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ALUMNI STORIES: JAMES SWIRSKY

James Swirsky grew up obsessed with videogames.

“I was a Commodore 64/Sega Genesis kid, and games pretty 
much defined my life up until age 16, when I drifted away from 
them,” recalls Swirsky, now 36.

After graduation in 2000, Swirsky landed what he thought was 
his dream job: testing games at Vancouver’s Electronic Arts.

“It was the most depressing job: You have to play for eight 
hours a day, and every time you find a bug, which is often, you 
have to write a three-page report,” he says. “That completely killed 
my love for games, and I didn’t touch [them] again until  
I discovered indie games nine years later.”

By this time, Swirsky had moved on from his stint as a game-
tester, earned his MBA, and formed a commercial production 
company in Winnipeg: Blink Works (blink-works.com). But the 
mystery surrounding games created by independent developers 
proved irresistible to Swirsky, and soon he was transported back 
to his childhood.

“They reminded me of when I was a kid, popping in early 
Nintendo 64 games; you’d know very little going in—the rules 
weren’t really defined, and you could feel a sense of authorship to 
it,” he explains. “With indie games, I got that feeling again—that 
sense of discovery of someone new who was also trying to tell 
you something about themselves through their game.”

When Swirsky and his creative partner Lisanne Pajot, a former 
CBC journalist, were commissioned by New Media Manitoba to 
do a short video profile of local game developer Alec Holowka, 
they figured they’d complete the five-minute feature and move 
on. Instead, they became fascinated with the idea that games 
expressed something much more personal. Once Swirsky and 
Pajot realized that no one had yet made a film showcasing the 
underdog game developers, they knew they had a winning idea—
Indie Game: The Movie.

In 2010, they began exploring the inner world of independent 
video game creators, meeting dozens through Holowka at trade 
shows in San Francisco. Each outlined how emotionally draining 
yet exhilarating the creative process was. In May of that year, after 
three days of shooting, they put together a short trailer, posted it 
online and launched a Kickstarter campaign to fund production. 
They were hoping to scrape together $12,000 within two months. 
They raised it in two days.

“Kickstarter was only six months old at the time, so it was 
actually unprecedented to fund a film that way,” recalls Swirsky. 
“When you do a Kickstarter campaign, your phone buzzes every 
time you get a donation. Our phone kept buzzing for 48 hours. 

We didn’t expect that reaction. We knew we were tapping  
into something, and it felt amazing.”

A second Kickstarter campaign raised that total to about 
$93,000. “It was this huge overwhelming, ‘Yes! Please make this 
movie!’ from the Internet that gave us the inspiration to push  
us through the next three years.”

Swirsky and Pajot started with a list of about 30 different 
developers, and ultimately chose to follow four. Ironically, their 
journey as filmmakers eerily mirrored the stories they were 
following, as the game developers tirelessly toiled away on  
labour-of-love projects with no guarantee of success.

“It became as if we were living the movie—like we were 
filming ourselves in the future,” explains Swirsky, who along 
with Pajot, directed, produced, shot, edited and distributed 
the documentary.

“We’d film [game developers] having some kind of breakdown, 
and five months later, we’d have the same kind of breakdown, 
with the exact same types of issues. The parallels were very 
interesting, because Indie Game is really about people making 
art, pouring their hearts into something and putting it out there, 
which is what we did with our movie.”

In fact, Swirsky and Pajot hoped their 96-minute feature 
documentary—which focuses on the making of the mega-
successful games Super Meat Boy, FEZ and Braid—would appeal 
to gamers and non-gamers alike.

Once the film’s rough-cut was assembled, Swirsky and Pajot 
reached out to Toronto musician Jim Guthrie to compose the 
score, expecting him to politely refuse. Guthrie loved the film, 
however, and delivered the quirky soundtrack six weeks later.

Indie Game’s release was as innovative as its featured 
gamers and developers. Swirsky and Pajot were sipping coffee 
at Starbucks when they learned their film would premiere at 
the Sundance Film Festival in January 2012. Two weeks before 
Sundance, producer Scott Rudin (The Social Network) optioned 
Indie Game, for a potential fictional television series on HBO.

“That was very weird and surreal, because they contacted us 
after seeing the trailer on a website,” recalls Swirsky. “They were 
excited to lock up the rights before the festival. It worked out 
great for us, because we went into Sundance with a little bit of 
buzz that came from outside of the festival.”

After Indie Game won Sundance’s Best Editing Award in 
World Documentary Cinema, Swirsky and Pajot organized a 
three-month, 15-city theatrical tour in the U.S., prior to the film’s 
theatrical release in New York. One month later, Indie Game 

INSIDE A HIDDEN WORLD
Award-winning documentary filmmaker James Swirsky [BComm(Hons)/00, MBA/05]  
casts the spotlight on the high-stakes world of independent video game developers

BY WENDY HELFENBAUM

CONTINUED ON PAGE 35
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Before retiring in 2007, Worton served on the boards of many organizations, including the Canadian College of  
Medical Geneticists, the International Human Genome Organization, and the American Society of Human Genetics.  
His awards and honours span science and medicine and include: Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada (1990), and 
recipient of their Centenary Medal (1989); Honorary Fellow of the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of Canada 
(2003); recipient of the Gairdner Foundation International Award (1989) as well as the Award of Distinction from the 
Muscular Dystrophy Association of Canada (1989).

A DECORATED  

CAREER

dystrophin, so their muscle cells become vulnerable to breakage 
and disintegration; they just basically lose all of their muscle.”

Worton was delighted that his former colleague and fellow 
U of M graduate David H. MacLennan [BSA/59] had nominated 
him for the CMHF honour. “I’ve known David for a long time, 
and have a huge respect for him,” he says.

As one of Canada’s most esteemed biomedical scientists and 
a 2013 CMHF laureate for his discovery of the major causal gene 
for malignant hyperthermia (MH), a toxic reaction to anesthesia, 
MacLennan’s team also developed diagnostic tools that have saved 
lives by identifying susceptible individuals.

“Ron and I collaborated on the discovery of the malignant 
hyperthermia gene. As a biochemist, I had cloned the RyR1 gene 
and wanted to link it to MH. As a geneticist, Ron knew how to 
link the gene with family histories of MH and we published this 
linkage together,” explains MacLennan.

After graduating from the U of M, Worton obtained his PhD 
in biophysics from the University of Toronto in 1969, and did a 
two-year postdoctoral study at Yale. After 25 years at SickKids, he 
moved to Ottawa in 1996 to become the first CEO and scientific 
director of the Ottawa Hospital Research Institute, which soon 
became one of the nation’s most respected health research centres.

“It was a wonderful opportunity to start a research enterprise 
from scratch,” recalls Worton. “What links my two proudest 

achievements and makes them both important to me is that in 
1999, we built a stem cell centre that today is one of the top three 
research centres in the country, and the only one that focuses 
on muscle. If the cure for [muscular dystrophy] is to come from 
anything to do with stem cells, it will almost certainly be found in 
that centre.”

Worton adds that the permanent nature of the CMHF  
makes it different than other recognition he has received.

“Your picture, biography and video go up on their website and 
people will see it forever, which is important not so much for the 
individual name that’s attached to that description—people in the 
future might not know or care who I am—but they might care a 
lot about how the muscular dystrophy gene was discovered, the 
fact that it was discovered in Canada and that it had a big impact 
in the field,” he says. “That’s what pleases me the most.”

In 1994, Worton was named an Officer of the Order of Canada. 
That distinction introduced him to an entirely non-scientific 
pursuit: surrogate citizenship judge. Worton has officiated at 
10 citizenship ceremonies, speaking to 500 new Canadians.

“It’s fun. Before the ceremony, there’s a welcoming speech and 
we talk about the importance of citizenship and what it means 
to the individual. I talk about my role as a scientist, and I give 
examples of people who have become Canadian citizens and  
gone on to become Officers of Order of Canada.”

was released online on iTunes and through the film’s website 
(indiegamethemovie.com). It was the first feature film to be 
offered on Steam, an online video game retailer. In October,  
the film made its Netflix premiere.

“The crazy thing is, because we ended up doing self-
distribution, we found all these other lives and markets for  
the film,” says Swirsky. “We didn’t realize how time-consuming 
[the whole process] would be—in 2012 and 2013, it took up 
every bit of our time—or how rich the life of the film would be 
afterwards. We thought it would be a gradual drop-off, and it’s 
actually been a gradual climb.”

Indie Game has screened in more than 50 different countries,  
and still sells briskly through its website. 

“I think the gaming space is rich with potential. HBO has 
since renewed their option, and we’re super-excited to see what 

happens,” says Swirsky. “This experience has been so far beyond 
what we planned for this documentary. It’s like an embarrassment 
of riches.”

Swirsky and Pajot hope to start shooting a new film later 
this year. They also hope to use the lessons learned during Indie 
Game to produce other projects and help filmmakers launch their 
movies. In mid-March, they presented a case study about Indie 
Game at Austin’s South by Southwest conference to close the 
chapter on their groundbreaking film project.

One message Swirsky has for emerging filmmakers: don’t wait 
for things to be perfect before pursuing a great idea.

“If we had done that with Indie Game, we would’ve started 
it a year too late and missed the story,” he says. “You can always 
make things better after the fact, but you’ll miss opportunities, or 
someone else will take those opportunities.”

SWIRSKY CONTINUED FROM PAGE 31
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https://itunes.apple.com/ca/movie/indie-game-the-movie/id522421254
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