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 Introduction :
The history
 behind the creation of Tomb Raider’s character Lara Croft is interesting and may not be what most people expect. Tomb Raider’s lead character was not initially meant to be a woman at all. Indeed, Toby Guard (the game character designer who created Lara), had more of an Indiana Jones persona in mind
 and wanted a male character with a whip and a hat. However, this first draft did not please Core Design founder Jeremy Heath Smith, who thought  this idea lacked originality. Toby Guard’s male co-workers’zest for female game characters in Virtua Fighter
 prompted him to design Lara Croft (who was orginally a South American woman, Laura Cruz, before Core Design expressed their desire for more a American friendly name). But then it was Eidos Interactive, the company which released Tomb Raider, which was reluctant to produce such a character. It is only after their management saw the first images and found the gameplay interesting that the development was deemed worthwile and authorized. 

But the most interesting aspect remains Toby Guard’s perception of Lara Croft and what he wanted her to be : he stated that most female game characters were highly stereotyped sex objects, something he refused for Lara.
  Lara Croft was meant to be an avatar women could also relate to, something that Eidos often insisted on to promote Tomb Raider. However, it can be argued that Lara is typically the sort of characters designed by men for men. Given the fact that male players constitute the first audience of video games, it is understandable that gender is represented in video-games in such a way that appeals primarily to the male audience.
This essay will aim at determining if Lara Croft is a modern heroine, or if she is still anchored in the old stereotypes women are often portrayed with. Once the study of Lara’s representation is performed, the essay will analyze the perception of both female and male players of Lara Croft and will try to delineate if women are really fooled into playing the game because of Lara’s feminine identity or if they are conscious of all of the game’s aspects.

I. Lara Croft: a modern heroine ?
I.1. Between Indiana Jones and the Amazon figure:
According to Toby Guard, Lara can be seen as a modern Indiana Jones, an independent and strong woman with mystery about her
. The story of the game, which includes scenes within caves, tombs or the desert with various obstacles and puzzles to solve, is a familiar narrative highly reminiscent of the Indiana Jones movies
. The game shows that there are dark secret places, which Lara explores through her quest to mysterious objects. The story thus suggests that Lara is an adventurer. 
According to Toby Guard, his intention was never to portray women as anchored in old stereotypes, that is to say as weak damsels in distress. It is true that Lara Croft does everything like male muscled heroes: she totes various guns and fights to get what she is on a quest to.  She was developed during the era of the “girlpower” movement, and  even though her feminine identity was more of an accident than something which had been decided from the beginning, once it was settled that Tomb Raider would have a heroine instead of a hero, she clearly became a way to target girls and bring a feminine audience into the video game market. Eidos interactive themselves often promoted Lara as an empowered female, strong enough to do anything like men. 

In that sense, Lara appears as a modern Amazon. The Greek Amazons were indeed warriors, with strong independent personalities. The etymology of the word is uncertain but the several hypotheses are interesting, since one of them derives from the Persian word “ha-mazan” meaning “warrior”, another from the Greek root “a-mn-gw-jon-es”, meaning “manless” or “without husband” and the last one finds its origin in the Greek word “a-mazos”, which means “breastless” (as the Amazons were often credited with cutting their right breast off in order to use a bow without any physical limitation). Lara does apply to the first two definitions but it is obvious that she is everything but breastless. Unlike this image of the ancient image of the female warrior conveyed by the Amazons, Lara is a buxomed curvy lady.  The Amazons went to war, some of them like the notable queen Penthesilea are even credited with participating in the Trojan war, but their femininity was never exacerbated in narratives nor were they  portrayed as warriors who also happened to be oversexualized women. In fact, the myth of the cut off breast suggests quite the opposite, that they were warriors who did not want their femininity to impede their fighting skills. On the other hand, Lara Croft can climb buildings in Venice, kill her ennemies and much more, without her impressive breasts being an obstacle. Even worse, Toby Guard’s first drawings of Lara Croft portrayed a much less feminine character, sporting combat pants and displaying a much smaller bosom
. She was vamped up (Toby Guard uses the term “more refined”) to attract audience because attractiveness sells (Lara Croft’s designer refers to people’s psychology as liking “attractive characters on both sexes” 
). The unrealistic aspect of her wearing tight shorts and a cropped up skin-revealing t-shirt in the jungle or through the desert becomes irrelevant if a fashionable and alluring appearance is going to boost sales. If Lara is an Amazon, she is a modern one whose good looks matter as much as her abilities to solve puzzles or fight ennemies. This is due to the fact that the targeted audience is always kept in mind in a world dominated by market and consumption, and all means are valuable if it is going to enable the game to touch more consumers. 

I.2. Lara, a femme fatale:

Take a good look at Toby Guard’s depiction of Lara Croft: she is a pretty, focused (on the object of her quest) woman,  with a strong personality and something unatainable and mysterious about her
. And when asked if she could be a feminine ideal for him, he answered that she wasn’t, that she was too dangerous
. 

A femme fatale can be defined as “a woman of great seductive charm who leads men into compromising and or dangerous situations”
. Lara Croft obviously falls under this definition, and even though she may not use her good looks to attract men within the games, her good looks are a way to attract players into a game which is made of a succession of dangerous situations. 

However the image of the femme fatale is nothing new, as the first narratives portraying femmes fatales date back to the Bible with women such as Eve, Salome or Delilah. The story of Delilah is interesting because of the power which is at stake, i.e. Samson’s power. Delilah’s sole goal in the Bible is to discover the secret source of Samson's strength (and thus power), which lies in his hair, to give it to the lords of the Philistines . Delilah asked Samson three times what the secret of his strentgh was but he misled her each times by giving false answers. Way before Lara Croft, Delilah was involved in solving puzzles to get power. However in this ancient myth, once Delilah knows Samson’s secret, she acts in a subtle way and waits for her prey to fall alseep to cut his hair, which enabled the Philistines to capture him. On the other hand, Lara does not bother with subtlety, she fights her ennemies face to face, and never intends to give the powerful object of her quest to any other entity. It is in fact quite the opposite, since Lara is on a quest to prevent evil entities and ennemies (like the Philistines in the Biblical story of Delilah) to get power. Delilah and all ancient femmes fatales were always described as traitors. They rejected the codes of mainstream society such as marriage, but they used their independence to cause the downfall of men, who were often seen as innocent. This is not the case in Tomb Raider, in which all the men that Lara Croft vanquishes are on the evil side. 

More recently, the femme fatale has also become an archetype inseparable from films noirs since they always feature a dark and mysterious woman, who endangers the hero. She embodies “the liberation and power gained by females throughout the Second World War: she is sexy, duplicitous and often ruthless”.
 Just like Lara Croft, the femme fatale is the epitome of independence and seduction. However, femmes fatales in the film noir genre are often portrayed as as “a logical product of  [their] deviant environment”
. They are independent and alluring but also mislead the hero through lies. At the end of the film, they always die, which is clearly a punishment for their transgressive behavior and their refusal of traditional female gender roles (i.e. the housewife, the mother). Lara Croft does not mislead anyone, unlike the femme fatale who often comes to seek the hero’s help at the beginning of the film, there is no hero she could mislead since she is the sole heroine.  Besides, her death is clearly not the point since the player’s intention is rather to keep her alive and allow her to make her way through ordeals so that she can reach her final goal and complete her quest. Lara Croft can thus be seen as a modern femme fatale as she bears the positive characteristics of this figure (independence, attractiveness, refusal of traditional female gender roles) without the negative connations (traitor, liar) and without having to pay the price of her life for it.

I.3. Lara Croft: a new type of (female) Frankenstein’s monster:
Lara’s femininity in the game is exarcebated: her breasts are extremely large and her wasp waist is exaggerated to a rarely achieved 60 centimeters
. Her feminine features and proportions are so unrealistic that Lara does not look like an actual woman. Mary Shelley’s story of Frankenstein tells how  a scientist creates a being who looks like a man, but whose features are larger than normal and who has exceptional strength. Lara Croft’s appearance is just about that, she is too womanly the way Frankenstein’s monster is too manly (let alone the increased strength that the two characters share). However, the appearance of Frankenstein’s monster was not designed to be an ideal, it is rather the collateral damages due to the difficulty the scientist encountered in replicating the minute parts of the human body. Lara Croft can thus be seen seen as a modern type of Frankenstein’s monster, whose exaggerated traits are not an unsought mistake but the result of an intended process to achieve what is believed to be the most attractive kind of female. It could be argued that Lara’s huge breasts were not meant to be that way from the beginning since they are said to be the result of a zoom after an unintended mouse slip which increased Lara’s bosom of 150%. After Toby Guard’s male colleagues saw the result, they urged him to leave the mistake in the final design. But even though Lara’s breasts were unintentionally increased at first, this could have easily been undone by the team of graphic designers. The fact that they let Lara sport this increased feminine characteristic is the proof of a finality in Lara’s appearance. She is an automaton, created by designers who come come close to the figure of the scientist in Frankenstein in their quest to elaborate an artificial creature. But since she is an idealized creature, she brings a new dimension to the archetype of Frankenstein’s monster. 

Lara is an improved female, who bears both the (usually considered as) positive physical characteristics of femininity  — attractiveness, sexiness — and the (usually considered as) positive physical characteristics of masculunity — strength. 
The improvement of her physical appearance and abilities leads to the image of a modern type of artificially created monster: the cyborg. Her human appearance is associated to prothesis — the numerous guns she totes — to increase her fighting capacities. High performance is an undeniable characteristic of cyborgs: they are designed to do better than actual men. Lara is designed to do better than men as well: she is the sole heroine in a game where several ennemies are programmed to pop up at times. To get rid of them, high performance is necessary. Besides, Lara’s feminine features (breasts, hyper small waist, hips) can also be seen as prothesis since they are designed to make her more efficient from the point of view of attractiveness. This makes Lara come near the archetype of the cyborg and she can thus be regarded as
“the monstrous offspring of science, an idealized eternally young female automaton, a malleable, well-trained technopuppet created by and for the male gaze.”

II.       Lara Croft: a cyberbimbo?
II.1. The importance of the male gaze :
As already mentionned, Lara Croft was designed by men. Would her physical appearance have been different if she had been designed by women? To what extent did this influence her looks? 

It can be argued that Lara was designed to please male players first since they constitue the majority of the video game market. Once Tomb Raider had found its heroine, the managers at Eidos Interactive always encouraged Toby Guard and his team of graphic designers to make her look “attractive”, which included stripping her of the combat pants she originally sported in Toby Guard’s first draft. But does “attractive” necessarily mean revealing 80% of Lara’s skin? It seems like it does with a male gaze at each side of the game process — from creation to playing. The anecdocte of how her breasts size was increased (an unrealistic looking mistake) also reveals the  importance of the male gaze, and make Core Designs’ designers look like they wanted to please themselves first when creating Lara. 

Lara does everything like male muscled heroes in the game, nothing more or less.  Her appearance dos not count when it comes to the history since she does not seduce any character with her looks within the game. Therefore, it leads to think that her presence in the game is just an argument  to please and attract males who like this stereotypical depiction of women into the game. Lara’s look is highly reminiscent of the pin-up icon, which emerged in the 1910’s but really exploded in the 1940’s, during the Second World War, when pin-ups’ main role was to entertain G.I’s. Not only did pin-ups share Lara’s type of proportions, but they were often represented in skin-revealing outfits on photographs too. For instance, Alberto Vargas, one of the most famous artists who painted  pin-up icons, often portrayed semi-nude women of idealized proportions.
 The Vargas girls were used by Playboy, the best example of magazines which target men, and thus the male gaze. But there are more characteristics to the male gaze than just a certain way of depicting women. When playing Tomb Raider, the player discovers secret places and wild landscapes through Lara and this “desire to know”
 can be coded as “feminine”, “passive” and “exhibitionist” while the male gaze is “constructed as active and voyeuristic”
. Through the male gaze, Lara is obviously first and foremost an object of pleasure, an idea reinforced by the existence of the “nude patch raider” which allowed players to see Lara naked while playing (even though Toby Guard has always denied this patch originated from Core Designs).
Even though Toby Guard said he wanted to create a “completely new character”
, Lara’s idealized pin-up-like look reveals that her appearance is still inscribed in an old women representation stereotype. In fact, images of pin-ups (or Barbie dolls, which share the same kind of measurements) are now so anchored in the collective unconscious that creating an “attractive” character often result in this kind of iconography. This leads to think that a feminine team of graphic designers (unless they are very politicized and conscious of feminine stereotypes they would like to avoid) may have created a character featuring (near) ideal proportions, perhaps not as exaggerated as Lara’s, but still inscribed in the same imagery. 

II.2. Representing women’s bodies, the thin ideal:
There was a time when plumpy figures were popular. For instance, Flemish painter Ruben’s work of portrayed full-figured women — now refered to as Rubenesque. Nowadays, thinness has become an ideal look, and is represented everywhere in mass media, from magazines to Hollywood’s movies and TV shows
. Game content analyses have revealed that video games are no exception to the rule
. 

In fact,  comparing female game characters’ bodies with the average American woman’s size shows that the ideal portrayed in video games is thinner than what reality displays.   

Lara’s body conforms to this portrayal with her super slender legs and small waist. Even her hips and bosom, which are meant to be curvy and ample are only so in comparison to her extremely thin waists and legs. Her hips and chest sizes (88 and 84 centimeters according to Eidos) are thinner than the average American woman, who according to a survey from Size USA is getting bigger. Size USA surveyed women's measurements in 2004, revealing that the average woman was “40 inches in the bust, 34 inches in the waist and 43 inches in the  hips”
 (which equals 101-86-109 in centimeters). This is more than the 1941 average American woman, whose measurements were about “35-27-37” (which equals 89-68-93 in centimeters). 

Just like other mass media, video games do not aim at representing the world’s reality, but an idealized reality, in which thinness is perceived as a norm even though it does not reflect the world’s norm (or average). It has been showed that the more photorealism is achieved in a game, the thinner female characters are.
 Tomb Raider is precisely a game which aims at using a high level of photorealism in order to create virtuality. The game designers have created a coherent world, in which the player can feel immersed, thus ensuring Tomb Raider’s commercial success. But it should be noted that virtuality does not portray reality, but virtual reality — a simulacrum of reality —, thus defining what is actually "real" in a virtual artificial world in which the original facts (or events, or experiences) of the world are filtered and seen through a new lens. Therefore, Lara’s super thinness should not be perceived as the norm of femininity in the real world, it is only the norm in Tomb Raider’s (and other video games) virtual fantasy world. This reinforces the idea that the representation of women’s body in video games does not reproduce real women’s body, and should not be considered as doing so. It has been feared and argued that Lara is part of a reprehensible trend of  video games which encourages young males to develop unrealistic ideals of female body type. This is why ideally, players should be taught to make the distinction between Lara’s virtual femininity and what can be expected in reality.

III.       Players’ perception:

III.1. Controlling a woman, a transgendered experience:

According to Eidos Interactive, 70% of Tomb Raider’s players are males. Toby Guard himself noticed that a lot of male players prefered to play with a female protagonist when it came to character control, something which had not been noted at the time or exploited by the companies which produced and developed video games
. Having taken note of this, it was defintely another reason which prompted him to adopt a female heroine (besides the desire to create something new etc.).

But what does controlling a character of  the opposite gender imply for boys? Why is this appealing?
Gaming implies more than movies, because the player does not only view a story on screen but participates and feels involved in the story through an avatar. Tomb Raider’s avatar, Lara, is “not just viewed, she is played, occupied and propelled by an off-screen agent”.
 This creates a special bond, a level of identification between the player and Lara since the notions of player and character are blurred. It would be natural to think that women prefer to play with female characters and men with male characters because it would be easier for them to identify with someone within their own gender, but this is not the case since 70% of Tomb Raider’s players happen to be men. One of the explanations could be that virutally playing a woman may provides a safe space for transgender experiment for males
 (and of course for women as well when they choose to play with male characters). The virtual world is a safe place for gender experiment because players do not fear other people’s negative reaction in this artificial space. This gender swapping enables males to discover the codes of the opposite gender but also to discover more about their own gender. Male players may soon realize that they should not act any differently because they embody a woman, or if they do not, it may force them to face their own conceptions and the stereotypes they hold about women. 

For instance, Sherry Turkle’s work reports that for one male player “as a woman he felt more freedom to be assertive”, while another felt less pressure to be “competitive” as a woman, indicating that swapping gender enables players to access a greater range of emotions. 

In fact, very often the reason why players are attracted by gender switching is that they can shoulder qualities which are usually considered as “wrong” or “unattractive” within their real gender. The example of the player who did not feel at ease with real life’s pressure on men to be competitive reveals how society often views these men, i.e as weak. It is true that Lara is everything but weak, but this means that the game may provide such players with a greater space for failure acceptance. In other words, it seems to be more okay for males if the character they play with dies when she is a woman. 

         III.2. Controlling a woman, a sadistic experience?
Viewing narrative stories on screen provides pleasure, but depending on the type of story, various forms of pleasure may emerge, which differ from one another. 

The example of horror movies
 is interesting because with such movies, the spectators experience fear for the hero but their desire is to see the hero survive at the end of the story. The more fear there is, the bigger the tension endured by the viewer is. Horror movies thus entail feelings of “surrender, passivity and discomfort”
 which go against a sadistic or controlling gaze. The viewer gives way to the discomfort feeling horror involves but does not control anything, so pleasure does not originate from a sort of power over the characters. However, video games such as Tomb Raider imply control over characters in a virtual immersive universe where death can occur repeatedly, but is instantly followed by resurrection. This causes the player to experience less fear for Lara’s survival or safety. Even the environment which surrounds Lara is “sterile and profoundly organised” and the fear caused by monsters remain “contained”, “utilitarian than uncanny” 
. Therefore, the feeling of empathy towards Lara is reduced to a minimum, whereas it is high in horror movies because the fear experienced by the viewer, though they are conscious it is created by fiction, is real. Besides, Lara sometimes gets stuck in sterile places, in which there is nothing to discover, thus killing any prospect of progress. In such situations, it is easier for the player to deliberately cause Lara’s death in order to go back in the story and elude the mistakes previously made which led to Lara’s temporary imprisonment. 

The sense of involvement in the heroine is thus diminished, which makes room for speculation over the fact that one of the sources of pleasure in Tomb Raider comes from the feeling of control and mastery over the heroine, in which case the distinction between player and character resurfaces alongside an objectified Lara. This idea is strengthened by the sexist imagery the game displays among which are Lara’s sex doll proportions and skin-revealing clothing or her reaction everytime she discovers something (“ah-ah” she exclaims in a soft voice
). 

III.3. Playing with a woman: what do players really think?
As already said, Lara’s Croft’s proportions and feminine identity is exaggerated. Toby Guard himself was conscious of that and stated that it was done on purpose
. In fact, it seems that everytime a female character bears characteristics deemed masculine (such as strength, fighting and athletic capacities), her appearance is vamped up, creating a hypersexualized character, as though to reassure players that she is a woman and not another male character disguised as a woman. But are players aware of that? Are there different ways to approach Lara depending on the players’ genders?  It would be natural to expect women to reject the game because of the stereotypical representation of the female body, but they constitute 30% of Tomb Raider’s players. So are women fooled into playing the game because of Lara’s feminine identity or is it something else which attracts them? 

The survey conducted
 aimed at answering these questions, and the responses turned out to be more surprising than one would expect.

First of all, it seems that all players of both genders are aware of Lara’s exaggerated feminine appearance. So women are not blind as one could be tempted to think.

While a majority of women  (61,5%) expressed annoyance at her portrayal, 15,3% of them suprisingly expressed admiration for her figure, stating that video games are not meant to portray reality and this getaway from reality (in Lara’s appearance at least) is definitely an aspect they enjoy (the 23% left did not really care about her appearance). This annoyance was shared by 21% of male players — they were bothered by the sexual exaggeration — so it seems like her appearance pleases men more than women. However, 18.5% (4 females and 1 male) of players made a distinction between Lara’s appearance in the game and the way she was used to promote it (posters, box art) which was too much. 

Lara’s looks may or may not annoy players, but she is one of the factors of attraction to the game along with the gameplay: 62% of  players said they enjoyed Lara’s feminine identity as much as the gameplay among which 52% were female players. Only 37% of players (the 37% divides into 40% of female players and 60% of male players) were interested in the gameplay only. In other words, Lara’s feminine identity probably played a big role in sales, and she seems to be a good avatar people relate to and enjoy, whichever their gender.  

It can be concluded that Tomb Raider relies on a clever mix of gameplay and attractive avatar, so Eidos definitely handled a great coup, both in designs and game concept.

Despite Lara’s exaggerated appearance, she still appears as a positive role model for most women because her intelligence and strength are considered as "good" qualities. Most women enjoy the fact that for once a female character is no longer in a weak and passive position, waiting to be saved. In fact this aspect was even enjoyed by 21% of male players.

Conclusion:
Although one could deplore that Lara’s enforcement of feminity has to be oversexualized and that to accomplish her quest she has to be just as tough as a man, she can still be considered as an improvement from past patriarchal representations of women. Now the next challenge will probably be to portray capable women who are strong, independent and intelligent without having to fight or shoot ennemies all the time. Feminists often expressed their desire for women not to be portrayed as weak. Feminist author Erica Jong wrote “Women are the only exploited group in history to have been idealized into powerlessness.”  But power and strength do not necessarily refer to physical capacities. They can be inner, intellectual ego qualities, and representing strong female characters as warrior-like may be a misinterpretation of the feminine discourse, so the next step is to deal with this issue.  

However it still remains true and valuable that female players find positive qualities about a character like Lara and if this gives them more confidence to assert themselves or shows them that there is not one thing that women cannot do, it should not be neglected. 
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� Harrison Kirsten, Martins Nicole, Ratan Rabindra A. and Williams Dmitri C., A Content Analysis of Female Body Imagery in Video Games, 2009.





� He stated this during the interview given at the Fnac Saint Lazare.


� Carr Diane in King, Geoff and Krzywinska Tanya, ScreenPlay: cinema/videogames/interfaces, Wallflower Press: London, 2002. Chapter 11 Playing with Lara, p.171.


� This has been argued by Sherry Turkle, a summary of her book Life On Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet  can be read here: � HYPERLINK "http://www.tulane.edu/~feminist/readingnotes18.html" ��http://www.tulane.edu/~feminist/readingnotes18.html� A transcript of an interview of her can be read here: � HYPERLINK "http://www.transmitmedia.com/svr/vault/turkle/turkle_transcript.html" ��http://www.transmitmedia.com/svr/vault/turkle/turkle_transcript.html� 





� Carr Diane in King, Geoff and Krzywinska Tanya, ScreenPlay: cinema/videogames/interfaces, Wallflower Press: London, 2002. Chapter 11 Playing with Lara, p.172.


� Carr Diane in King, Geoff and Krzywinska Tanya, ScreenPlay: cinema/videogames/interfaces, Wallflower Press: London, 2002. Chapter 11 Playing with Lara, p.173.


� All quotations are from Carr Diane in King, Geoff and Krzywinska Tanya, ScreenPlay: cinema/videogames/interfaces, Wallflower Press: London, 2002. Chapter 11 Playing with Lara, p.173


� Interestingly, this has been judged annoying by a male player, whose perspective can be read in the survey used for the upcoming subpart.


� As stated in Unlock the Past: A Retrospective Tomb Raider Documentary, available on the Tomb Raider Anniversary Bonus DVD. The documentary is also known as � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ten_Years_of_Tomb_Raider:_A_GameTap_Retrospective" \o "Ten Years of Tomb Raider: A GameTap Retrospective" �Ten Years of Tomb Raider: A GameTap Retrospective�.





� Available in the annexes, starting from p.30.





PAGE  
2

