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closely to a script. Character designers 
build player characters, deciding how they 
will move, talk, and look, while writers 
craft dialogue between the human play-
ers and the virtual characters they meet. 
The designers then tell Duquette what the 
character must accomplish in a specific 
place, how it fits into the game’s plot, and 
how the location should feel: a town mod-
eled after an Italian Renaissance city-state 
or a fantasy locale reminiscent of Lord of the 
Rings. In the highly competitive video-game 
industry, unfinished projects are kept un-
der lock and key; 38 Studios would not 
allow Duquette to discuss any specifics of 
his work on Copernicus, which occupied 
nearly his entire professional career.

Previously, he worked at a company 
called Windward Mark, building a mod-
ern combat game, Alliance: The Silent War, 
that never found its way into stores. Du-
quette says the process involved in build-
ing its demos (still available online) is for-
mally similar to his work on Copernicus. 

In Alliance, the player character starts 
out in a dusty alley in 1973 Egypt, armed 
with an automatic rifle. The writers 
scripted the character’s role and the ten-
or of the action; Duquette’s job was to 
make that real. First, he studied pictures 
of Egypt in that era, to get a feel for how 
the buildings should look: where win-
dows were placed, where the power lines 
should be. Then he constructed a setting 
that would take the player from point A 
to point B, maximizing drama and excite-
ment along the way. “The gameplay de-
signers will say, ‘At the beginning of this 
level, I want the character to be in a tight 
corridor, with plenty of cover objects to 
hide behind, so it’s safe gameplay,’” Du-
quette explains. He built a series of walls, 

cars, market carts, and protective over-
hangs, ideal for hiding behind as the play-
er makes his way through the level. “But at 
a certain point,” he continues, “the player 
should be a little more exposed, feel a lit-
tle more scared, be taking fire from ene-
mies,” so he created a courtyard where the 
rooftops offer perches where enemies can 
hide and snipe at the player.

Building a scene like this—filling a few 
minutes of game-play—can take weeks, 
and building the sprawling fantasy world 
demanded in Copernicus was a far larger 
project, even with the power of computer 
design at his disposal.

High-level video-game artists work 
by hand, but with a computerized twist. 

Duquette and his fellow artists use 
a stylus to draw and paint on a large 
tablet monitor called a Cintiq that 
translates strokes into the com-
puter-design software Adobe Pho-
toshop. He does two-dimensional 
sketches in Photoshop, and then 
uses a program called Maya to ex-
pand those into three-dimensional, 
fully realized virtual buildings with 
working doors and staircases that 
players can walk around and live in.

The architecture-mad kid still 
comes through in his work. Du-

quette thinks that many other studios’ 
games have inelegant buildings that look 
as though they wouldn’t hold together. He 
therefore creates his fantasy structures 
with an obsessive level of detail, modeling 
them after real-world 
sites. “I think the fan-
tasy really holds up 
better if you have real-
istic architecture,” he 
declares, noting that 
creating a video game 
requires “hundreds of people working 
in such intricate choreography to create 
this living, beautiful thing. When it’s fi-
nally a playable, finished piece, that ab-
solutely is art.” 

Charles Hayford writes, “One of the 
Beat poets, I think, perhaps Gary Snyder, 
wrote of walking in the mountains in late 
winter or early spring. He comes around 
a corner and spies a brave spot of red bud-
ding up through a last snowbank and 
thinks how strikingly beautiful and hopeful 
it is. When he gets closer, he sees that it’s 
actually an empty Coke can and thinks 
how ugly and dispiriting it is. Then he 
stops and thinks again: until his conscious 
mind interfered, he simply enjoyed what 
he saw. Can anyone tell me who wrote 
this and where?”

“the distant hills draw night” (March-
April). David Croson submitted a possible 
lead, not from a poem, but from the Oc-
tober 1902 issue of Country Life in America, 

in which W.B. Thornton, in “A Calendar 
of October,” mentions (in Part II: “A-Field 
with Dog and Gun”) that the “distant hills 
draw on their nightcaps of deep purple.”

“the real questions….” In response to 
a query about the source of “The real 
questions are the ones that intrude upon 
your consciousness whether you like it or 
not”—attributed to the writer Ingrid Ben-
gis online—the author has identified the 
statement as the second sentence of her 
1973 feminist classic, Combat in the Erog-
enous Zone: Writings on Love, Hate, and Sex.

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter 
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138, or via e-mail to 
chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.
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Correspondence on not-so-famous lost words

Duquette’s digital painting Vilqa,  
the Garden City

Visit www.harvardmag.
com/extras to view a 
video clip from one of 
Duquette’s video-game 
designs.
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