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ABSTRACT
Red  Dead  Redemption uses  a  variety  of  different  cinematic 
techniques  to  create  an  authentic  Western  world.  Elements  of 
mise-en-scene  and  camera-work  accompany  the  narrative  to 
create a genuine Western experience that immerses players into a 
world seen only in traditional Hollywood movies. Every aspect of 
Red Dead Redemption  helps  support  the fact  that  video games 
are becoming more influenced by cinema as they become more 
realistic.
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1. INTRODUCTION
This text will be discussing the cinematic techniques used across 
Rockstar  Games'  Read  Dead  Redemption.  Video  games  use 
similar  techniques  to  those  seen  in  moves  to  help  drive  the 
narrative.  Techniques  such  as  camera  angles  and  movement, 
staging, lighting, and other aspects of mise-en-scene play just as 
large  of a role  in  a  video game as  in  a  movie,  and one could 
argue, even more so. As video games  have striven to be more 
and more realistic  and entertaining,  more aspects  of film have 
been implemented into games. 

2. The Narrative of Red Dead Redemption
One of the most interesting facts about Red Dead Redemption is 
the  fact  that  the  entire  game was  made in honor of traditional 
Western movies. The narrative of Red Dead Redemption revolves 
around your  All-American  cowpoke,  John  Marston.  When you 
are initially introduced to the man that you will become over a 60 
hour  experience,  you  have  mixed  feelings  about  him.  John 
Marston seems to be a man of morals, but he is also an ex-outlaw 
and a ruthless murderer. Only after playing through about half of 
the  game  do  you get  a  good feel  for  who John  truly is.  The 
creation of this kind of flawed hero makes you want to help John 
Marston  out,  and  upon  finally  understanding  his  story,  you 
become more attached to him when his flaws become your own. 

The main storyline is constructed on the premise of a traditional 
Western movie. John has lost his family and needs to get them 
back, so the government has blackmailed him into killing a few 
scumbags that he used to ride across the desert with in order to 
retrieve  his  family.  When  I  first  played  through  Red  Dead 
Redemption,  I felt  like  I was finally placed into the role of the 
most badass guy in the West (after Charles Bronson, of course).  
The  validity  of  the  narrative  is  accompanied  by the  Western 
mise-en-scene,  classic  Western  allusions,  and authentic  camera 
movements.  In  certain  moments  throughout  the  game,  the 
Western elements the game is paying homage to shine enough to 
make  you  feel  like  you  are  the  main  character  of  a  Western 
movie. In these moments, the elements of the narrative combined 
with the camera angle and lighting create the genuine Western 
feel  that  Rockstar  initially set  out for.  These  are  the  moments 
that transcend John Marston. These are the moments that we, the 

gamers,  become  the  main  character  that  we  play  as.  These 
moments are why we play the game.

3. MISE-EN-SCENE IN Red Dead 
Redemption
3.1 Lighting 
Rockstar  made  a  huge  effort  to  make  the  world  of  Red Dead 
Redemption look as much like  a Western film as possible.  The 
landscape of the game is convincingly Western and portrayed as 
a believable  environment  through the use of several  aspects  of 
mise-en-scene. Lighting plays a key role in creating the setting in 
the world of  Red Dead.   The sepia tone dominates  and defines 
the genre of the Western film (Figure 1). The sepia tone is subtly 
integrated into the scene and gently lays on top of the landscape 
accentuating  the  Western  mood.  [1]  Where  the  effect  of light 
truly shines is on the rendering of the sun. 

The sun in  Red Dead Redemption single-handedly authenticates 
the Western environment from a lighting standpoint. The sun is 
very harsh  and  unforgiving,  glaring  the  screen  anytime  it's  in 
sight. As the time changes throughout the day, the sun becomes 
more  and  more  harsh  and  the  shadows  adjust  to  enhance  the 
effect.  Walking into the center of a town at high noon with the 
sun  beating  down  and  glaring  across  the  landscape  gives  the 
player the feeling of being in a Western movie. 

       Figure 1: The lighting and color of the scene create the      
         Western mood.

3.2 Color

The use of color across the landscape of Red Dead Redemption 
helps to validate the scene and create the effect of the Western 
movie.  As  previously  stated,  the  sepia  tone  on  the  visible 
portions  of the  screen  create  the  standard  Hollywood Western 
effect.  The  careful  use  of  a  limited  palette  helps  to  further 
authenticate  the scene.  Everyone in the game seems to be dust 
covered,  tired,  beaten  down,  and  sun-withered  to  a  point  of 
breaking. Earthy, natural tones cover the landscape and dominate 
the  terrain.  The  only  differentiation  from  the  normal  blacks, 
browns, greens and grays are a few shades of scattered red. The 
red serves to indicate something that the player should interact 
with such as gang members or plants to pick.



3.3 Staging
Staging  is  the  one  aspect  of  mise-en-scene  that  seems  to  go 
unnoticed but plays the most important role of all. I highly doubt 
that  the  majority  of  players  who  have  played  Red  Dead 
Redemption have taken the time out to ask the question of why 
John Marston is never in the center of the screen when aiming. 
The reason behind that fact comes from the realm of cinema. In 
many popular Western movies, the duel scenes were created with 
the main character standing on the far left side of the screen with 
the antagonist barely visible on the far right side of the screen. 
The staging of the duel setting is mirrored in John Marston every 
time the player decides to aim a gun. When the player aims to 
shoot, John Marston is framed on either side of the screen with 
his  enemies  in  plain  sight  on the  opposite  side  of the  screen 
(Figure 2). 

Figure 2: John Marston doesn't approve of sombreros!

3.4 Acting
Acting  is  a  curious  field  in  the  discussion  of  any  sort  of 
interactive device. When it  comes to acting in a video game in 
contrast  to  cinema,  the  cinematic  acting  is  replaced  by  the 
“acting” of the player. The behavior of the player plays a major 
role in constructing the narrative of the game. When the player 
initially puts  the  game into the  drive,  sits  down,  and plays the 
first few hours of the game, their “acting” is of their own accord. 
The  player  and  the  avatar  that  they are  playing  as  –  in  this 
instance, John Marston – are completely separate entities, but as 
the  game  progresses  and  the  narrative  begins  to  unfold,  the 
player  and  the  avatar  begin  to  become  one.  When  the  player 
becomes fully immersed in the game, the player's “acting” finally 
becomes  genuine,  proving  the  success  of the  narrative  of the 
game. [2]

4. The Importance of the Camera in Red 
Dead Redemption
Red Dead Redemption works as a cinematic game because of its 
camera-work.  Rockstar  set  out  to create  a  game that  could  be 
classified as a Western, which calls for a few conventions set by 
Western films. The main convention of the Western film, besides 
the sepia tone, lies in the camera-work of the films. The Western 
genre is characterized by the use of the long shot.[1] The long 
shot is traditionally used to display the landscape of a scene for 
an establishing shot. In the Western film, the long shot was used 
for  the  same  reason,  but  slightly  altered.  The  Western  film 
depicts a central  subject  in the midst  of the  large landscape to 
create  the  effect  of  loneliness  and  isolation.  Red  Dead 
Redemption uses  the same effect  to tremendous results  (Figure 
3).  Whenever  John Marston is  not in  combat,  the  long shot  is 
used to create  the  effect  of a lone outlaw in the wild  west.  In 
certain moments of the game, the player is challenged to duels by 
other characters. In these duels, the gameplay is very trivial and 
simple while the cameras create the effect of the duel.  The two 
men  are  highlighted  with  their  hands  hovering  over  their 
holsters.  The camera dollies around the scene and stops behind 
your character as you await the cue to draw your gun. The camera 
sits at a very low angle, framing your hand and your enemy in a 
diagonal. This exact moment is the moment of tension that every 
Western movie comes down to. As the word “DRAW!” is quickly 
flashed across the screen, the built up tension is released as you 
rapidly fire off every bullet in your clip. This is the moment we 
play for.

5. CONCLUSION
In conclusion,  Red Dead Redemption is a legitimate work of art. 
From the gameplay to the narrative to the flawless execution of 
mise-en-scene,  Red Dead Redemption stands in a small genre of 
cinematic video games. Rockstar's use of camera angles and shot 
selection  accompanied  with  the  staging,  color,  and  lighting  of 
each  and  every location  in  Red  Dead  Redemption,  create  the 
nostalgic Western feel.  Through the intricately designed aspects 
of film throughout  the  game lies  the  connection to the  player's 
mentality, which allows the player to be immersed into the  Red 
Dead world.
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