no ornamentation, with a
mix of cotton and leather. All the weapons are crude devices, machined out of stamped
metal and plywood, all of which seem incredibly heavy and well-worn. Some of the
weapons don't even appear to have spent any time in a factory; the game's rocket
launcher appears to be just a metal tube with a grip and a scope strapped on. As for
the vehicles, most of them are about the size of their real-world analogues, but the
bulk of their unpainted, rivet-filled heavy armor plating gives them a great presence.
They are machines that do not intimidate through size, but through their geologic
implacability.

  
However, all of this was not designed in a vacuum. In its way, Iron Storm is a medley
of images and references from the golden age of Western warfare, a period stretching
from the First World War all the way to Algeria and Vietnam. In general, though, the
war that seems to be referenced the most of is the Russian Civil War of 1918-1921.
Given the nature of the game's antagonist, this is not unexpected, but it is still
surprising that war referenced in any game marketed to a Western European-North
American audience. Generals from that war are referenced in news brodcasts, Russo-
Mongol uniforms evoke Russian designs, and even the penultimate level is set on an
armored train, the quintessential Civil War vehicle. However, these references are not
thrown in simply for their own sake, but to make a subtle point. The war of Iron Storm,
has advanced technologically, but it most cases it hasn't really changed anything. There
are tanks, but they are ponderous hulks bristling with projectile launchers that are built
more for splattering infantry than serving as mechanized cavalry. Helicopters, rather
than being the nimble hawks of war, have become little more than flying tanks, with
their bloated beetle chassies laden with rockets and machine guns. Even the trench
network doesn't make any sense; rather than being the neat lines paralleling a no-
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man's-land from children's books, the German front is an warren of trenches and
fortified junctions across which platoons from both sides slosh constantly, like a hellish
version of a control-point based multiplayer map. In the course of the game, it
becomes clear that this war has been designed, and that it has been designed not to be
won.

  
While Iron Storm does allude to the numerous effects this effect has had on the world
and its people, the one that is easily the most noticeable to the player is the growth of
the cult of cruelty. Iron Storm is a surprisingly sadistic game, but it's not a game that
wears its sadism on its sleeve, or builds it up into massive scripted setpieces. It's a
more subtle, naturalized sadism, the sadism of a world filled with damaged people who
cope with the horrors of the world by not giving a shit about human life. Much of the
game has an sort of ambient misanthropy, with the player strolling past dead bodies
piled up like garbage (indeed, on a recent playthrough, I was surprised to discover that
the game has a persistent sewer metaphor, with trenches, tunnels, catacombs, and
drainage systems in which water and industrial runoff flush human bodies away).
Russo-Mongol news broadcasts have no qualms with showing piles of dead USWE
soldiers in the aftermath of victory. (The broadcasts themselves, designed to explain
certain elements of the game's world to the player, also present the amusing spectacle
of a world where war reporting has evolved into infomercials for advanced weapons
systems.) While the sadism does cross from the subtextual to the textual numerous
times, it is always done somewhere just off to the side of the main action, as
something you can willfully ignore if you just turn your head a few degrees. Keep your
eyes on a plummeting helicopter and you can ignore the USWE grunt gunning down a
Russian desert begging for asylum. Stay focused on the tunnel ahead and you don't
have to look at the skulls staked up around an Orthodox ikon. Don't explore that house
and you won't have to think about what they did to that platoon. Of course, there is no
way for you to stay above the violence; in the early parts of the game, in the chaotic
trenches filled with snipers, friendly-fire incidents are all but inevitable. As for the first
stealth section, there are a dozen unarmed scientists who can summon unkillable
guards between you and your goal, and the only weapon you have is a trench saber.
There are no arguments regarding complicity or choice here; this is just how the world
is. The Kazakhs don't care if their projectile launchers kill their comrades, and neither
do you.

  
Oddly enough, while this is a great deal of violence done to the human body in Iron
Storm, the older graphics seem to make it worse than in contemporary games. When
blood, viscera, and anguish are well-modeled, the problems of the uncanny valley take
effect, and you can safely avoid confronting the horror by reminding yourself that it is
all simulated. When Iron Storm's crude NPC models are slashed and bloodied, the
effect is more like seeing a child mutilate a bunch of dolls. It plays not on the visceral
realism of the event, but on the event itself. It's a product of old technology and limited
budget, but it is surprisingly effective.

  
I could go on and explain how the ending of the game, rather than being a damp squib
tossed off by developers who were on a deadline, is actually a gut-punch that
thoroughly quashes any sense of joy or accomplishment you may have delusionally
developed in the course of the game, leaving all the more ready to appreciate the pure
misery that is the game's world. For now, though, I think that will be enough. In the
end, Iron Storm is not a fun game, a positive game, or even the best-made game of its
day. It is, however, a game whose creators were trying for something unique,
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something which, to my eyes, they succeeded in.
  

Well, Ferretbrain, I suppose this is the part where I'd say goodbye, but the thing of it is
I'm not actually going anywhere. I'll still be here, firing off the occasional message.
Rather, I will simply take my leave.

  
Take care, little ferrets, and thank you for everything.
Themes: Computer Games, Gogathon
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