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Abstract 

 

Between Worlds:  

Musical Allegory in Final Fantasy X 

 

Stefan X. Greenfield-Casas, M.Music 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2017 

 

Supervisor:  James Buhler 

 

In this essay, I question and problematize the undertheorized notion of what it 

means to “beat” video games, as well as address the lack of ludomusicological attention 

paid to the post-Sakaguchi produced games in the Final Fantasy series. This paper seeks 

to rectify these disparities in scholarship, arguing that the music in Final Fantasy X (the 

first of the post-Sakaguchi Final Fantasy games) prophetically commented on and 

critiqued the very system it was to become a part of. The first two sections of this paper 

examine the significance of the diegetic “Hymn of the Fayth,” not only at the narrative 

level of Final Fantasy X, but also the cultural level of the “real world” as well. The third 

section returns to the ludophilosophical quandary of what it means to “beat” video games, 

framing the question in terms of the (covertly) antitheistic architecture of most video 

games. Drawing on sources from a wide range of disciplines (musicology, East Asian 

studies, religious studies, ludology, and philosophy), I place music at the center of this 

dialogue and argue that it is an integral component in the way we (re)experience video 

games—even if we’ve already beaten them. 
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Introduction 

“Listen to my story. This may be our last chance,” begins Tidus’s dramatic 

soliloquy in the introductory cinematic to Final Fantasy X (Square Electronic Arts, 2001; 

see Figure 1).1 From the game’s opening moments, players can infer two things: first, 

there is a story to be told in which they will presumably assume both the role of player 

and spectator; and, second, that this game expects them to listen. The narcissistic Tidus 

almost certainly anticipates players’ ears to be turned exclusively his way, to his story—

yet there are a number of problems with taking Tidus at his word that this is the last 

chance to hear his story.2 

 

 

Figure 1: “Listen to my story.” 

                                                 
1 Over the course of the essay, specific games will be italicized while their respective series will remain 

unitalicized. Hereafter I will refer to Final Fantasy X as FFX. Cinematics are non-interactive narrative 

cutscenes in video games.  
2 Indeed, I would argue that while Tidus is the character players control, the story instead belongs to Yuna, 

the game’s heroine. This is further supported by FFX’s sequel, Final Fantasy X-2 (Square Enix, 2003), in 

which Yuna occupies the role of the (playable) main character. For a more detailed discussion of her story 

vis-à-vis the heroine’s journey see Catherine Bailey Kyle, “Her Story, Too: Final Fantasy X, Revolutionary 

Girl Utena, and the Feminist Hero’s Journey,” in Heroines of Film and Television: Portrayals in Popular 

Culture, ed. Norma Jones, Maja Bajac-Carter, and Bob Batchelor (New York: Rowman & Littlefield, 

2014), 131-46.  
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Players are in fact afforded a number of opportunities to listen to Tidus’s story in 

their excursions to Spira, the world of FFX. The first of these opportunities arises in the 

game’s start-up sequence: this same introduction featuring Tidus’s same narration plays 

each time game is turned on. Every play session thus offers another chance to listen to 

this story. Furthermore, even if players “die” in-game—resulting in what ludologist 

Jesper Juul has called “game termination punishment” (the dreaded “Game Over” 

screen)—the game simply allows (or rather, forces) players to start back from the last 

point at which they had saved their progress.3 The opportunity to hear Tidus’s story also 

extends beyond the multiple play sessions required to complete the game a single time, 

and includes any replays of the game as a whole players may later undertake. In other 

words, even if the game is “beaten,” players have the opportunity to start a new save file 

and a new iteration of the (same) story. Finally, whilst the game was first released over a 

decade ago, in 2014 the game was “remastered” and rereleased with high-definition (HD) 

graphics, thus allowing players yet one more “final” chance to listen to Tidus’s story. 

The plethora of opportunities players have to listen to Tidus’s story in many ways 

cheapen the solemnness of Tidus’s tone—if not the entire narrative. Consequently, we 

might go so far as to question what’s really at stake in attempting to beat the game. And, 

for that matter, not just this game. There exists a kind of ludophilosophical irony 

underlying the very notion of “beating” most video games, and I would argue that if 

players really listen to FFX, as Tidus suggests, the game’s musical score comments 

substantively on this very topic. 

                                                 
3 Juul identifies four varying levels of punishment for players who “fail” within the system of a game: 

energy punishment, life punishment, game termination punishment, and setback punishment. See Jesper 

Juul, “Fear of Failing? The Many Meanings of Difficulty in Video Games,” in The Video Game Theory 

Reader 2, ed. Bernard Perron and Mark J.P. Wolf (New York: Routledge, 2009), 238. 
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While the music in the Final Fantasy series as a whole is held dear by many, the 

majority of ludomusicological scholarship has focused on the music in the first nine 

games in the series—those produced by the series’ creator, Hironobu Sakaguchi.4 FFX 

was also the first game in the series in which longtime series composer Nobuo Uematsu 

was not the sole composer and the last game in the series for which he composed the 

majority of the music. This paper, then, offers an examination of the music for this 

transitionary game between the pre- and post-Sakaguchi/Uematsu eras of the Final 

Fantasy series.  

Jointly composed by Masashi Hamauzu and Nobuo Uematsu, “Hymn of the 

Fayth” is treated in a provocative way in FFX:5 it can be used to trace the historical and 

cultural development of tonality within Spira.6 Because the game’s narrative addresses an 

                                                 
4 The affection Final Fantasy’s fans have for its music is perhaps best demonstrated by its consistent 

placement on Classic FM’s Hall of Fame (a yearly ranking of the “top 100” classical music compositions as 

voted on by fans). Indeed, in 2013 it reached third on the charts, the highest it ever has, yet it continues to 

consistently rank towards the top of the list. The 2013 ranking is available online at 

http://halloffame.classicfm.com/2013/chart/position/3/. The majority of the existing musical scholarship 

dedicated to the Final Fantasy series examines the music in Final Fantasy VI (Square Electronic Arts, 

1994). See, for instance, William Cheng, Sound Play: Video Games and the Musical Imagination (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 57-91; William Gibbons, “How It’s Meant to be Heard: Authenticity 

and Game Music,” The Avid Listener, available online at http://www.theavidlistener.com/2015/09/how-its-

meant-to-be-heard-authenticity-and-game-music.html; Dana Plank, “Frightful Energy: Musical Madness in 

Final Fantasy VI,” (paper presented at the 4th North American Conference for Video Game Music, Austin, 

Texas, January 15th, 2017); and Ryan Thompson, “Operatic Conventions And Expectations in Final 

Fantasy VI,” (paper presented at the 8th Music and the Moving Image Conference, New York City, New 

York, May 31st, 2013). 
5 The piece’s original Japanese name, 祈り(Inori), literally translates to English as “prayer” or, in some 

translations relating to the game, “Song of Prayer.” Fayth are beings within the gameworld, hence the 

unusual spelling of the word. 
6 I would like to acknowledge here that my narrative reading of the hymn in the game adopts an overtly 

“presentist” stance regarding a teleological evolution of modality to tonality. While this stance has been 

criticized in recent scholarship, I suggest that to adopt a “historicist” viewpoint regarding Hamauzu and 

Uematsu’s narratively driven method of composition is to acknowledge that they likely adopted a 

presentist mindset when composing the various iterations of the hymn. With this being said, while I will 

prioritize a narrative reading of the music in the game, I will also provide possible 

ethnographic/musicological readings of a few of the arrangements of the hymn. Regarding the presentist vs. 

historicist debate, see Thomas Christensen, “Music Theory and Its Histories,” in Music Theory and the 

Exploration of the Past, ed. Christopher Hatch and David W. Bernstein (Chicago: University of Chicago 

http://halloffame.classicfm.com/2013/chart/position/3/
http://www.theavidlistener.com/2015/09/how-its-meant-to-be-heard-authenticity-and-game-music.html
http://www.theavidlistener.com/2015/09/how-its-meant-to-be-heard-authenticity-and-game-music.html
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extended chronological timespan—allowing different stages of cultural development to 

appear in the same world—this hymn helps players differentiate between these cultures: 

ancient entities and species that might be understand as “primitive” from a Eurocentric 

bourgeois perspective, for example, are accompanied by historically “underdeveloped” 

arrangements of the hymn. Furthermore, pivotal moments in the game (those which 

directly affect Spira’s future) are mirrored by drastic harmonic changes to the hymn.7 The 

hymn not only traces the passage of chronological time tied to in-game events, but also 

functions as a means of reinforcing the interpenetration of myth and history in Spira. The 

connection between myth and history are in turn gradually revealed and influenced by 

players’ progress through the game. 

In short, the hymn has at least three different points of interest in the context of 

this paper: (1) musical analysis of the hymn shows a sort of musicological, or perhaps 

even ethnomusicological evolution which simulates the development of tonality in the 

Western sacred canon;8 (2) its recurrence in the game is the keystone in the architectonic 

structure of the game's narrative; and (3) consideration of the hymn as a worldbuilding 

device affirms Dennis Washburn’s assertion that “the ability to complete [FFX] requires 

                                                                                                                                                 
Press, 1992), 9-41; and Scott Burnham, “Musical and Intellectual Values: Interpreting the History of Music 

Theory,” Current Musicology 53 (1993): 76-88. 
7 I should note that this development is not a verbatim parallel between Spira and “our” world, but one that 

is quite similar. This will be addressed at length in the second section of the paper. Karen Cook has 

provided a similar study regarding the music used in Sid Meyer’s Civilization IV (2005), noting how the 

music “evolves” to parallel the temporal episteme players are operating in (if in a somewhat questionable 

manner). See Cook, “Music, History, and Progress in Sid Meier’s Civilization IV,” in Music in Video 

Games: Analyzing Play, ed. K.J. Donnelly, William Gibbons, and Neil Lerner (New York: Routledge, 

2014), 166-82. 
8 My use of the term tonality follows most closely Brian Hyer’s fourth definition of “tonality” in which 

there is a continuity between what is often distinguished as modal and tonal musics. See Hyer, “Tonality,” 

in The Cambridge History of Western Music Theory, ed. Thomas Christensen (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2002), 727-28.  
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mastering not only the instrumental controls needed to acquire and perfect game skills, 

but also the narrative itself [and a] cultural knowledge of Spira.”9 

In this paper I will use the Hymn of the Fayth to question what it means to “beat” 

a video game.10 Using FFX’s overtly antitheistic storyline that ends in deicide as my case 

study, I will examine and problematize the concept of “beating” the game by way of 

ludo-religious studies. Furthermore, I will argue that the Hymn of the Fayth comments on 

this unintuitive system, not just at the level of the game’s narrative (where the in-game 

party does indeed kill the gameworld’s god), but in the context of our world, as well. 

This paper is divided into three parts. In the first segment I will follow Thomas 

Christensen’s plea for a “hermeneutic reconciliation” for writings dealing with the history 

of music theory by providing analyses of the various arrangements of the hymn, offering 

both narrative and analytical interpretations of the hymn over the course of the game’s 

story. In the second section I will more specifically address what I believe to be the 

reasoning behind the use of the hymn by first culturally situating it in Japan’s musical 

timeline, and then socially framing it in terms of Jean Baudrillard’s theory of simulation 

and simulacrum.11 The final section will build on the second section and provide a 

hermeneutic analysis of the hymn that addresses the aforementioned topics of “beating 

the game” and the inherent antitheistic structure of many video games. 

 

 

 

                                                 
9 Dennis Washburn, “Imagined History, Fading Memory: Mastering Narrative in Final Fantasy X,” 

Mechademia 4 (2009): 153 (emphasis added). 
10 Christensen, “Music Theory and Its Histories,” 26-33.  
11 Jean Baudrillard, Simulation and Simulacrum, trans. Sheila Faria Glaser (Ann Arbor: The University of 

Michigan Press, 1994). 
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Neo-Tonality 

FFX follows Tidus’s story as he is wrenched from his home in Zanarkand into the 

world of Spira, apparently 1000 years into the future. He eventually joins a summoner 

named Yuna and her party of Guardians as they journey across Spira. Initially, their goal 

is to obtain Aeons (powerful spirits; see Figure 2b) to prove Yuna’s worth as a summoner 

in order to defeat “Sin,” an enormous creature that has terrorized Spira for ages.12 Along 

the way, players find out that Tidus and his “past” Zanarkand are nothing but a dream 

created from the memories of long-dead souls known as Fayth (see Figure 2a). It is from 

these Fayth that the hymn supposedly came into being. Table 1 charts the instances in the 

game where the hymn makes an appearance and reveals a correlation to narratively 

important points. This correlation, of course, does not merit an immediate jump to the 

conclusion that this relationship is causative. Yet, keeping in mind William Cheng’s 

assertion that “when singing does occur [in a video game], it is likely to command 

significant attention,” let us examine the use of the diegetic hymn throughout the game.13 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
12 Aeons are FFX’s take on “summons” (see footnote 43 for an extended discussion of these summons and 

their significance in the Final Fantasy series). A more in-depth summary of the game can be viewed in Oni 

Black Mage’s video “What Happened in Final Fantasy X (RECAPitation),” available online at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KE9Pq56dgqE. Furthermore, a useful video that delves into the full 

mythic narrative of Spira (that which exceeds even what players learn in the game) is Dansg08’s “Timeline 

of Spira” which is based on GameFAQ user pmog’s translation of the FFX Ultimania Guide. The video is 

available online at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nv6IwMqf0NQ&t=7s. Pmog’s translation has 

unfortunately been removed from GameFAQ’s website where it was originally posted, yet is now hosted on 

Auronlu, a FFX fansite, available online at http://auronlu.istad.org/ffx-script/pmogs-ffx-ultimania-

translations/.    
13 Cheng, Sound Play, 62. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KE9Pq56dgqE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nv6IwMqf0NQ&t=7s
http://auronlu.istad.org/ffx-script/pmogs-ffx-ultimania-translations/
http://auronlu.istad.org/ffx-script/pmogs-ffx-ultimania-translations/
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Official Strategy 

Guide 

 

Washburn’s Synopsis Appearance of the Hymn 

Zanarkand “My story” intro; 

Sin’s attack on Zanarkand 

 

• N/A 

Al Bhed Territory Meeting Rikku 

Isle of Besaid Arrival at Besaid; 

Arrival at the first temple 
• Temple of the Fayth (Hum of the Fayth)  

• Post-Cloister of the Trials in the Chamber of the 

Fayth (Valefor) 

 

S.S. Liki 

Kilika Arrival at the second temple 

  
• Sending after Sin’s attack (The Sending) 

• Temple (Hum) 

• Post-trial (Ifrit): "That song we heard there, in 

the temple… I knew it from my childhood. It 

was proof that Spira and Zanarkand were 

connected somehow. At least to me it was." 

 

S.S. Winno 

Luca • Arrival of the Grand Maester at the docks 

(Grand Master Mika) Mi’ihen Highroad 

Mushroom Rock “Hypocrisy and corruption of 

the Yevonite religion is 

exposed,” part one (the party 

meets Maesters Kinoc and 

Seymour) 

 

• The Crusaders’ preparation for their battle 

against Sin (Time of Judgement/Moment of 

Truth) 

• Post-battle with Sin (Hum) 

Djose Highroad Arrival at the third temple • Temple (Hum) 

• Post-trial (Ixion) 

 
Moonflow 

Guadosalam “Hypocrisy and corruption,” 

part two (the party finds out 

Seymour murdered his 

father) 

 

• Showing past Zanarkand (Hum) 

• Seymour’s proposal to Yuna (Hum) Thunder Plains 

Macalania Arrival at the fourth temple; 

“Hypocrisy and corruption of 

the Yevonite religion is 

exposed,” part three (the 

party’s first battle with 

Seymour) 

• Initial absence of the Hymn due to the 

upcoming battle with Seymour 

• Post-Wendingo battle inside of Sin; "Jecht used 

to sing this song" (Shiva) 

• Flashback to when Tidus hums the hymn 

Sanubia Desert “Hypocrisy and corruption of 

the Yevonite religion is 

exposed,” part four (the 

Yevonites attack the outcast 

Al Bhed) 

 

• The Al Bhed’s rendition on their Airship after 

Home is destroyed (Al Bhed) Home 

Table 1: Appearances of the hymn over the course of FFX 
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Airship Arrival at the fifth temple; 

“Hypocrisy and corruption of 

the Yevonite religion is 

exposed,” part five (the party 

learns Grand Maester Mika 

has knowledge of what 

transpired) 

 

• Absence of the Hum "it's too quiet." 

• Post-trial (Bahamut) 

• Instrumental rendition of hymn during the trial 

(ToJ/MoT) 

Bevelle 

Calm Lands 

Mt. Gagazet “Hypocrisy and corruption of 

the Yevonite religion is 

exposed,” part six (the 

party’s second battle with 

Seymour after his massacre 

of the Ronso) 

 

• Yuna officially forsakes Yevon yet the Ronso 

continue to acknowledge her as a summoner 

(Ronso) 

Zanarkand Ruins “Hypocrisy and corruption of 

the Yevonite religion is 

exposed,” part seven (Lady 

Yunalesca explains the 

relationship between Yu 

Yevon and the Final 

Summoning) 

 

• Post-trial (Lady Yunalesca) 

• Before/after the battle with Yunalesca in the 

Chamber of the Fayth (Yunalesca) 

• (Destruction sphere [ludic/unique]) 

Airship “Hypocrisy and corruption of 

the Yevonite religion is 

exposed,” part eight (Spira 

begins to become 

disillusioned with Yevon/ the 

party confronts Mika and 

learns he knew the truth 

behind the Final 

Summoning);  

Part nine (the party’s final 

battle with Seymour); 

The Fayth’s dream 

ends/Tidus’s implosion 

• Lulu’s suggestion to use the hymn “to calm 

Sin” 

Sin 

 

 

 

 

• Start of the sequence at the Highbridge and 

meeting with Grand Maester Mika (ToJ/MoT) 

• Return to the Chamber of the Fayth in Bevelle 

(Bahamut) 

• Hymn used to summon/placate Sin (Spira) 

• Jecht’s comment that he “can't hear the hymn 

so well anymore" Otherworld (a heavy metal 

song) takes over 

• Digitally manipulated version before the party 

battles Yuna’s Aeons (Yunalesca) 

• During the final battle (Summoned Beast 

Battle/A Contest of Aeons) 

• Post-final battle while the Fayth turn to stone 

(Hum) 

• In "Ending Theme" while Yuna is Sending the 

Aeons. 

 

Table 1. cont. 

Players first encounter the hymn in the temple in Besaid Village, though it is not 

until later, when they reach the second temple in Kilika, that it is revealed that the hymn 

is diegetic. Tidus narrates over the Fayth’s song: “That song we heard there, in the 
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temple… I knew it from my childhood. It was proof that Spira and Zanarkand were 

connected somehow.” Indeed, the hymn’s importance to the story grows over time, 

including two instances in two separate temples. One party member, the black mage 

Lulu, comments on the use (or lack thereof) of the hymn in both occurrences. In the first, 

after a harrowing escape, she tells the party “you’re too edgy. Listen to the hymn and 

calm down.” In this scene, players also find out that Jecht—the current incarnation of 

Sin—used to repeatedly sing the hymn to himself. 

 

  

Figure 2: a. Bahamut’s Fayth; b: Bahumut’s Aeon 

In the second instance, Lulu comments on the hymn’s absence with a simple “it’s 

too quiet.” The absence of the hymn in Bevelle’s temple, the religious capital of Spira, 

coupled with the use of “forbidden machina” (machines) in the temple suggests that all is 

not right. As players learns in the cinematic immediately following the completion of the 

temple’s puzzle, the sacred hymn has no place in a city that would “betray its own 

teachings.” Yuna and the rest of the party are consequently put on trial and deemed guilty 

for traitorous acts to Yevon, the religion of Spira. The party’s supposed guilt confuses the 
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masses, and begins Spira’s disillusionment with this religion. Washburn suggests as 

much: “as the history of Spira unfolds, the hypocrisy and corruption of the Yevon 

religion is exposed, and the system of belief that has sustained the cultures of Spira is 

radically undermined.”14 

Indeed, the next instance the hymn is heard is just after Yuna officially forsakes 

Yevon in the Ronso village, whose residents are so moved by her decision that they sing 

the hymn while the party departs their village. Afterwards, the party travels to 

Zanarkand’s ruins and encounters the next iteration of the hymn. It is here that the party 

learns that Yuna must sacrifice both one of her Guardians and herself to gain the power to 

defeat Sin. The party recoils from this revelation and decides, instead, to seek an 

alternative way to defeat Sin. The answer they choose is to defeat Yu Yevon—the deity 

of the Yevon faith. To accomplish this seemingly impossible task, Lulu suggests using 

the hymn to soothe Sin, enabling the party to enter the belly of the beast, where Yu 

Yevon resides, and do battle with the god. This leads to the entirety of Spira’s populace 

singing the hymn while the party undertakes a series of ever-more difficult boss battles. 

The Hymn of the Fayth’s (see Figure 3) religious and spiritual significance is 

suggested culturally and musically in several ways: it is composed in the Dorian church 

mode, performed during the ritual “Sending” of deceased spirits, and present in most of 

the Yevon-based temples. The piece is loosely in an AAB form, with each larger section 

consisting of two two-measure subphrases. While the hymn is the sonic manifestation of 

the spirits known as Fayth and their respective Aeons (see Figures 2a and 2b, 

respectively) encountered in the game’s religious temples (in these instances, sung by 

solo vocalists representative of the temple’s patron Fayth), my analyses in this section 

                                                 
14 Washburn, “Imagined History,” 158. 
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will focus on the five choral settings of the hymn, as well as the final presentation of the 

hymn in the game’s concluding cinematic.15 These choral settings are (in order of 

appearance in the game): (1) the hymn proper set as a chorale, (2) the hymn used in the 

ritual Sending for antiphonal male and female choruses, (3) the Ronsos’ farewell sung by 

a unison male chorus, (4) the theme in Lady Yunalesca’s chamber, and (5) the hymn sung 

at the climax of the story as all of Spira sings as the protagonists face Sin incarnate.  
 

 

Figure 3: Hymn of the Fayth (transcription by author) 

The Ronso, a tribal humanoid species (see Figure 4), sing the hymn in unison. 

Were one to interpret this with an imperialistic Eurocentric mindset, one might suggest 

the Ronso are comparatively “primitive” to the humans in the game, consisting of a 

single mountain-based tribe. It “makes sense” that they would not have yet started 

singing in harmony. An alternate, ethnologically-motivated reading would suggest that 

the Ronso, who are very much to the point even in the brief and concise lines they use, 

would dislike the superfluous addition of harmony to the sacred hymn. Further still, as 

the Ronso are interpreted as a kind of folk race in Spira, they can be understood as being 

“closer” to nature. Their rendition of the hymn, then, would be in as natural a state as 

possible.16 

 

                                                 
15 Bahamut’s rendition, for instance, is performed by a solo boy soprano to match his Fayth. 
16 For a discussion of the German notion of das Volk as pertaining to Japan, see Brooke McCorkle, 

“Searching for Wagner in Japan” (PhD. diss., University of Pennsylvania, 2015), 14-17. 
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Figure 4: Biran (left) and Yenke Ronso (right) 

“The Sending,” which accompanies a ritual in which Yuna guides the souls of the 

dead into the afterlife, is an arrangement of the hymn in which male and female choruses 

are juxtaposed with one and other. To further evoke the ritual setting of this piece, the 

voices are accompanied by a steady drum and other percussion instruments. This 

particular arrangement of the theme is particularly important to the narrative, as the 

cinematic it accompanies explains the nature of death in Spira—a subject that resurfaces 

a number of times throughout the game’s narrative.17 

The third version of the hymn (Figure 5) is perhaps the most interesting. Lady 

Yunalesca is an archaic character whose spirit teaches the party how to defeat Sin—what 

                                                 
17 In particular, the party eventually discovers that the Grand Maester of the Yevon faith (akin perhaps to 

the pope) is long dead, but has yet to be “sent.” This is also true of Sir Auron, the warrior-monk character 

in the game, and Maester Seymour, a maester who wishes to become Sin’s avatar in order to annihilate all 

of Spira. David Hahn has offered a Machiavellian reading of this plot point, suggesting that “religion is one 

of the most effective instruments in instituting and maintaining social order.” This deception, however, 

eventually contributes to Spira’s disillusionment with the Yevon religion.  See Hahn, “Sin, 

Otherworldliness, and the Downside to Hope,” in Final Fantasy and Philosophy: The Ultimate 

Walkthrough, ed. William Irwin, Jason P. Blahuta, and Michel S. Beaulieu (Hoboken: John Wiley and 

Sons, Inc., 2009), 158-61. 
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should be a positive turn within the game. As she is an ancient character (the first 

summoner in a long lineage) her music represents the genesis of harmony—movement in 

parallel motion vis-à-vis an organum. Yunalesca’s version of the hymn begins with 

parallel motion in quintal fifths between three different voices. At the start of the third 

phrase a fourth voice unexpectedly appears, enhancing both the oddity that the party is 

conversing with this long dead spirit in a new age, as well as the unexpected answer they 

receive when talking to her in-game. With the addition of this fourth voice, the music 

takes a drastic turn, suddenly incorporating oblique and contrary motion between voices. 

This addition of the fourth voice, coupled with the oblique and contrary motion, suggests 

a musical transition from the simulated organum of the first two phrases to the four-part 

chorale texture of present-day Spira. This arrangement of the hymn ends with a drastic 

surprise “modulation” (beginning in m. 12) through stepwise motion in the bass to a C-

sharp, D-sharp, F (natural), A-sharp tetrachord.  
 

 

Figure 5: Hymn of the Fayth – Yunalesca (transcription by author) 

Yunalesca’s hymn thus presents a few points of interest. As an ancient being, 

though human, her version begins with the next step in the development of harmony: 
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movement in parallel fifths. What is problematic in this reading is that rather than the 

lower octave, fifth, and upper octave moving in parallel motion, instead the hymn is sung 

in quintal harmonies. Assuming that the piece is still D-centric, the quintal harmonies are 

generated by adding a perfect fifth both above and below each successive note in the 

organum’s principal voice. Thus the lowest note in the first trichord is a G, the middle 

(generative) note is a D, and the upper note is an A. In terms of an ethnomusicological 

reading, one might suggest that this was Spira’s way of addressing the issue of 

temperament and sonic ratios—prioritizing fifths (over the octave) with a symmetrical 

construction around a middle voice (rather than harmony generated from the bass 

voice).18 This reading is further reinforced by the ending chord in the “Hum” of the Fayth 

(discussed below). Yet the chromatic stepwise motion that occurs in the final section 

complicates this reading. A narrative reading of this arrangement, however, accounts for 

this complication. 

This oddity of the stepwise voice leading, unique to this arrangement of the hymn, 

can be narratively viewed in a few different lights: as mentioned above, it comments on 

the fact that the party is talking to an entity anachronistic to their era, thus a 

deconstruction of time; because Yunalesca is a powerful spirit (she is one of the game’s 

main bosses), her mythic powers alter the music in an unexpected way; finally, her 

calmly-stated pivotal plot-twist is signaled by the subtly written stepwise movement to a 

                                                 
18 Ethnomusicological in the sense that Spira is technically a different world from our own—even if it 

simulates it.  Daniel Chua offers a provocative reading of the mythic properties of tuning, suggesting that: 

“Tuning, for the ancients, was a magical formula; its numbers tempered the cosmos.” The prioritization of 

the fifth, then, speaks to a different universe from our own, with the hymn and the neo-tonality it implies 

functioning as a worldbuilding device. Chua, Absolute Music and the Construction of Meaning 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 14. 
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distant key (if it can even be called such) and a completely unexpected “resolution,” 

which itself is voiced in as mercurial a position as possible.19 This arrangement of the 

hymn is ultimately used just before the party battles the final boss (Yunalesca’s father!), 

Yu Yevon, though fully perverted through the use of digital phasing effects to represent 

the true face and farce of the Yevon religion.20  

 

Figure 6: “Hum” of the Fayth (transcription by author) 

Following the simulated development of tonality and the transitive ending phrase 

of Yunalesca’s hymn, the next variant (Figure 6) presents a chorale setting of the hymn. 

For the sake of clarity, I will refer to it as the “Hum” of the Fayth to distinguish it from 

the hymn as solitary melody.21 This iteration is the most direct translation of the melody 

of the hymn into a quasi-tonal setting. In this rendition, the upper three voices move in 

similar motion in generally tertian harmonies against a pedal D, the final of the mode, 

                                                 
19 This final point assumes a tertian-based reading of a (grossly) altered D-F-A-C seventh chord. As the 

(chromatic) seventh C is in the bass, directly butting against the pseudo-root D just a step away, the piece 

ends in a strange state of unresolved friction rather than the expected cohesive euphony. 
20 An interesting point here is that even with the Yevon religion’s banning of machina, the Yevonite’s 

god’s iteration of the hymn is (digitally) manipulated by technology. 
21 I adopt this particular (re)naming from a number of YouTube videos that distinguish this arrangement as 

such. 
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with the melody primarily heard in the soprano voice. In the second section the bass’ 

function changes from a pedal point to one more melodically-oriented, providing a 

contrasting ABA harmonic form against the AAB melodic structure. Yet the most 

interesting thing to note in this arrangement is the retention of the quintal harmony from 

Yunalesca’s hymn (in “first inversion”) in the final chord.  

The final choral arrangement of the hymn (Figure 7) appears at the beginning of 

the last chapter of the game, when all of Spira joins together to sing the tune. There are 

two notable distinctions in this version: first, it is no longer completely homophonic, and, 

second, it is voiced in up to six different voices, fleshing out harmonies more fully than 

previous iterations. Both of these changes can be attributed to the development of the 

narrative in the game. A drastic change has come about in Spira, prefaced by the dialogue 

between the party and Yunalesca. This change is reflected in the music, with the voices in 

the second phrase attempting to, or rather starting to, deviate from the hegemonic order 

imposed by the religioso chorale texture. The addition of extra voices in this arrangement 

implies that Spira as a whole is singing, and the breaking of the homophonic texture 

directly implies the denizens of Spira’s breaking away from Yevon. Yet the disillusioned 

Yevonites cannot fully reject this religious system until the party succeeds in defeating 

Yu Yevon and Sin.  

Though the hymn-as-melody is still recognizable in the soprano voice, 

unexpected harmonies represent the change occurring throughout Spira; as was the case 

at the end of Yunalesca’s hymn, the harmonies become opaque. A B♭M
7 added sixth 

chord at the end of the piece is paramount in aurally signifying how the times are 

changing in the game—whether or not the primordial quintal system (leaving out the 

“third,” the C) is still in place for this ultimate sonority or if something closer to our 

extended tertian harmonies (i.e., reading this as a Gm
9 in first inversion) is in use 
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becomes ambiguous. Regardless, these neo-harmonies are the aural signifier that the 

people of Spira are abandoning the religious teachings of Yevon and are no longer 

conforming to longstanding traditions. We will return to this point below.  

 

Figure 7: Hymn of the Fayth - Spira 

The music accompanying the game’s closing cinematic, aptly titled “Ending 

Theme,” is an arrangement of three distinct themes, including “Hymn of the Fayth.” Here 

the hymn is scored for pizzicato strings accompanying a solo English horn—perhaps as 

an intertextual homage to Dvořák, as a “new world” has come about by the end of the 

game. The (now nondiegetic and instrumental) hymn accompanies Yuna as she Sends the 

last of the dreaming Fayth. This Sending, then, marks not only the “end” of religion with 

the death of god (Yu Yevon) and a kind of sealing away of myth (to be discussed below), 

but also the end of the game. Indeed, this is a perfect example of Daniel Chua’s 

description of the ultimate triumph of instrumental music over vocal music: “The logic is 

simple: what happens to music when the world is unsung? It becomes instrumental. A 

disenchanted world vocalises its hope by projecting its loss as instrumental music; its 
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unsung tones only make sense as a negation of the past”22 As I will discuss in the final 

section, this negation of the past is important in more than one respect. 

 

Cultural and Mythic Simulacra 

FFX very obviously evokes a romanticized simulation of the Middle Ages. The 

game’s emphasis on religion, use of now-standard RPG classes such as the black mage, 

warrior, and thief, and (of course) use of the hymn provide a number of 

(neo)medievalisms that quickly immerse players within the diegesis of the gameworld.23 

Indeed, the game’s ending seems to suggest a paradigm shift akin to the European shift 

from the Middle Ages to the Age of Enlightenment signaled by the death of god (literally 

in this case) and the transition from a religious society to a technological one. Why, it 

may be questioned, would a game produced in Japan focus on the transition between two 

Eurocentric epistemes? Washburn suggests: 

 

the unfolding of this history through the various sites of memory in FFX evokes a 

number of culturally vital discourses in Japan that the designers of the game drew 

on: the modernist aesthetics of evanescence, the loss of faith and belief in a 

society where technology and religion clash, the desire for a dream realm of 

memories as the source of an alternative history, and the nostalgic desire for the 

sublime experience of the annihilation of the past and the completion of history. 

                                                 
22 Chua, Absolute Music, 32. 
23 Drawing on the work of Umberto Eco, Rabia Gregory has suggested that many fantasy mass multiplayer 

online role-playing games (MMORPGs) employ “neomedievalisms” to draw players into the world of the 

game. Though not an “MMO” RPG, FFX follows a similar practice. Gregory, “Citing the Medieval: Using 

Religion as World-Building Infrastructure in Fantasy MMORPGs,” in Playing With Religion in Digital 

Games, ed. Heidi A. Campell and Gregory Price Grieve (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University 

Press, 2014), 134-53. Regarding scholarship on the use of chant in films, see Linda Schubert, "Plainchant 

in Motion Pictures: The Dies irae in Film Scores," Florilegium 15 (1998): 207-29; James Deville, “The 

Topos of ‘Evil Medieval’ in American Horror Film Music,” in Muisc, Meaning and Media, ed. Erkki 

Pekkilä, David Neumeyer, and Richard Littlefield, Helsinki: Semiotic Society of Finland, University of 

Helsinki and International Semiotics Institiute at Imatra, 2006), 26-37; and John Haines, “Chant,” in Music 

in the Film of the Middle Ages: Authenticity vs. Fantasy (New York: Routledge, 2014), 111-32. Regarding 

chant in video games, see Karen Cook, “Beyond (the) Halo: Chant in Video Games,” (paper presented at 

the joint meeting of the American Musicological Society and Society for Music Theory, Vancouver, 

Canada, November 3, 2016). 
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These discourses, every bit as much as the conventions of gameplay and the 

technical platform of the game system, are vital to both the structure of the FFX 

narrative itself and to the ways we read and interpret that narrative in order to gain 

mastery over it.24 

Washburn here focuses on Japanese culture rather than the more obvious track of 

suggesting the game’s narrative as an allegory of the dawn of the European 

Enlightenment. Rather than dismissing Washburn’s brief-yet-provocative assertion, I 

believe it will be productive to pursue his reading.25 If, for instance, we are to take 

Washburn at his word, should we not also account for the hymn and its development in 

the game in terms of Japan’s musical history?  

Japan’s interest in yōgaku (洋学; Western classical music) began in earnest at the 

dawn of the Meiji Restoration (beginning in 1868), in which Western art and philosophy 

suddenly permeated Japanese culture.26 During this Restoration, Japan experienced a 

rapid transition into modernity from the feudal age of the Tokugawa shogunate. Music 

was no exception in this paradigm shift, with the Germanic music tradition in particular 

providing a model for Japan to “borrow” and eventually adapt.27 As Brooke McCorkle 

notes:  

 

In 1880 the Imperial House hired a German named Franz Eckert as a music 

consultant. His job was to “correct” a native composition called “Kimigayo” by 

Hayashi Hisamori—a composition that became the Japanese national anthem. A 

                                                 
24 Washburn, “Imagined History,” 160. 
25 Ibid. Washburn makes this assertion at the end of his paper, the body of which instead engages with the 

question of how players “master” the game’s narrative. 
26 While the finer points of this transition extend beyond the confines of this paper, the literature on this 

subject is not wanting. In particular, see Eta Harich-Schneider, A History of Japanese Music (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1973), 533–49. For more recent scholarship on this topic, see Bonnie Wade, 

Composing Japanese Modernity (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2014) and especially McCorkle, 

“Searching for Wagner in Japan,” 21–28. It is also worth noting that this was not Japan’s first encounter 

with Western music. Harich-Schneider, for instance, notes that “The first complete translation of the 

Roman Mass was achieved in Yamaguchi in 1553.” Harich-Schneider, A History of Japanese Music, 446. 
27 Wade, Composing Japanese Modernity, 95. Eddy Chang notes that there were three branches of music 

that emerged from this transition: military music, school music, and religious music. Chang, “The Daiku 

Phenomenon: Social and Cultural Influences of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony in Japan,” Asia Europe 

Journal 5, No. 1 (2007): 95. 
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Germanic music tradition, from the start, then, was co-opted without friction into 

the most politically potent song in Japan.28 

Bonnie Wade has further explored Japan’s musical transition to modernity, also stressing 

the importance of song in Japan. In particular, she emphasizes the communal component 

associated with choral activities in Japan.29 Delving into the composition of 

contemporary Japanese choral works, Wade also notes the influence early Christian 

hymns on modern choral works: “When I [Wade] mentioned to the composer Tokuhide 

Niimi composers’ apparent preference for syllabic text setting, he suggested that it might 

be due to the style established be the Christian hymns through which multi-part choral 

singing was introduced to Japan…”30 Indeed, the most famous yōgaku composition in 

present-day Japan may have further contributed to this emphasis on chorale textures: 

Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, the “Choral” Symphony, known as daiku (第九; ninth) in 

Japan. This is particularly true in regards to the “daiku phenomenon” (第九現象; daiku 

genshō), the plethora of end-of-the year performances of Beethoven’s Ninth in Japan. 

Eddy Chang has compelling written on the history of the daiku and its 

phenomenon, tracing the influences Germany had on Meiji-era Japan, to the first 

performance of the Ninth in Japan (performed by German POWs in 1918), to the 

emergence of the daiku as “a new socio-cultural product native to Japan.”31 In particular, 

Chang has observed “six main types of daiku” (or reasons why the daiku is performed): 

(1) large-scale performance, (2) personal challenge, (3) social movements, (4) 

commemorations, (5) memorials and tributes, and (6) miscellaneous diversified forms.32 

It is worth noting that the hymn in FFX overtly occupies all but one of these very roles 

                                                 
28 McCorkle, “Searching for Wagner,” 25. 
29 It is worth noting that the majority of the country’s choruses are amateur in nature, and not professional. 

See Wade, Composing Japanese Modernity, 186-88. 
30 Ibid., 196. 
31 Chang, “The Daiku Phenomenon,” 99. 
32 Ibid., 101-104. 



 21 

over the course of the game: as a large-scale performance, the hymn is sung by all of 

Spira to summon Sin at the beginning of the final chapter; regarding social movements, 

the hymn originated as “a Zanarkand song, sung in defiance of Bevelle” and the Yevon 

faith, but was eventually appropriated by Yevon after the fall of Zanarkand;33 as a kind of 

commemoration, the hymn is sung by the Ronso when Yuna decides to forsake the 

Yevon faith, but continue on in her quest to defeat Sin; the hymn is used as a kind of 

memorial a number of times throughout the game, including in memoriam of those who 

died in the Crusader’s failed attack on Sin, and the final Sending of the Aeons in the 

game’s closing cinematic; finally, its primary “miscellaneous” function in the narrative is 

a religious song of the Yevon faith.34 

The game’s narrative, then, functions as a kind of double allegory: on the surface 

level, the game alludes to the emergence of the European Enlightenment; at a secondary 

level, however, the game resonates with the Japanese “as an analogue to Japan’s 

experience of modernity.”35 The music supports this double allegory, and the use of the 

hymn at both the climax of the story (Spira’s diegetic singing of hymn as a whole) and in 

the game’s ending theme (possibly referencing Dvořák’s “New World” Symphony) 

strengthens Washburn’s provocative afterthought. Understanding Spira’s history is an 

undeniably vital point to the game, and one that steps outside a purely ludic or technical 

analysis. The Hymn of the Fayth, an ancient song that has evolved over time to reflect the 

world that hosts it, functions as a world-building lynchpin in the game’s narrative 

                                                 
33 Should players wish to humor him, the non-player character (NPC) “Scholar Maechen” is more than 

willing to provide an extended explanation of the hymn’s history towards the end of the game (see 

Appendix A). 
34 The final role, “personal challenge,” is never directly addressed over the course of the game, though 

there is a scene where Tidus is (poorly) humming the hymn to himself and Auron mockingly comments on 

his performance. A personal challenge for players, however, is accruing enough ludic currency to “buy” 

this recording as a kind of side quest in the games’s postgame. 
35 Washburn, “Imagined History,” 160. 
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structure. The final vocal iteration, marked by the entirety of Spira’s population’s 

rejection of Yevon, thus signifies not only a new stage of tonal development, but one of 

cultural development as well. For better or for worse, Japan’s experience of modernity 

was heavily influenced by European traditions of philosophy and music. It should not be 

surprising, then, that a number of the “culturally vital discourses” in Japan’s experience 

of modernity could be disguised by simulating Europe’s similar experience. 

But why an obscured double allegory as opposed to an overtly Japanese one? 

Here I turn to Jean Baudrillard’s writings on simulacra and simulation, particularly 

regarding his discussion of the simulation of history via cinema.36 Of the process of 

simulation Baudrillard writes: 

 

this whole process can only be understood in its negative form: nothing separates 

one pole from another anymore, the beginning from the end; there is a kind of 

contraction of one of the other, a fantastic telescoping, a collapse of the two 

traditional poles into each other: implosion—an absorption of the radiating mode 

of causality, of the differential mode of determination, with its positive and 

negative charge—an implosion of meaning. That is where simulation begins.37 

He argues that “in the ‘real’ as in cinema, there was history but there isn’t anymore,” and 

that the simulated “history” presented by cinema is a hyperrealistic presentation of the 

now-dead “mythic” history.38 The tension in Baudrillard’s theory is a product of the 

juxtapositions he employs: the real versus the hyperreal, and history versus myth. In 

particular, the pairing of history and myth recalls Horkheimer and Adorno’s discussion of 

the cyclical relationship between myth and enlightenment. While Baudrillard suggests 

                                                 
36 Fittingly enough, my first encounter with Baudrillard came by avenue of Philip Auslander’s discussion 

of simulation in questioning the status of “live” performance. Video games are a perfect exemplar of this 

relation. They, of course, frequently create their own, unique gameworlds in which players, as outside 

agents, interact and, indeed, interfere with the gameworld. Though mediated through gameplay, our very 

playing of the game is in many respects a kind of live performance. See Auslander, Liveness: Performance 

in a Mediatized Culture (New York: Routledge, 1999), 43-44. 
37 Baudrillard, Simulation and Simulacrum, 33 (emphasis in original). 
38 Ibid., 45. 
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that the (hyper)real triumphed in cinema, I posit that video games revel in the mythic. 

Following Horkheimer and Adorno’s bipartite thesis that “Myth is already enlightenment, 

and enlightenment reverts to mythology,” this transition back to myth was the inevitable 

result of the implosion that was destined to occur—a reorientation away from the history 

simulated by hyperreal film back to the mythic.39 The new technology of video games—a 

technology that actively immerses players in the diegesis and forces them into an active 

role as opposed to passively reflective one—left a space that simultaneously opposed and 

complimented both the real and the hyperreal. While cinema provided an escape to an 

already ideal world, video games opened the wardrobe to a world that gave the audience 

its own agency and that needed players’ active engagement and help. While the hyperreal 

history presented by cinema was “more real than the real,” the hyperreal mythology 

presented by video games instead cloaks the real it simulates with an “experience more 

than an experience.”40 

 Myth in the context of FFX disguises Japan’s history—it presents a gamified and 

mythicized simulation of the past. If, as Washburn suggests “the desire for a dream realm 

of memories as the source of an alternative history, and the nostalgic desire for the 

sublime experience of the annihilation of the past and the completion of history” are 

relevant discourses in Japanese society, the game allows not only for an alternative 

history, but one that can be experienced by the player.  

                                                 
39 Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, Preface to Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments, 

ed. Gunzelin Schmid Noerr and trans. Edmund Jephcott (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), xviii. 
40 This “experience more than the experience” should be understood as a different kind of hyperreality than 

Baudrillard’s. In his concept of the hyperreal simulation, for instance, the lines are blurred by what’s real 

and what’s not (e.g., the difference between a real and simulated bank robbery). My mythic simulation, on 

the other hand, alludes to the real yet distorts it in some capacity. In terms of video games, players 

(theoretically) know that the game they’re playing is not real, yet they still have the phenomenal experience 

of playing it. The advent of virtual and augmented reality (VR, AR) games in recent years, however, has 

initiated a new paradigm in which questions of what is and isn’t real are not completely unwarranted when 

playing these games.  
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How, then, does the hymn fit into the game’s simulation of history? 

As I have shown in the previous section of this paper, the hymn can be used to 

trace a kind of teleological evolution of tonality, following a similar development as that 

of Western sacred music. Beginning initially with a single, monophonic line (alluding to 

Gregorian chant), the hymn eventually “evolves” into an iteration that alludes to 

movement by parallel fifths (suggestive of early organum). Next, the hymn is performed 

in a tonal space that simulates what we would call functional tonality—one I suggest 

which is representative of Lutheran chorales. Finally, with the ultimate choral iteration of 

the hymn, a kind of extended tertian harmony is used and the voices begin to deviate 

from a strictly homophonic texture. I should reiterate that these tonal inflections are not 

direct imitations of the Western development of tonality—they are mythic (as opposed to 

hyperrealistic) simulacra. While the hyperreal is “more real than the real,” the use of 

mythic simulacra is intended to obscure the histories they are simulating; while the 

gesture towards our tonal history exists, it is an intentionally distorted reflection. The fact 

that the hymn also exists in the Fayth’s dreamworld of Zanarkand further situates the 

music in this process of simulation. Their Zanarkand, after all, is naught but a dreamed 

simulacrum of a quondam Spira. 

This resulting implosion (to use Baudrillard’s terminology) caused by the hymn’s 

final sounding creates a rift in which two things happen. First, Tidus’s personal 

implosion—the very fact that he was naught but a dream of the Fayth in the “real” 

gameworld means his simulated existence can no longer exist within the narrative.41 

Secondly, with the “death” of Tidus (and thus the player’s avatar), the gameplay ends. 

What remains is an extended cinematic that show the Fayth’s ethereal idols turning to 

                                                 
41 In theory, a real Tidus did exist in this past Zanarkand. The Tidus players control over the course of the 

game, however, is a dreamed construction (simulation) of this past Tidus. 
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stone—though the English horn solemnly sounds their hymn, their song will be sung no 

more.42  

This petrification of the Aeons is perhaps the most direct allusion to Japan’s 

experience of modernity. As the Final Fantasy Wiki notes, the various summons in the 

Final Fantasy series (of which the Aeons are this game’s incarnations) emerged in 

reference from the animistic gods and spirits (神; kami) from the Shinto religion.43 Over 

the course of the game, all but one of the Aeons sing their own iterations of the hymn in 

their respective temples.44 The silencing of these simulated kami at the game’s end, then, 

cements Washburn’s assertion that the game comments on Japan’s “loss of faith” in its 

transition to modernity. Further still, if Horkheimer and Adorno are correct when they 

suggest that “Enlightement has always regarded anthropomorphism, the projection of 

subjective properties onto nature, as the basis of myth,” then the history players 

experienced over the course of the game, the history they created, is immediately 

mythicized upon the game’s completion.45 What was history instead becomes myth in 

this moment of Enlightenment. While the defeat of Yu Yevon can be read via a 

Nietzschean philosophical model as a turn away from Christianity (or Yevon) towards the 

                                                 
42 This (probably unintentional) association of instrumental music with death is also exemplified with the 

game’s theme song, 素敵だね (Suteki da ne; “Isn't It Wonderful?”). The song proper, performed by 

Japanese folk singer Rikki, accompanies Tidus and Yuna’s singular love scene, yet a rendition for solo 

harpsichord plays in the “Game Over” screen whenever the party is defeated in battle. If instrumental music 

works as negation of the past (as Chua claims), then this instrumental arrangement negates the past in 

which the party was defeated, allowing for as many attempts as needed for players to progress in the game. 

Chua, Absolute Music, 32. 
43 http://finalfantasy.wikia.com/wiki/Summoned_monsters. It should be noted that while conceptually these 

summons possess attributes of Japan’s kami, many of their names are borrowed from other cultures. 

Bahamut, for instance, is an entity from Arabic mythology. The use of other mythologies, then, further 

situates the game’s use of mythic simulacra to disguise—or at the very least, refract—Japan’s own history. 
44 The one summon that does not sing a solo rendition of the hymn is the trio of Aeons known as the 

Magus Sisters (Sandy, Cindy, and Mindy). Treated as a single summon, the sisters are obtained through a 

side quest. Whether because of the nature of the side quest, or because their arrangement would ideally 

have three voices, the Magus Sisters, interestingly enough, do not have their own version of the hymn at 

all.  
45 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 4. 

http://finalfantasy.wikia.com/wiki/Summoned_monsters
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empirical and rational, the petrification of the Aeons speaks instead to Japan’s modern 

understanding of its indigenous religion—that is, more a part of Japanese culture and 

mythology than as a religion per se. 

Just as Washburn notes that the game’s narrative “evokes a number of culturally 

vital discourses in Japan,” or to use Baudrillard’s term, “simulates” them, so too is the 

music a simulacrum of “our” world. Yet Baudrillard asserts that the process of simulation 

is reflective—it is a two-way process. We enter in a dialogical relationship not only with 

the game’s main protagonists, but indeed, every character within the gameworld, exerting 

out influence with nary a care for what it means for the gameworld’s inhabitants. 

Similarly, the gameworld influences our actions and, as Baurdillard would suggest, 

causes us to in turn simulate the gameworld.  

Through a musical lens, one might recognize our simulation of the gameworld by 

way of the infiltration of “low art” television, film, or video game music into the “high 

art” concert hall.46 This is most obviously true in terms of the silver screen “play-alongs” 

that have become ubiquitous in orchestral pops subscription concerts, wherein orchestras 

perform a live accompaniment of a projected film with its original score.47 Further still, 

concerts of live video game music accompanied by scenes from games have become 

more and more common, especially in terms of concerts thematized by game series.48 Yet 

other examples blur this line. By way of film, Tan Dun has written three concerti using 

                                                 
46 See William Gibbons, Replay Value: The Art of Classical Music in Video Games (New York: Oxford 

University Press, forth.). 
47 See Brooke McCorkle, “Fandom’s New Frontier: Star Trek in the Concert Hall,” Journal of Fandom 

Studies 4, No. 2 (2016): 175-192. 
48 While there are a few generic video game concert series that play selections from a number of different 

games, most famously “Video Games Live”, concerts that focus on a specific series include: “Zelda: 

Symphony of the Goddesses” (The Legend of Zelda), “Distant Worlds: Music From Final Fantasy” (Final 

Fantasy), and “Pokémon: Symphonic Evolutions” (Pokémon). Kingdom Hearts, a series that combines 

Final Fantasy and Disney characters, also recently started a new concert series, entitled “KINGDOM 

HEARTS Orchestra –World Tour—” which opened with a Japan-exclusive brass concert, entitled 

“KINGDOM HEARTS Concert –First Breath—”. 
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the scores he wrote for his so-called “Martial Arts Trilogy.”49 Rather than simply 

arranging the films’ scores in an orchestral suite, Tan instead developed the cues used in 

the films to create fully developed instrumental concerti—a “proper” symphonic genre. 

Similarly, Final Fantasy’s Final Symphony concert series has arranged music from the 

video games into symphonic poems and suites, piano concerti, and even a symphony.50 

This includes a piano concerto composed by Masashi Hamauzu derived from the music 

used in FFX. The second movement, Inori, draws the majority of its motivic material 

from Hymn of the Fayth.51 

Our world, then, also simulates the gameworld in less obvious ways than might be 

initially supposed. Will this somehow eventually lead to the implosion of our world? I 

would argue that the inclusion of video game music in the concert hall is one facet of the 

general implosion of the classical music canon. Further still, the rise of VR and AR 

gaming has stressed the very notion of the real. The dialogical simulations between the 

real world and these gameworlds—at the musical, structural, and narrative levels—have 

created a perceived schism between our world and what have been called “distant 

                                                 
49 I have previously spoken on the sound tracks in Tan’s Martial Arts Trilogy, arguing for the effectiveness 

of the wuxia film genre in realizing his “1+1=1” philosophy. See Greenfield-Casas, “Art or Action? 

Oneness and Duality in Tan Dun’s Martial Arts Trilogy,” (paper presented at the 11th Music and the 

Moving Image Conference, New York City, New York, May 28th, 2016). 
50 For an extended discussion of the “classicalization” of the Final Symphony concert series, see Gibbons, 

Replay Value. 
51 To my knowledge, no published score of this piece is available for perusal, though Christopher Huynh 

has provided a detailed thematic analysis of this concerto, available online at: 

http://www.vgmonline.net/ff10concerto/. Though an involved narrativized analysis of the FFX Piano 

Concerto is unfortunately beyond the scope of this paper, one could “read” the concerto as a kind of 

microcosm of the game’s storyline. This is particularly true if the solo piano (often cast as the protagonist) 

is read in relation to the rest of the orchestra as Spira. Narrativizing and analyzing the concerto genre from 

this lens of “the individual versus society” is by no means a novel idea. See Susan McClary, “A Musical 

Dialectic from the Enlightenment: Mozart’s Piano Concerto in G Major, K. 453, Movement 2,” Cultural 

Critique, No. 4 (Autumn 1986): 129-169; and Joseph Kerman, Concerto Conversations, (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 1999). 

http://www.vgmonline.net/ff10concerto/
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worlds”… though, as I hope to have shown, it might be more appropriate to think of a 

space “between” not-so-distant worlds.  

 

Musical Antitheism 

While I have shown how the Hymn of the Fayth occupies roles as both a 

worldbuilding and narrative device, I suggest it can function one level further: as a device 

of allegory, specifically regarding the related concepts of antitheism and deicide inherent 

to the structure of many video games. 

A number of scholars have noted a curious relationship between video games and 

religion. While some have written on the use of religion in video games as a narrative 

device, others have noted the similarities between the two, even going so far as to read 

video games as religious. Following Mircea Eliade’s Platonic reading of the sacred, 

Rachel Wagner, for instance, suggests that:  

 

The urge to ritually create cosmos out of chaos is at its root an order-making 

activity. It is the desire for a systematic, knowable world with rules that we can 

recognize. For Eliade, this act is a “repetition of... the divine act of creation,” an 

observation which, in our context, could be read as the mythic time when God is 

said to have imposed order on nothingness, cosmos onto chaos, the rules of the 

game onto an unmanaged play space. God created the game board, so to speak, 

and put people on it. If myth reflects desire, the mythic construct of chaos-to-

cosmos is, in its most basic form, a wish that the world could have knowable rules 

so that it might be played like a (very serious) game.52 

In other words, both games and religions are similarly structured types of systems. Both 

are organized in such a way that “[t]he player wants to enter into an ordered system; entry 

requires an earnest involvement in the rules of that system.”53 

                                                 
52 Rachel Wagner, “The Importance of Playing in Earnest,” in Playing With Religion in Digital Games, ed. 

Campell, Heidi A. and Gregory Price Grieve (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 

2014), 200 (emphasis in original). 
53 Ibid., 204 
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While Wagner’s primary argument in her essay posits that both video games and 

religion should be played “earnestly” (that players should buy into both systems, whether 

religious or ludic, in their entirety), at the end of her essay she identifies four different 

types of insincere players—what might be understood as gaming heretics. These include 

triflers (those who halfheartedly play the prescribed rules or create their own), cheaters 

(those who cheat within the system, but still have the desire to win), spoilsports (those 

who still want to play, but continuously remind us that games are “just games” and that 

the system is made up), and nihilists (those who refuse to buy into the system at all).54  

Though Wagner’s framework discusses how players can choose to ignore the 

game’s prescribed system, I question what it means when they “earnestly” play into a 

system where the goal is to beat the system—the ludic goal for many gamers is to “beat” 

the game after all.55 Beating the game, however, renders it superfluous. In religious terms 

these devout players may (somewhat ironically) be understood as antitheists engaged in a 

kind of deicide.56 As Rabia Gregory notes: “Whether characters [players] bring their 

personal real-world faith into a game or not, by accepting a game’s rules, they have 

entered that virtual world’s religious system.”57 FFX presents an overt case of this 

                                                 
54 Ibid., 204-208 
55 As previously alluded to, Washburn has framed this as “mastering” the narrative. Yet this reading only 

accounts for the narrative (or story) component of the game and not its ludic puzzles and minigames. To 

truly beat the game in its entirety, many gamers would argue for a completionist playthrough of the game 

(that is, completing every optional quest in addition to the game’s primary storyline). But games are not 

meant to be easily beaten. Jesper Juul, for instance, notes that gamers prefer games that are at least 

moderately difficult, suggesting that “failure is central to the experience of depth in a game, to the 

experience of improving skills.” Juul, “Fear of Failing,” 250 (emphasis in original). It takes a kind of 

Überspielen, an Übergamer, to conquer not only the game’s narrative, but its ludic offerings as well. By 

way of example in FFX, for instance, two side quests are particularly infamous. In the first, players must 

dodge 200 consecutive bolts of lightning that will randomly strike the player in the Thunder Plains. In the 

second, players must complete a Chocobo race with a final time of less than zero seconds (this is 

accomplished by picking up items that reduce the overall time whilst simultaneously dodging obstacles that 

will target and hit the Chocobo, preventing it from running for a few seconds). 
56 For a discussion of the different stakes associated with atheism versus antitheism, see Stefan Baumrin, 

“Antitheism and Morality,” The Philosophical Forum 39, No. 1 (2008): 73-84. 
57 Gregory, “Citing the Medieval,” 143. 
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antitheistic framework: should the earnest player follow the game’s narrative, by the 

game’s end they are explicitly forced to kill the game’s god (Yu Yevon). While not all 

games deal quite so overtly with deicide, this antitheistic structure, I maintain, is 

prevalent in many video games.58  

Though phenomenally and narratively players may desire to beat the final boss, in 

practice there is a kind of ludophilosophical irony: forever is the final save point the 

ultimate ludic goal—rarely is it in actuality defeating this final boss. Or rather, even 

if/when players defeat the final boss, many games simply return players to the final save 

point upon the game starting up again. Even games with postgame side quests create a 

narrative vacuum in which there is always another challenge to overcome. Is it possible 

to actually beat video games? Or is it a Sisyphean struggle, an infinite loop players are 

doomed to struggle to complete?59 

Rather than pursuing an antitheistic goal (that is, to beat the game), players 

eventually adopt an apatheistic ambivalence to the prescribed rules of the game. This 

ambivalence can occur in one of two ways. In the first, players choose to ignore the “final 

boss” and instead may play the game on their own terms, as best they can (what Wagner 

would identify as a “trifler”). They may pursue in-game side quests or simply meander 

around the gameworld, enjoying the game’s ludic offerings and “simply” playing for 

                                                 
58 The Final Fantasy series in particular has not shied away from overt deicide in its games. Other notable 

examples of gods qua final bosses within the series include the jester-turned-God of Magic, Kefka, in the 

aforementioned Final Fantasy VI and “God of Light” Bhunivelze in Final Fantasy XIII: Lightning Returns 

(Square Enix, 2014). 
59 I Am Setsuna (Square Enix, 2016) also works as a kind of allegory for this, with its penultimate boss (the 

appropriately named “Time Judge”) directly commenting on the in-game party having reached this final 

save point multiple times (outside of the playable narrative) before the party continues on to face the final 

boss. While this enquiry is more obviously geared towards narrative games, this model remains true for a 

number of ludic games. There are, however, some games that have started to challenge this model. In 

particular, Upsilon Circuit and One Life (both in development at the time of this essay’s writing) have been 

advertised as “perma-permadeath” games (i.e., when players die in the game, they can no longer play the 

game… at all). 
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fun.60 The second option is considerably more drastic: players can choose to abandon the 

game. 

Wagner notes that the option to abandon the game is one of the primary 

differences between religions and video games. While the religious “play a game that is 

believed to encompass all of life,” video games “are experienced as temporary, 

ephemeral systems.”61 This ephemerality is, of course, somewhat of an issue for game 

developers, especially at the level of the company or franchise. Developers must maintain 

players’ interest in their games for as long as possible, not just over the course of a single 

game, but far beyond this point as well, until it resides in the subconscious as a kind of 

Proustian memory. While this can be accomplished by game updates, or the serialization 

of a games series, the most obvious way of approaching this manufacturing of a “mythic 

desire” is by avenue of a game’s replay value. For, so long as a game’s replay value is 

high enough, players will theoretically continue to buy (quite literally) into this trans-

media franchise—this religion—to remain connected to this game.62 

The immersive qualities of music contribute to this replay value. “Video game 

music is repetitive” as the cliché goes. Yet this repetition fuels the franchise. James 

Buhler has discussed the use of music as a way of “branding the franchise,” particularly 

                                                 
60 Roger Caillois distinction between paida and ludus provides useful here. For Caillois, paida is the 

improvisatory and anarchic—that without clear rules; ludus, on the other hand, is bound by “arbitrary, 

imperative, and purposely tedious conventions.” A game, it is important to note, can have elements of both. 

For instance, should players ignore the prescribed rules/system of FFX (in this case, the game’s narrative), 

they will move towards the paida side of this spectrum. Caillois, Man, Play and Games, trans. Meyer 

Barash (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2001), 13. This is one notable difference between 

Wagner’s definition and my own. She seems to imply in her definition that triflers do not particularly enjoy 

the system they are engaging with. My apatheists, on the other hand, still enjoy the system, but choose to 

ignore (or more accurately, do not care about) the game’s “final” point. Indeed, some gamers intentionally 

avoid the final boss so as to enjoy their residence within the gameworld for a longer period. 
61 Wagner, “The Importance of Playing in Earnest,” 197 (emphasis in original). 
62 For a concise discussion of the transmedia franchise, see Henry Jenkins, “Transmedia Storytelling and 

Entertainment: An Annotated Syllabus,” Continuum: Journal of Media & Cultural Studies 24, no. 6 

(December 2010): 943-58. 
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vis-à-vis Hollywood blockbusters.63 It should come as no surprise, then, that one of the 

incentives for players to buy the collector’s editions of the ubiquitous “HD Remasters” 

and re-releases that are becoming more and more prevalent is a copy of the game’s 

soundtrack. This commodification of the soundtrack has been particularly true with 

Square Enix’s most recent JRPG (re)releases (including the Final Fantasy X/X-2 HD 

Remaster (Square Enix, 2013)). Music is the bridge between our world and the 

gameworld—it is the only component of the game that can make the ontological claim of 

simultaneous “real” existence within the game’s mythic diegesis and within our own, 

increasingly hyperreal world.64 “Music, an immaterial pleasure turned commodity,” 

Jacques Attali argues “now heralds a society of the sign, of the immaterial up for sale, of 

the social relation unified in money.”65 The game’s music, commodified and rewarded to 

the collector, is now available to use as a synecdochical device of transportation from 

Earth to the gamer’s personal experience of gameworld.66  

This commodification of the mythic is also true of the aforementioned concertized 

performances of video game music. When Arnie Roth, the conductor of the Distant 

Worlds concert series, was asked about the possibility of bringing other video game 

concert series to the U.S., he unabashedly started his answer by discussing the financial 

reality of putting these concerts together: “really, part of that answer is does the business 

                                                 
63 James Buhler, “Branding the Franchise: Music, Opening Credits, and the (Corporate) Myth of Origin,” 

in Music in Epic Film: Listening to Spectacle, ed. Stephen C. Meyer (New York: Routledge, 2017), 3-26. 
64 Elsewhere Buhler has offered a deconstructive reading of the relationship between the (cinematic) screen 

and its accompanying sound track, reversing the roles of the immersive and boundless “3D” audio and the 

framed and limited 2D image to prioritize the necessity of audio. Buhler, “Psychoanalysis, Apparatus 

Theory, and Subjectivity,” in The Oxford Handbook of Film Music Studies, ed. David Neumeyer (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 400-410. 
65 Jacques Attali, Noise: The Political Economy of Music, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University 

of Minnesota Press, 1985), 3-4, passim. 
66 Chris Tonelli has made a similar argument regarding “pico-pico” (a genre that hearkens to video game 

sounds) concerts. See Tonelli, “The Temporary Avatar Zone: Pico-Pico Parties in Tokyo,” in Music in 

Video Games: Analyzing Play, ed. K.J. Donnelly, William Gibbons, and Neil Lerner (New York: 

Routledge, 2014), 30-50.  
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sense work? Can you make the dollars and cents work? Clearly there's enough music to 

do. Look at Final Fantasy. Look at the huge book of [repertoire].”67 My citation should 

not be read as a critique of Roth; rather, it is an acknowledgement of the capitalist-driven 

trans-media system video game music is a part of. 

Another example of the commodification of game music is obviated in the newest 

mobile addition to the Kingdom Hearts series: Kingdom Hearts Unchained χ (Square 

Enix, 2016; hereafter KHUX).68 As with many “free to play” mobile games, KHUX 

includes an option to invest funds into the game as a way of gaining certain advantages 

over other players. While it is technically possible to play the game without engaging in 

these microtransactions, it becomes increasingly difficult to progress in the game and is 

generally near-impossible to rank in in-game events while playing as a free player (i.e., a 

player that does not invest money into the game). This (quasi) false advertisement has 

caused a number of players to cynically refer to this game and others like it as “pay to 

win” games.69  

KHUX provides an interesting example of how music is utilized as a means of 

enticing players into investing in the pay-to-win system. The game revolves around the 

use of Medals featuring characters in the Kingdom Hearts series as a way of battling 

various Heartless, creatures of Darkness that stand against players in their quest to save 

the varying worlds they visit. Stronger Medals can be obtained through the game’s 

randomized gacha system with the in-game currency, jewels. Since the game was 

                                                 
67 The interview is available online at https://www.destructoid.com/destructoid-interview-final-fantasy-

composer-nobuo-uematsu-128986.phtml. 
68 “X” is read as “chi” (and sounds like “key,” undoubtedly a reference to the game’s “Keyblade”). I will 

be discussing the international version of the mobile game and not the Japanese online version of the game 

(Kingdom Hearts χ) as it was not only released earlier, but has also progressed further in (and, indeed, has 

completed) the game’s narrative story. 
69 My in-game party’s leader, Maki, has affectionately stated that the game is “pay to do better than 

others.” 

https://www.destructoid.com/destructoid-interview-final-fantasy-composer-nobuo-uematsu-128986.phtml
https://www.destructoid.com/destructoid-interview-final-fantasy-composer-nobuo-uematsu-128986.phtml
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released, a handful of Medals have been released that have a secondary, aesthetic 

function. One of these secondary functions is the ability to change the home screen’s 

background music from Kingdom Hearts’ musical “brand” (Yoko Shimomura’s 

composition, “Dearly Beloved”) to a different musical theme associated with that 

particular Medal.70 While this aesthetic function may seem a trivial selling point, many 

players invested heavily into attempting to add these Medals to their collections. My 

party’s leader, for instance, spent over $200 in microtransactions to obtain the “Casual 

Roxas” Medal (see Figure 8) when it was first released. When I asked them about their 

reasoning behind spending this kind of money on a Medal, they cited the ability to “own” 

the theme of their favorite character (Roxas) within the confines of the game as their 

primary motivation.  

 

Figure 8: Maki’s “Casual Roxas” Medal 

                                                 
70 These Medals include “Casual Roxas,” “Illustrated Xion,” “HD King Mickey,” and “HD Roxas.” While 

I am primarily interested in the so-called background music (BGM) Medals (denoted by an eighth note as I 

have marked in Figure 8), a handful of Medals (dubbed the “Key Art” Medals) instead include illustrated 

artwork drawn by the series’ creator, Tetsuya Nomura. 
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If we take Attali at his word, that music is prophetic, then we can say that the 

hymn said what the spoken word, first introduced to the Final Fantasy series in FFX, 

could not: that this system is not an omnibenevolent one. Narratively, the hymn calls 

attention to the perversion of the religious system; its quintal harmonies are a distortion 

of the perfect intervals they simulate and the sounding of the hymn heard before the party 

confronts Yu Yevon is further distorted through digital phasing. It calls to mind the so-

called “Epicurean” Paradox:  

 

If God is willing to prevent evil, but is not able to 

Then He is not omnipotent. 

If He is able, but not willing 

Then He is malevolent. 

If He is both able and willing 

Then whence cometh evil. 

If He is neither able nor willing 

Then why call Him God? 

Whether or not Yu Yevon is “able and willing” to prevent evil, he is known to the 

Yevonites as the deity of the Yevon faith. He is obviously not omnipotent as players 

defeat him to “beat” the game. He is malevolent in that he is the architect of Sin. Evil (as 

defined by the Yevonites), then, is created by Yu Yevon. “Then why call Him God?” 

Why adhere to this religion? Why buy into this system? These are the questions that 

ultimately reorient Yuna’s sacred pilgrimage into a heretical quest of deicide. Nietzsche’s 

famed yet oft misunderstood “God is dead… and we have killed him” becomes not just a 

social reality in Spira, their transition to modernity, but a phenomenal reality as well.71 

God is dead. And we as die Spieler have killed him… until we start the game back up.72 

                                                 
71 „Gott ist tot… Und wir haben ihn getötet.“ Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, ed. Bernard Williams 

and trans. Josefine Nauckhoff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 119-20. The so-called 

“Allegory of the Madman” (from which this quote first appears) is in the 125th section of The Gay Science 

and has garnered much attention in scholarship. Paul H. Wright, for instance, has identified three 

interpretations generally assumed of this famous quote: (1) it is no longer meaningful to believe in the 

existence of God, (2) it is no longer possible to believe in the existence of God, and (3) it is no longer 
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Here the hymn further comments on the system it is a part of. The final 

instrumental sounding of the hymn negates the immediate past. In other words, the 

instrumental sounding of the hymn negates the party’s progress and their battle with Yu 

Yevon, allowing players to return to and (re)save Spira whenever they so desire. Yu 

Yevon, then, cannot be truly beaten unless the game is abandoned upon completion. 

Washburn’s “nostalgic desire for the sublime experience of the annihilation of the past 

and the completion of history” similarly comments on this masochistic melancholy: 

history can only exist so long as the game is not completed (for it immediately becomes 

myth upon its completion), thus players desire an annihilation of the past where they 

triumphed, where history still exists. 

Similarly, rather than successfully beating the capitalist system the music and its 

host game are subjected to, we ourselves are stuck in a kind of commodified game loop 

in which the same games are being recycled (albeit with updated graphics).73 Just as 

Yuna, Tidus, and the rest of the party can triumph over Sin only so long as the save file is 

not opened back up, so too are we free from this ludic economy only if we choose to 

become Wagner’s nihilist and abandon the very game that brought us into it. But the 

game’s replay value prevents (or at the very least, discourages) this. As Horkheimer and 

Adorno state: “With the spread of the bourgeois commodity economy the dark horizon of 

myth is illuminated by the sun of calculating reason, beneath whose icy rays the seeds of 

                                                                                                                                                 
necessary to believe in the existence of God. Wright, “Reflections on the God-Killers,” in The Death of 

God Debate, ed. Jackson Lee Ice and John J. Carey (Philadelphia: The Westminister Press, 1967), 33-34. 

More recent scholarship has turned its attention to how the death of God can be understood in 

contemporary society. One of the more interesting interpretations is William Franke’s postmodern/post-

secular understanding(s) of how God has (not) died. See Franke, “The Deaths of God in Hegel and 

Nietzsche and the Crisis of Values in Secular Modernity and Post-secular Postmodernity,” Religion and the 

Arts 11 (2007): 214-241.  
72 The irony of the game’s evocation of the “God is dead” quote is that for Nietzsche’s “madman,” god 

remains dead. This, as I hope to have shown, is not the case in video games.  
73 Indeed, these “updated” graphics can be read as hyperreal simulations of the original games—the 

mythic, then, becomes “more real than the ‘real’” (or at least the original). 
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the new barbarism are germinating. Under the compulsion of power, human labor has 

always led away from myth and, under power, has always fallen back under its spell.”74 

The irony, then, is that we enjoy this perverse system, continuing to invest into it and its 

mythology in all manner of ways—whether through (collectible) re-releases, symphonic 

concert tickets or physical CDs, Louis Vuitton handbags, or any other manner of trans-

media merchandise.75 Games and the worlds they allow us to inhabit, after all, are fun 

(even if they’re unbeatable). They are meant to be enjoyed again and again, and we, as 

Huizinga’s homo ludens, delight in this system, this religion, regardless of the time (and 

capital) it may cost.76 

In this essay’s introduction I suggested that FFX was a transitionary game in the 

Final Fantasy series and that both the game and its music should be understood as such. 

Final Fantasy IX (Square Electronic Arts, 2000), the last game produced by Sakaguchi, 

advertised itself as nostalgic callback to the earliest Final Fantasy games. FFX, on the 

other hand, provided a kind of meta-narrative commentary to the series as a whole: while 

the worlds and narratives of the seventh and eighth instalments of the series were overtly 

futuristic (what can be interpreted as the technologically advanced past Zanarkand), FFIX 

took a step back from this style and reverted to a fantasy world that reflected the aesthetic 

                                                 
74 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialect of Enlightenment, 25. 
75 Much to the dismay of fans, Lightning, the heroine and main protagonist from the FFXIII trilogy, 

infamously became a model for Louis Vuitton’s 2016 Spring-Summer collection (in “our” world) after 

saving her world. Louis Vuitton’s promotional article and an accompanying video of Lightning modeling is 

available online at http://us.louisvuitton.com/eng-us/articles/lightning-a-virtual-heroine. Interestingly 

enough, two of Square Enix’s recent games (Final Fantasy XV, 2016 and Nier: Automata, 2017) have plans 

to release downloadable content (DLC) which will allow players to battle a deified avatar of the company’s 

CEO, Yosuke Matsuda, as a kind of postgame final boss. DLC, however, is rarely free, thus further forcing 

players to literally buy into the system in order to battle this pseudo-god of the company/franchise. Further 

still, from the footage I have seen of the respective battles it does not appear players can actually win these 

battles. Even if they succeed in lowering the simulated Matsuda’s health to zero, he appears completely 

unharmed in what follows next. 
76 Juul notes that “the player's use of time and energy is the most fundamental currency of games." Juul, 

“Fear of Failing?,” 238. 

http://us.louisvuitton.com/eng-us/articles/lightning-a-virtual-heroine
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of the earliest games (the temporally progressive yet socially regressive Spira ruled by 

Yevon). FFX’s narrative—and especially its ending—positioned the series to move 

forward, towards a post-Sakaguchi Final Fantasy.  

While Jessica Kizzirie has shown how the music in FFIX evokes the nostalgia the 

game monopolized, I will conclude this section by asserting that the Hymn of the Fayth 

plays a critical role in the meta-commentary of the series.77 The hymn sung by all of 

Spira at the game’s climax demonstrates a definite break from the Sakaguchi tradition. 

Just as end-of-the-game Spira had to learn how to function in a world bereft of Yu 

Yevon, bereft of its god, so too did the Final Fantasy series have to learn how to operate 

without Sakaguchi (and, eventually, Uematsu). The irony here, as I hope to have shown, 

is that Yu Yevon does not die when the game is beaten. Similarly, the recent remakes and 

remasters of previous Final Fantasy games have insured that both Sakaguchi and 

Uematsu continue to live on in the series. 

 

Conclusion 

In this essay, I have problematized the idea of “beating” video games, arguing 

that they are intentionally set up in such a way that they are not supposed to truly be 

(permanently) beatable. This phenomenon is true not only at the level of the singular 

game and its respective replay value, but also at the mercantile level of the ludic 

economy. The current trend of game companies rereleasing older games, whether 

remastered or remade, and banking on players’ nostalgia drives to continue buying into 

this quasi-religious system has further problematized what it means to beat these game. 

                                                 
77 See Jessica Kizzirie, “‘The Place I’ll Return to Someday’: Musical Nostalgia in Final Fantasy IX,” in 

Music in Video Games: Analyzing Play, ed. K.J. Donnelly, William Gibbons, and Neil Lerner (New York: 

Routledge, 2014), 183-98.  



 39 

The ultimate irony, I suggest, is that this unwinnable state is part of what gives video 

games their appeal. 

Further still, I hope to have shown that the Hymn of the Fayth’s significance 

extends beyond the confines of Spira in more than one capacity. As a worldbuilding 

device, the hymn can be used to trace Spira’s development of tonality; as a plot point, it 

is a recurring narrative lynchpin that allows players to “beat” the game; as a mythic 

simulacrum, it simulates the development of tonality in the Western sacred canon; as a 

cultural simulacrum, it provides “the desire for a dream realm of memories as the source 

of an alternative history, and the nostalgic desire for the sublime experience of the 

annihilation of the past and the completion of history”; finally, the hymn is an object of 

prophecy, prophesizing not only the state of affairs in Spira, but in our world as well. The 

multivalent hymn, then, should not be read, or rather, heard in any peripheral capacity. 

Its influence is too great and its commentary too profound to simply be reduced down to 

the level of background music. It is all of these things at once, stretching its heteroglossic 

influence outward to affect not only the mythic, but the real and even the hyperreal as 

well. 

Above all, the hymn is a song of community. It is a song that exists between and 

bridges many worlds: Zanarkand and Spira, the gameworld and the real world, the 

religious and the antitheiestic, the choral and the instrumental, the (perceived) lowbrow 

and the highbrow. It is a piece whose purpose has evolved over time to reflect the needs, 

wants, and stories of those who have heard it. So I’m sorry to have not paid you the 

attention you desired, Tidus, but this has never been just your story. 
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Figure 9: Not just “your story”  
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Appendix A: Scholar Maechen’s Lecture on the Hymn of the Fayth 

 

“There is a legend, you know. Just before the horrible Sin appeared…a terrible war raged 

between Bevelle and Zanarkand. When the armies of Bevelle attacked Mount Gagazet, 

they heard a song echoing across the snowy slopes. “Tis a song from an otherworld,” 

they said. The soldiers panicked and ran. And then, as if to pursue the retreating armies, 

Sin appeared! Sometime later, scouts from Bevelle braved the mountain. On the other 

side, they witnessed the ruins that had been Zanarkand. The city destroyed. Not a single 

soul left standing. Gone! In its place, a multitude of the Fayth had gathered on Gagazet. 

They were singing a song. It’s the song we now call the “Hymn of the Fayth.” And that, 

as they say, is that. Well…maybe not all of it. 

 

<Would you like to hear the rest?> 

 

“Rumors flew in Bevelle about Sin’s sudden appearance. They said that the people of 

Zanarkand became the Fayth, that they had called Sin. And that the man 

responsible…was none other than the summoner Yevon, ruler of Zanarkand! Yes, the 

lord father of Lady Yunalesca. On the eve of Zanarkand’s destruction, Lady Yunalesca… 

had fled to safety with her husband, Zaon. Later, the two used the Final Summoning to 

defeat Sin. Yet the people of Bevelle still feared Yu Yevon. It was to quell his wrath that 

they revered him, and first spread his teachings. And so were born the temples of Yevon. 

I suppose it’s possible Yunalesca had planned it that way from the start! A fair trade, she 

defeats Sin in exchange for her lord father’s honor. Of course, there’s no proof. No, the 

facts are lost in the mists of time. And who’d admit Yevon was an enemy of Bevelle? 

You can bet the temples had a hand in covering that one up! And that, as they say, is that. 

 

<Like to hear more, would you?> 

 

“Let me tell you about the Hymn of the Fayth. It was once a Zanarkand song, sung in 

defiance of Bevelle! Of course, the Yevon clergy of Bevelle forbade it. Then, as these 

things often go, those who disliked Yevon began to sing it. The Al Bhed, for instance. 

The Hymn of the Fayth became the symbol of defiance against Yevon. Yevon could do 

nothing but capitulate. They lifted the ban on the song, and spread a new story. They said 

the hymn was a song sung to soothe the souls of the dead. And so saying, they took the 

song and made it scripture. That’s why today, the hymn is sung all over Spira. You could 

say that, though Zanarkand is gone from this world, it lives on in the song. Aaaah, but 

look at the time. I’ve rambled on again. I do love stories, you see. Well, I owe you my 

gratitude for hearing this old scholar out.”  

 

–Scholar Maechen, transcription from http://auronlu.istad.org/ffx-script/chapter-xiv-

mika-baaj-Fayth/ 

http://auronlu.istad.org/ffx-script/chapter-xiv-mika-baaj-Fayth/
http://auronlu.istad.org/ffx-script/chapter-xiv-mika-baaj-Fayth/
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Glossary 

 

Aeon: FFX’s take on the mythical summons that recur throughout the Final Fantasy 

series.  

 

Al Bhed: An ostracized community of “heretics” that have turned their backs on Yevon 

and who are associated with their use of “forbidden machina.” 

 

Antitheism: A philosophical stance where one is directly opposed to religion/god(s). 

 

Apatheism: A philosophical stance where one does not care about religion/god(s). 

 

Bevelle: The religious capital of Spira. 

 

Cinematic: A cutscene within a game where players’ abilities to interact with the game 

are paused. They frequently contribute in some capacity to the progression of a game’s 

narrative. 

 

Deicide: The killing of a god (or gods). 

 

Fayth: The souls/spirits of deceased persons in Spira. 

 

Guado: One of the races of Spira. Seymour is their representative Maester. 

 

Jecht: Tidus’s father and the current incarnation of Sin. He is a simulated dream of the 

Fayth. 

 

Ludic: Having to do with play or games. Famously set in opposition against narrative by 

Gonzalo Frasca in the early days of ludology, there has since been a “reconciliation” 

between the two. 

 

Ludology: The study of (video) games. Not to be confused with game theory, an entirely 

different discipline. 

 

Lulu: A black mage and one of Yuna’s Guardians. She is a devout follower of Yevon 

until the party’s confrontation with Yunalesca and a “big-sister” figure to Yuna. 

 

Machina: Machines forbidden by Yevon. 

 

Narrative: The aspect of a game that deals with its storyline. Famously set in opposition 

against the ludic by Gonzalo Frasca in the early days of ludology, there has since been a 

“reconciliation” between the two. 
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Ronso: One of the races of Spira. Resembling humanoid felines, they reside on Mt. 

Gagazet. 

 

Seymour: A half-Guado/half-human Maester of the Yevon faith. He proposes to Yuna in 

hopes of becoming her Final Aeon in order to destroy Spira. 

 

Spira: The gameworld of FFX. It is the “real” world that contrasts the simulated 

dreamworld of Zanarkand.  

 

Sin: An enormous creature that has terrorized Spira for ages. It is the possessed form of 

the Final Aeon that was previously used to temporarily defeat it. Yu Yevon resides deep 

within its outer shell. 

 

Tidus: One of Yuna’s Guardians, her love interest, and the avatar controlled by players. 

He is a simulated dream of the Fayth. 

 

Yevon: The primary (if not sole) religion of Spira. Not to be confused with Yu Yevon, its 

deity. 

 

Yuna: A summoner and the game’s heroine. She undergoes a sacred pilgrimage to defeat 

Sin and bring “The Calm” to Spira.  

 

Yunalesca: Yu Yevon’s daughter and the first summoner to (temporarily) defeat Sin. She 

resides in the Zanarkand Ruins and informs worthy summoners how to perform the Final 

Summoning. 

 

Yu Yevon: The deity of the Yevon faith and creator of Sin. Lady Yunalesca’s father. 

 

Zanarkand: Formerly a technologically advanced city, it was destroyed by Sin 1000 

years ago. Its ruins are now the final destination for summoners’ pilgrimages. The 

Zanarkand that Tidus and Jecht are drawn from is actually a simulation of this past 

Zanarkand (formed from the dreams of the Fayth that used to reside in it) . 
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