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e here at D+PAD aren’t 
sticklers for stating the 
obvious, but we’ll give it a 
try. The way we play 

videogames is changing. The way we look 
at videogames in respect to what they 
o�er society as a whole is changing – an 
uncanny valley here, a Wii Remote there, or 
challenging your friends on the other side 
of the world to a game of Uno whilst sitting 
in front of the TV in your own living room. 
There are, however, those videogame 
hallmarks standing �rm and resolute in 
the blustery gales that are the winds of 
change that will never waver – the end of 
level boss battle, impromptu load screens 
and games which demand the player to 
shoot things until they don’t move about 
as much as they’re used to.

One such institution which has seen 
remarkable change is the way players interact 
inside game spaces together in multiplayer 
modes. Once upon a time we were literally 
standing side by side, waggling joysticks 
furiously in games such as Street Fighter and 
Contra. But with the death knell of arcade 
gaming ringing in our ears, nowadays we’re 
faced with headsets, lag and lobbies. We 
touched on multiplayer in our D+BATE 
column back in issue four, where we 
suggested that there are two clear facets in 
gaming of this type – the desire to compete, 
or to co-operate. Some would argue that the 
truly best experiences online are the 
successful implementation of the two 
working together in tandem, but what 
appears to be the more regular occurrence 
lately are games which ask us to turn the guns 
away from each other, and to exhaust 
ammunition in a more proactive manner – 
like repelling a zombie holocaust, for instance.

You may think that ‘holocaust’ is a bit much, 
but it is the attempt to triumph over such 
unlikely odds, especially at the higher 
di�culties and with three human 
compatriots, which makes Left 4 Dead as 
fun as it is. Overcoming the - at times - 
frightening level of enemy intensity gently 
and unconsciously coerces the player to 
enter a mindset which is purely based on 
survival – you’ll be watching your three 
teammates like a hawk, because one less 
gun on your side is utterly detrimental to 
your success in each of the game’s four 
scenarios. Of course, patching up your 
squad with medical kits and helping them 
to their feet after they’ve been knocked to 
the �oor all adds to this sense of comrade-
ship that is unlike anything experienced 
before in a game of this type. Other games 
o�ering co-op modes that amount to little 
more than running and gunning together 
suddenly appear a little juvenile: Left 4 Dead 
has inde�nitely raised the bar for true 
co-operative play.
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Don’t be fooled into thinking that Left 4 
Dead is a revolution though, because it 
still has a lot of old-school values at heart: 
enclosed spaces, a large amount of 
enemies to dispatch, and a focus on 
travelling from point A to B in one piece. A 
key strength to the game is that, save 
from the grotesque Boomer occasionally 
dousing you in vomit, there’s not an 
ounce of undead �ab in sight. The whole 
experience is a tight, tense a�air that runs 
at a lightning quick pace thanks to the 
Source engine, which continues to impress 
many years after its original introduction. Not a 
single second is wasted in generating 
exposition with regards to a story or any plot of 
sorts which may seem surprising to some, but 
to others it’s a godsend – if anything, it 
heightens the sense of urgency in both the 
player and the characters’ desire to escape the 
scenario. 

As a result, the game is genuinely 
pulse-quickening, eye-widening and joypad-
clenching which can leave you feeling 
somewhat drained. Any sense of fatigue is 
immediately counterbalanced by the utterly 
immense satisfaction felt when all four 
Survivors successfully escape a level. Enemies 
are relentless, deadly and in their hundreds, so 

to conquer the horde due to a balance of 
teamwork and �repower is arguably one of the 
year’s highlights – no easy task in a 2008 that has 
been laced with quality.

A game such as Left 4 Dead, so completely 
focused on teamwork, is inevitably going to have 
to sacri�ce some of the single player component, 
and as adequate as the AI can be, it can 
sometimes be found wanting. Annoyingly, it 
always seems to be in the most critical of 
moments. Whether to place trust in a nameless, 
voiceless AI or not is up to the player, but those 
wanting to play Left 4 Dead as a primarily single 
player experience will be mildly disappointed. 
Each core design decision is thoroughly weighed 
in the favour of multiple players – each level is a 
4-seater rollercoaster, with di�ering events each 
time due to the ‘AI Director’ randomly placing 
zombies into the game space. The versus mode is 
a di�erent prospect, with players taking turns 
between playing as the Survivors or as the Special 
Infected, and hunting each other down. Again, it 
is the successful utilisation of working as a 
complete unit that yields the most success. 
Sometimes, if done right, Left 4 Dead transcends 
the black and white of ‘single player’ or 
‘multiplayer’ – suddenly there is a realisation that 
four players have amalgamated into a single, 
uni�ed body during play. It’s an incredibly 
exhilarating feeling.

Left 4 Dead is about trust – the trust you place in 
your comrades to do a job and the basic 
requirement of needing to work as a team to 
survive, more so than in any other game seen 
before. The sheer breakneck pace and intensity of 
the enemy demands it. Trust should also be 
placed in Valve – more so than ever, the 
developer is responsible for games of an 
extremely high calibre, and Left 4 Dead is a 
stunning example of Valve once again pushing 
the boundaries in �rst person gaming. Flying solo, 
the game falls just short of greatness – with 
friends, it is absolutely essential.
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