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Joshua Redman

Side Missions, Engines, Joysticks
The video game Assassin’s Creed’s head writer

W325, a feature film occupies 
its viewers for about two 
hours, a video game more 
likely o*ers a 10- to 40-hour 

ride—roughly comparable to a book. Fur-
thermore, unlike other entertainment me-
dia, video games are interactive. “Interactivity 
changes everything,” says video-game de-
veloper Corey May ’99, head writer for the 
Assassin’s Creed games, one of the world’s best-
selling franchises. “We are not designing a 
passive experience. Entertainment usually 
means spectatorship—those who create it 
may have the audience in mind, but not audi-
ence input in mind. It’s more immersive and 
personalized when you have that partici-
pating audience.” 

Ordinarily, players work a video-game 
console that includes several buttons and 
joysticks. Other games use a computer 
keyboard and mouse. The player controls 
the movements and, above, all, the deci-
sions of the main character or avatar, the 
player’s alter ego. For example, in the As-
sassin’s Creed series, which includes several 
related games sold by Ubisoft Entertain-
ment (where May works), the main char-
acter, Desmond Miles, pursues an ad-
venturous quest to find several artifacts 
(“Pieces of Eden”) that embody extraor-
dinary powers and may even save human-
ity from eradication by a solar flare. The 
player determines how Desmond moves 
through the game’s landscapes—run-

ning, climbing trees or buildings, hiding in 
rooms, or leaping across roofs.

Assassin’s Creed is an historical action-ad-
venture series. Using a device that allows 
him to experience “ancestral memories,” 
Desmond travels to the time of the Third 
Crusade (circa A.D. 1191) and, in later 
games, to the Italian Renaissance and the 
American Revolution. Thus players get to 
experience virtually the medieval Holy 
Land, Florence, Venice, Rome, and Tus-
cany in the fifteenth and sixteenth centu-
ries, and the New England countryside of 
Revolutionary times. Such settings make 
research into historical milieux a major 
part of game development. One advantage 
of choosing Italy, says May, is that “80 per-

paid o*: New York Times reviewer Nate Chin-
en has described Joshua Redman’s sono-
rous tone as having an “inner glow,” adding 
that Redman “has stood for a notion of jazz 
that’s rigorous and porous, edifying and ap-
proachable, dying to prove nothing beyond 
its own quality of expression.” 

Redman’s sound enriches his newest al-
bum, a collection of ballads titled Walking 
Shadows, the sixteenth CD in a recording 

career that began in 1993. The new 
disc includes his longtime associ-
ates Brad Mehldau (piano), Larry 
Grenadier (bass), and Brian Blade 
(drums)—plus, on six songs, a 
chamber string orchestra, with 
flute and French horn. “The strings 
add a richness and a lushness, a 
romanticism and even a touch of 
nostalgia to the music,” Redman 
explains on his website (www.
joshuaredman.com). Along with 
jazz standards like “Stardust” and 
“Lush Life,” as well as originals 
by Redman and Mehldau, Walk-
ing Shadows includes novel choices: 
the Adagio from Bach’s Toccata in 
C major for organ never sounded 
so lyrical as here, and the Beatles’ 
“Let It Be,” after an opening hom-
age to its gospel roots, takes flight 
as an energized, playful saxophone 
improv.

Redman took up the tenor at age 10; he 
is essentially self-taught. He didn’t make 
the Harvard Jazz Band on his first try-
out, but eventually played with them for 
two and a half years while finding time to 
graduate summa cum laude in social stud-
ies. He also had a period when he “really 
got into jazz as a listener—it was the only 
music I’d listen to,” he recalls. “Every jazz 
musician goes through a ‘jazz geek’ phase, 

when they can tell you 
who played what on 
every recording.”

After college he de-
ferred matriculation at 
Yale Law School and 
moved to Brooklyn to live in Park Slope 
with friends from the Berklee College of 
Music. “I guess I wanted a breather before 
starting up” at Yale, he says. “I was hoping 
to relax, hang, party, get a relatively low-
stress job, maybe volunteer some, hope-
fully play a bit of music on the side. I was 
on a year’s deferment. Turned out to be a 
never-ending year!” He won the Theloni-
ous Monk International Jazz Saxophone 
Competition in the fall of 1991 and “great 
musicians started to call.” Within six 
months, he could pay his rent and “eat at 
least one square meal a day” on his jazz 
earnings. “The more I had the chance to 
play jazz with some of the very best musi-
cians alive,” he says, “the more I sensed its 
beauty, its profundity, and how essential it 
was to my life.”

The saxophone “ is an extension of 
yourself—not your body, but your self,” he 
explains. “In some rare moments, you are 
so connected with your axe [instrument] 
that the saxophone itself fades away, and 
it’s just pure self-expression. That’s the 
ideal we’re all striving for.” 

!/"$20 5$#.,"+

E
LI

Z
A

B
E

T
H

 A
T

T
E

N
B

O
R

O
U

G
H

Visit www.harvardmag.
com/extras to hear 
several of Redman’s 
songs. 
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cent of the architecture 
is still the same!”—al-
lowing the creators to 
use modern photographs. 
The Revolution, he says, 
opened up “a fresh take 
on environments. You 
could build in tree-climb-
ing or bow-and-arrow ac-
tion.”

Production on a video 
game resembles that for a 
computer-graphics film. 
But interactivity demands 
far more content than 
a movie. Screenwriting 
provides an instructive 
comparison: screenplays average 120 pages 
and may take years to craft, but a video-
game script can be 1,000 pages long, with 
the writing team cranking it out in three 
to six months. Assassin’s Creed III had seven 
credited writers. May wrote the game’s 
“main path,” which means, he says, “the 
things you [the player] have to do,” while 
colleagues knocked out “side missions,” 
onscreen text, and artificial intelligence 

(AI) lines, which enable 
reactions to the player’s 
choices. 

“AI is what drives all 
the moving pieces inside 
the game,” May explains. 
“If you’re in combat with 
something, AI instructs 
your enemies on how to 
react to you, how to ac-
knowledge your presence. 
It’s the brain inside the 
other stu* on the screen, 
and even inside the main 
character, so that when 
you push a button, the 
game knows what you 

want to do.”
Games are built with “engines,” collec-

tions of tools that include foundational 
code and systems to determine things 
like how to render graphics and manage 
AI. For example, an engine might enable 
building a “first-person shooter,” a game 
in which the player tries to shoot enemies 
while seeing the landscape through the 
eyes of the avatar. (Call of Duty, now the 

top-selling video game for several years, 
is a “military shooter.”) A di*erent engine 
might support a sports game, like football. 
Some engines are versatile: Ubisoft has de-
ployed the Assassin’s Creed engine to make 
other games as well.

Building a video game is a collaborative 
process done by teams that can include 
hundreds of artists, writers, computer 
programmers, and designers who are 
united “in pursuit of making cool stu*,” 
says May. (There are even translators: as 
the market is global, the text and dialogue 
appear in eight to 14 languages.) “There’s 
a tension in the industry. We are ostensi-
bly creating entertainment. But there is 
an older mindset that’s more of, ‘We are 
creating software,’ as if we were building 
the next release of Microsoft Word. But 
we’re not making a word processor; we are 
building things that, if they are not telling 
stories, are creating experiences and evok-
ing emotions.”

As a head writer, May supervises teams of 
writers for various games, and writes a lot 
himself. He has played video games since he 
was three or four years old and still does, for 

Corey May
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at least two hours a day. “I will be playing 
video games until the day I die,” he says. “I 
can’t imagine ever getting tired of it. I’m all 
right as a player. I don’t think there is any 
special advantage in being a game creator.” 

In college, he worked part-time for a 
video-game company, telecommuting to 
write stories for an online multiplayer 
game, but concentrated in economics 
and took no computer-science courses 

(“I regret not trying”). Though he knows 
little about writing code, he now works 
closely with the “geeks” daily. He earned 
an M.F.A. in film producing at the Univer-
sity of Southern California, where he met 
his future business partner, Dooma Wend-
schuh; together they launched sekretagent 
Productions. Focusing on film production, 
they sold one movie to Disney that “was in 
development hell for 11 years until it died.” 

About nine years ago, sekretagent found 
itself well positioned when videogame 
companies began scouring Los Angeles 
for Hollywood talent. “No one wanted to 
write scripts for games then,” May recalls. 
“It wasn’t movies or TV, it wasn’t sexy, and 
there wasn’t enough 
money.” But May loved 
games, had a body of 
work, and knew some 
things about creating 
drama and emotion on a screen. Before 
long he had connected with Ubisoft and 
moved to its largest studio, in Montreal. 
He works long hours and sometimes 
weekends, but only because he wants to. 
“You have a lot of freedom to dream and 
experiment here, to play with narrative 
structure and elements,” he explains. “It’s 
like a playground, a laboratory, or a work-
shop. And there are 2,000 other dreamers 
in this space with you creating these in-
credible, ambitious experiences.” 
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A rooftop chase from the Assassin’s  
Creed III video gameC
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Visit www.harvardmag.
com/extras to see a clip 
from Assassin’s Creed. 

24     S,-+,#.,"  -  O/+!.,"  2013

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746


