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Abstract 

This thesis investigates the function of narrative in videogames, challenging 

views that games do notðand should notðhave anything to do with narrative.  It tests 

videogames against literary narrative theories and examines ways in which videogames 

have evolved beyond other narratives and narrative theories.   

 The narrative vs. ludology debate among videogame scholars has, at its core, 

the question of whether narrative is possible in videogames.  Ludologists, who prioritize 

videogames as games, argue that narrative is incompatible with play, both interrupting 

and interfering with it.  My research suggests that videogames often render narrative 

and play symbiotic, even inseparable, as the act of playing reveals and produces 

videogame narrative.  Other objections to videogame narrative include the argument 

that videogame narrative is less sophisticated than narrative forms in other media.  My 

thesis demonstrates that some videogames contain narrative every bit as complex as 

those in literature and film, holding up to rigorous testing by complex narratological 

theories.  It further shows that changes in videogame technology and design have 

brought about evolutions in narrative that are the result of playing rather than being at 

odds with it.   

As narrative has evolved in videogames beyond its manifestations in older 

media, narrative theories developed to account for older media prove to be inadequate 

to explicate videogame narratives.  The introduction and first chapter of the thesis 

delineate these issues, theories, and debates.  The remaining chapters probe how 

videogame narrative unfolds in specific areas, such as identity and identification, the 

navigation of narrative space, narrative agency and authority, consumer ethics, and 

concepts of death and genre.  Finally, the thesis considers the endings of videogames 

and how death is presented and represented in this medium.  My conclusion summarises 

my own work and suggests possibilities for future studies of videogame narratives. 
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Video game  n. a game played by electronically 

manipulating images displayed on a television 

screen. 

 

 

Narrative, n. An account of a series of events, 

facts, etc., given in order and with the 

establishing of connections between them; a 

narration, a story, an account. 

 

(OED Onlin e 2011) 
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Introduction  

 

The old and new game components, their dynamic 

combination and distribution, the registers, the necessary 

manipulation of temporal, causal, spatial and functional 

relations and properties not to mention the rules and the goals 

and the lack of audience should suffice to set games and the 

gaming situation apart from narrative and drama, and to 

annihilate for good the discussion of games as stories, 

narratives or cinema. 

    ðEskelinen, Gamestudies 

 

Explicit in-game narrative can at best only play a superficial 

role, e.g., as a largely linear layer on top pure gameplay.  

ðMateas & Stern, Build It to Understand It 

 

 

 

As the epigraphs highlight, the presence of narrative in videogames has been 

contentious.  It has been variously denied, ridiculed, and treated as a superficial element 

of the medium in the brief time since ludology was conceived by Game Studies scholars 

in the late twentieth century.  Just as narratology was born of a desire to understand 

narrative through the analysis and exploration of its various structural components, 

ludology is an endeavour, by Game Studies scholars, to understand its gaming 
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components.  The word ludology itself was initially defined by Gonzalo Frasca to refer 

to the yet non-existent ódiscipline that studies game and play activitiesô (Frasca 1999).  

In the early years of Games Studies, some scholars saw that their primary task to wrest 

videogames from narrative Media Studies and did this by stressing differences between 

games and narratives, although some conceded that they óshare some structural 

similaritiesô (Frasca 1999), and although this position has mellowed somewhat, some 

Game Studies scholars are still resistant to the presence of narrative in videogames, just 

as some literary and narrative scholars are. 

The primary goal of this thesis is not only to join other challenges being made to 

attacks on narrative in videogames, but also to show that studying narrative in 

videogames is essential to understanding them as games as well as representational 

forms.  This allows me to argue that studying narrative in videogames is essential to 

understanding how narrative is metamorphosing through gaming.   

I bring to this study more than thirty years of playing videogames.  My 

involvement with the medium as a gamer predates my academic interest in videogame 

narrative; I have been involved with them from their infancy as text based games, 

growing up alongside them.  I have witnessed first-hand the change from stories in 

videogames being used to justify ludic structures with little or no regard for narrative, to 

designers creating games that rely wholly on narrative for their construction, 

justification, and ludic success.  My co-evolution as a gamer, therefore, brings added 

dimensions to my scholarship, which is based in practice-led research as well as 

academic study. 

Scholarship is only just beginning to address the narrative dimensions of 

videogames, though resistance has been strenuous.  In the late 1990s, critics such as 

Jesper Juul, Espen Aarseth, and Frasca Gonzala began to define and study videogames 
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as forms of play, positioning them as a sub-field of Game Studies and focusing on the 

study of ógame and play activitiesô (Frasca 1999) in electronic games and as a 

continuation of traditional games and gaming.  The emphasis in Game Studies is on 

rules of play rather than narrative structures, and whilst ludology has flourished in this 

field, videogame narratives have not been treated with the same interest or enthusiasm as 

narratives are in other media.  However, as more and more games are created 

specifically to foreground narrative, such as Alan Wake (Remedy Entertainment 2010), 

The Last of Us (Naughty Dog 2013), and Beyond: Two Souls (Quantic Dream 2013), a 

general agreement that narrative is important has been gradually emerging.  Even so, 

some academics and journalists still maintain that ógames are not a storytelling medium, 

no matter what people sayô (Kelly 2011).  Moreover, while videogames are now being 

studied in Game Studies, Narrative Studies, and Media Studies, the scholarship of their 

narrative remains embryonic compared to narrative scholarship of media in other 

disciplines, due to its relative newness and the need for an expanded methodology; this 

thesis aims to redress some of that neglect. 

Prior scholarship on videogames has been viewed chiefly from psychological, 

sociological, or Game Studies perspectives rather than humanities or narrative ones.  For 

example, Christopher Engelhardt et alôs psychological study contends that exposure to 

violence in videogames causes desensitization to violence in the real world, which 

increases aggression in individuals (Engelhardt, et al. 2011).  Karen Dill, having 

conducted psychological experiments to measure the aggression resulting from playing 

violent videogames, judges that videogames induce óanti-woman attitudes including 

attitudes supporting violence against women [including the acceptance of] rape myths 

(such as the ideas that women enjoy sexual force, that men should dominate women 

sexually and that women who say ónoô are simply engaging in ótoken refusalsô) (Dill 
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2007, 4).  Since these and other scholars such as Marcus Schulzke (2010), David 

Waddington (2007), Henry Jenkins (who does not believe that there is a correlation 

between violence and playing videogames) (2008), the BBC (BBC 2015), and even the 

US Supreme Court (Ferguson 2013) have attended extensively to the relationship 

between playing videogames and violent behaviour in the real world, and because their 

research questions lie beyond my own interests and disciplinary expertise, this thesis 

will not be replicating or heavily engaging with social sciences, psychological, and 

sociological studies.  However, it will be addressing the politics of videogames in 

relationship to narrative and ludology, since a central argument of this thesis is that 

ludology and narratology are inseparable and that it is ludology as well as technology, 

with their shared emphases on immersion and interactivity, which have enabled the 

evolution of narrative perspectives in videogames.  I want to stress that by óevolutionô, I 

do not necessarily mean progress or improvement.  Instead, I mean that videogames 

engage all of the narrative structures and techniques used by older narrative media such 

as fiction, film, and television and that their ludic structures, and the technologies that 

enable them, create narrative modes not available to older media.  It is in this sense that 

videogames have evolved beyond prior media, not necessarily in their ideological 

narrative sense; a quantative rather than qualitative development. 

 I am, of course, not the first scholar to consider the importance of narrative in 

videogames.  Scholars such as Barry Atkins, Jim Bizzocchi, Tom Calvert, Tanya 

Krzywinska, Michael Nitsche, Marie-Laure Ryan, Gordon Calleja, and Huaxin Wei 

consider narrative to be present in, and an important facet of, videogame analysis.  

Indeed, Calleja considers the role of narrative and narrative theory in relation to 

videogames through his work, as does Krzywinska in her collaborative work with Geoff 

King Tomb Raiders and Space Invaders: Videogame Forms and Contexts (King & 
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Krzywinska, 2005)  and more recently in Ring Bearers: The Lord of the Rings Online as 

Intertextual Narrative (Krzywinska, Parsler, & MacCallum-Stewart, 2012).  However, 

most of the analysis of videogames as narrative artefacts is centred on specific aspects of 

narrative and gameplay, such as the relationship between time, space, and narrative (for 

example, Video Game Spaces: Image, Play, and Structure in 3D Worlds (Nitsche 2005) 

Time and Space in Digital Storytelling (Wei, Bizzocchi and Calvert 2010) and 

Embedded Narrative in Game Design (Wei 2010)) and on narrative in videogame design 

rather than on a narratological consideration of the content of videogames.  

 I would like to begin by introducing what I mean when referring to a narrative 

based videogame, which will be expanded in chapter 1ôs discussion of definitions.  

Titles such as Heavy Rain (Quantic Dream 2010) and Alan Wake differ from óvideo 

gamesô as defined by the OED and Jesper Juul, which are primarily competitive and 

rule based.  In contrast to rule-based games, Heavy Rain is designed to be óan emotional 

experience, an emotional journey based on immersionô (Kendal 2010), while Alan Wake 

is marketed as a ópsychological thrillerô on the official website for the game (Remedy 

Entertainment 2012).  Whilst containing ludic components that are integral to the 

delivery of the narrative, these games do not foreground the process of play as the sole, 

or even the most, important aspect of their make-up in the ways that traditional games 

do.  Instead, they focus more on the narrative and the kinds of emotional experiences 

associated with narrative in the verbal and visual arts, emphasising the playerôs 

interaction with and participation in a story.  As Deborah Mellamphy notes, óthe 

spectatorôs gaze becomes less passive as the spectator becomes a more active 

participant in the spectacle and narrativeô of a videogame (Mellamphy 2013, (original 

emphasis)).  Chapter 4 will have more to say on gamer identification. 
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My research aims in this thesis are two-fold.  Firstly, I look at videogames 

through a narratological lens, considering them as specifically narrative artefacts rather 

than as games.  This analysis will show that narrative, even traditionally viewed, is 

present in videogames.  Secondly, I engage theories in which narrative is a primarily 

ideological affair, as in identity politics, to examine how videogames function 

narratively in that sense, although narrative structures and narrative ideologies, of 

course, overlap.  My thesis argues that the merging of ludology and narrative results in 

ludonarrative, in which ludology is an integral method of narrative delivery.  The chief 

aim of this thesis is to redress the imbalance and opposition between ludic and 

narratological approaches to videogames, arguing that videogames not only involve 

narratives, but also that they are influencing and driving the evolution of narrative.  

Exploring the extent to which narrative is present in videogames and how it functions in 

them, my thesis asks how videogames conform, or do not conform, to existing narrative 

theories that have been developed to address other media, and to consider what new 

theories of narrative are required to account for them.  One of my central arguments 

throughout this work is that, although the technologies of videogames have produced 

tremendous evolution and progress in the variety of narratological structures they 

engage, their narrative ideologies and politics have remained atavistic and regressive, 

with few exceptions.  Considering videogames ranging from early examples, Spacewar! 

(1961) and Pong (1972) to the latest releases, such as Tomb Raider (Crystal Dynamics 

2013) The Walking Dead (Telltale Games 2012), the Assassinôs Creed franchise 

(Ubisoft Games 2007 - 2013), Alan Wake, and Heavy Rain, the thesis assesses the 

usefulness of examining videogames both through narratologyðdeveloped by scholars 

such as Mieke Bal, Vladimir Propp, and Gérard Genetteðand narrative theories and 

approaches that are more concerned with ideological content than formal structures, 
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established by scholars such as Seymour Chatman, James Phelan, and Wayne C Booth.  

Narrative is not simply a structural and formal matter; it is, as Roland Barthes (Barthes 

1993) and many others have argued a cultural, ideological, and political affair.  Using 

various narrative theories allows this study to investigate videogame narrative from a 

variety of viewpoints, establishing its diversity and richness, and supporting my 

hypothesis that, since videogames are relatively new forms of narrative and are 

illuminated by existing narrative theories, they require new theories and discourses to 

account for their narrative innovations. 

While many critics have dismissed narratology as outmoded, there are three 

reasons why it is essential to this study and to my arguments.  First, narratology, in spite 

of its perceived dismissal in Games Studies and its rejection by newer humanities 

theories, is a useful tool and indispensable starting point for my arguments about 

narrative in videogames.  Indeed, this thesis contends that it is because narratology has 

not been applied to videogames in sufficient depth that scholars have discredited and 

dismissed the presence of narrative in videogames.
1
  Secondly, narratology needs to be 

applied to videogames in order to understand how their narratives have evolved beyond 

traditional narratological models and narrative forms in other media.  Thirdly, after 

exploring the pertinent aspects and limitations of narrative theories for videogames, I 

suggest ways in which these models need themselves to expand and adapt to explicate 

videogames more fully; the ongoing evolution of narrative in videogames calls for a 

similar evolution of narratological theory.   

Not all evolutions in videogame narrative are innovative or progressive; 

ideologically and politically, videogame narratives are often conservative, even 

regressive.  Because they can cost as much as a blockbuster film to create, and need 

                                                           
1
 There have been narratological studies of specific aspects of narrative in specific videogames, such as 

Time and Space in Digital Game Storytelling (Wei, Bizzocchi and Calvert 2010), and the work of Michael 
Nitsche but more work is needed.   
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extensive financial backing, this results in a majority of mainstream games conforming 

to financially successful predecessors that have proven to be economically viable.  The 

most successful games are generally seen as the most violent and sexist; the production 

of sequels and establishment of franchises relating to these games therefore reinscribes 

these narrative ideologies, although my study also addresses independent games, such 

as Flower (thatgamecompany 2009),
 
whose political messages are more progressive.  

My thesis juxtaposes the technological innovations of videogames to the cultural 

conservatism and stereotypes of their ideological narratives and, in its conclusion, 

ponders whether advances in technology and narratology have, paradoxically, 

contributed to ideological narrative regression, or whether such regression is simply the 

result of economics.   

Methodology, Materials, Limitations. 

 

In selecting videogames for analysis in this thesis, I have chosen to focus primarily on 

ótriple Aô rated videogames: games that have a large budget, high levels of promotion, 

command the highest retail prices, and have a wide, global circulation.  These games 

reflect the status of narrative in the high-end mainstream market, which has the largest 

number of players.  I have also included some smaller games that have a specifically 

narrative focus in order to widen my arguments beyond the mainstream.  Even with 

these parameters, I have had to be selective as to which videogames feature as case 

studies ï with more than 140 releases in 2013 alone (Reilly 2013) and several thousand 

others prior to that (even without the inclusion of óindieô games) no thesis could possibly 

cover them all.  Within mainstream, high-end videogames, I omit most shooting games, 

such as the Call of Duty, Halo, and Medal of Honour franchises; these games, although 

containing narrative, focus more on the ludic elements and pay only secondary attention 
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to their narratives, although these are the óstatus quoô games that Spec Ops: The Line 

(Yager 2012) positions itself against, as I will argue in chapter 6.  I also exclude 

simulation games, such as those involving sports and racing activities, as these are 

generally virtual representations of a real world activity and their engagement in 

narrative is limited.   

My experience as a gamer is also central to determining which games I analyse; 

I have used my own playing experiences to assist in the selection of games that offer 

scope for different kinds of narrative analysis.  Firstly, desktop research has been used 

to compile a list of potential case studies, using reviews and personal experience to aid 

my search.  The resultant list was then reconsidered, using Gerard Genetteôs chapter 

headings in Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method (Genette 1980) to help me select 

the games that I believe would be the best case studies for narratological analysis.  In 

addition to selecting games that might best enable their narratological analysis, I 

selected games that would enable scrutiny of how narrative ideology functions in 

videogames.  Once I had outlined the structure of the thesis, the case studies were 

revisited and reconsidered for their relevance in each chapter.  This has been an 

ongoing, evolving process, with new games being added to the thesis, and older ones 

being deemed less relevant and discarded as the thesis has progressed.  Each of the 

videogames I use as case studies have been subject to a primary playing experience; that 

is, I have played them all, at least once.  This gives me the ability to discover for myself 

the juxtaposition of ludology and narratology, and to investigate how immersion within 

a videogame works through play, rather than through observation.  Whilst observing 

play and conducting qualitative and quantative research is useful in other disciplines, for 

this study, personal and primary interaction with the texts are more relevant.  A primary 

playing experience allows me to consider the role of ludic identification and how this 



Dawn Stobbart      19 
 

 
 

influences, challenges, and disrupts prior narrative ideologies.  Furthermore, whilst this 

study of videogame criticism and theory sets narratology in dialogue with narrative 

ideology, the primary playing experience allows me to test theory with practice rather 

than imposing theory upon practice. 

The scope of this thesis is limited to the study of narrative in videogames.  It 

cannot and does not attempt to address every aspect of Genetteôs narratological system; 

I am not myself a narratologist but rather a critic seeking to understand how far 

Genetteôs theories can be applied to videogames, as well as their limitations.  In the 

same way, the thesis cannot cover every aspect of narrative ideology, but can only 

select and probe a few aspects of this enormous field.  The thesis also sets formal and 

ideological narrative theories in dialogue, with an aim to integrate both, and to inform 

narrative in videogames more broadly and generally. 

This thesis focuses on the second-level narratives created by computer 

programming rather than the language of computer programming itself, which lies 

beyond my expertise and training.  This is not to say, however, that programming is 

superfluous to the construction of narrative in videogames; as my thesis repeatedly 

demonstrates, the game design team is responsible for authoring a game text, and that 

includes its programming, which determines itôs ludic, aesthetics, narrative components, 

and the ways in which users can engage them.  As the chapters expand in more detail, 

contemporary Triple A videogames have deviated from Juulôs game models as 

technology, game design, and player expectations change.  This thesis will demonstrate 

that videogames can be more narrative than ludic.  As my thesis argues and Grant 

Tavinor explains, óplaying videogames, it turns out, does not necessarily amount to 

playing a gameô (2009, 87).   
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My research extends from scholarship to blogs, as well as using videogames for 

my primary research materials.  Whilst not usually used within academic studies, 

resources such as blogs allow me to consider how other players define and react to the 

games I use within this study.  The expertise that other players bring to games and their 

own primary playing experiences also offers new avenues to explore, just as 

collaboration does in other disciplines.  As the critical commentary of videogames in 

literary academia is limited, these sources are important to my understanding of the 

player involvement and narrative experience of videogames. 

If a dependence on technology has worked to differentiate videogames from 

other games, it has also worked to make them more accessible and diverse, and to 

evolve their narratives beyond their forms in other media.  Technological advances 

allow videogames to encompass a variety of media, including written text, film and 

video footage, music and other audio recordings, carrying them from games and Game 

Studies into other academic fields, including Narrative Studies and Media Studies.  

Their multimedial modes of delivery also mean that they can be played by many people, 

not just óhard-coreô gamers or computer programmers, as was the case only 30 years 

ago.  Technological development has also expanded videogame consumption by making 

them available on a variety of platforms; they can be displayed on a dedicated screen 

attached to a handheld console, such as the Nintendo Gameboy, DS, or Playstation Vita, 

on television or computer screens, or on mobile phones and other handheld electronics, 

such as the iPhone and iPad and other ósmartô technology, a lot of which is considered 

essential everyday technology in the Twenty-First Century.  Technology has thus 

increased access to videogames; where players once had to go to dedicated arcade halls 

or find a specialist shop, they can now utilise the Internet and various óappô facilities to 

download videogames and play them almost anywhere.  This means that videogames 
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are increasingly becoming more casual, accessible, and portable; many people have 

smart phones,
2
 personal computers,

3
 and games consoles

4
 within easy reach on a daily 

basis.  It is as easy in the Twenty-First century to pick up and play a videogame as it 

was to read a book in the nineteenth, or to watch a film or television in the Twentieth.  

Therefore, the ramifications of new videogame technologies for narrative are as far 

reaching as the introduction of the printing press in 1440, film in 1895, television in 

1925, or the World Wide Web in 1989.   

More fundamentally, this thesis will show that videogames themselves integrate 

ludology and narratology rather than oppose them; each feeds into and shapes the 

others.  Tavinor claims that there are two ways that game designers are attempting to 

óreconcile the gaming and narrative aspects of videogamesô: those who try to disguise 

the differences between narrative and gameplay and those who use gameplay to furnish 

strongly interactive narratives (Tavinor 2009, 120).  Both of these methods are 

attempting to integrate narrative into videogames, rather than to treat either narrative or 

play as mutually exclusive to the creation of a successful videogame.  Therefore, the 

levels of sophistication that these methods are engendering facilitate a literary, rather 

than ludic, analysis of the field. 

Both ludic and narrative aspects of videogames continue to change rapidly: 

player-authored videogame narratives, although relatively rare, involve a method of 

narration that Murray considered impossible only fifteen years ago, when she stated that 

óunless the imaginary world [of videogames] is nothing more than a costume trunk of 

empty avatars, all of the interactorôs possible performances will have been called into 

being by the originating authorô (Murray 1997, 152).  Today, players are able to play 

                                                           
2
 Apple sold 39.2 million iPhones in the Q4 of 2014 in the US, with a 38% market share of Smartphones 

in that quarter (Lowensohn 2014).  
3
 There were 306 million new PCs sold in 2014 (Mick 2015) 

4
 There were nearly 45 million consoles sold worldwide branded by Sony, Microsoft and Nintendo in 

2014 (Statista 2015) 
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games in which they can author their own narratives, and interactivity has become 

increasingly popular and prevalent as simulation games such as The Sims (Electronic 

Arts 2001) have become one of Electronic Arts best-selling game franchises ever.
5
 The 

chapters that follow make clear that changing definitions and technologies of 

videogames and their engagement with other media mean that videogame scholarship 

benefits from being flexible and open to new developments, as and when they become 

apparent in this relatively novel field of study, rather than seeking to constrain the 

medium to universal principles, rules, or structures. 

Chapter Summaries 

 

Depending on the theoretical interests of the individual, some chapters will appeal more 

than others.  Narratologists will find the first part of the thesis to be of use, whilst 

scholars who are interested in narrative ideology will gravitate more towards the second 

half of the thesis, where this is the dominant theme.  Chapter One revisits earlier 

narratological and ludological approaches to videogame scholarship, situating this thesis 

within prior discourse to demonstrate the veracity of the thesis as part of Narrative 

Studies.  Chapter Two considers the videogame as a specifically narratological artefact: 

using Gerard Genetteôs Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method as a template, the 

chapter analyses the videogame franchise Assassinôs Creed 2 (Ubisoft Games 2007 - 

2011), to ascertain whether the game can withstand a specifically narratological reading.  In 

doing so, the chapter shows the strengths and weaknesses of using narratology to 

establish the presence of narrative in a videogame.  Chapter Three explores the role of 

narrative space in videogames, and how interactions with a landscape, setting, and even 

building can bring about narrative understanding and cohesion.  Chapter Four rounds 

                                                           
5
 The Sims, the first game in the franchise, has sold more than 100 million copies worldwide at a retail 

cost of over $2.5 billion (Terdiman 2009). 
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off the specifically narratological section of the thesis, using narrative theory to examine 

identification, probing focalisation and perspective in videogames as a narrative device, 

establishing a further perspective viewpoint that is dominant in videogames: the 

decentred perspective.  The second section of the thesis begins with Chapter Five, 

changing the focus from narratology to narrative ideology, and returning to 

identification as a representation of complex ideas, histories, worlds, and value systems 

that invite the player to engage with systems that contain belief structures that the player 

may not share.  Chapter six looks more widely at the ideological structure of a society, 

and how players own judgements in a fictional world can be formed through interacting 

with videogames that espouse different ideological processes, conducting an in depth 

reading of Bioshock (2K Games 2007), an adaptation of Ayn Randôs 1957 novel Atlas 

Shrugged (Rand, Atlas Shrugged 2007).  Chapter seven continues this theme, 

considering choice and ethical actions societally, before going on to consider how these 

actions affect the individual personally.  Chapter eight finishes the thesis with a study of 

videogames and endings: narrative, ludic, and cultural.  As a whole, this thesis is 

designed to establish and interrogate the concept of the videogame as a narrative carrier, 

in a specifically narrative capacity, reflecting the growing prominence of the range of 

narratives that are found in videogames in the Twenty-First Century. 
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Chapter 1: Definitions and Debates 

 

 

The opening chapter of this thesis is concerned with defining the key terms that will be 

used throughout its entirety, as well as revisiting earlier debates over narratological and 

ludological approaches to videogames in light of recent developments in videogame 

technology, design, narrative, and genre.  This will establish the veracity of the thesis as 

part of Narrative Studies, as opposed to Game Studies (although I would like to stress 

that it does not reject Game Studies as a valid model of analysis).  I begin with 

definitions of the primary terminology that will be used in the thesis. 

 

Definitions and Terminology 

 

One of the first tasks for the scholar considering narrative in videogames is to define 

exactly what is meant by key terms, such as narrative and videogame, and even basic 

terms such as text.  As this is primarily a narrative based thesis, I begin with narratology. 

Defined as óthe ensemble of theories of narratives, narrative texts, images, spectacles, 

events; cultural artefacts that tell a storyô (Bal 2009, 3), narratology is part of the 

structuralist movement in the humanities, becoming a distinct subdiscipline in the late 

1960s after Tzvetan Todorovôs invocation of the term in óGrammaire du Décaméron 

found wide international acceptanceô (Kindt and Muller 2003, v-vi).  The discipline was 

initially óheavily influenced by Russian and Czech Formalism and structural 

linguisticsô(ibid), with óFrench narrative theory [in the form of scholars such as] Barthes, 

Kristeva, Todorov and othersô (ibid) leading the field, and culminating in the more 

accessible work of scholars such as Gérard Genette and Mieke Bal.  Bal considers 
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narratology to be óthe ensemble of theories of narratives, narrative texts, images, 

spectacles, events; cultural artefacts that ótell a storyô (Bal 2009, 3) and as part of her 

introduction to Travelling Concepts in the Humanities: A Rough Guide, uses the 

multiple interpretations of the term ósubjectô to illustrate the confusion that different 

understandings of a term can bring, thereby highlighting the importance of establishing 

what is meant by a term (Bal 2002, 5).  Often the words narrative and story are used 

interchangeably, one standing in for the other; for the narrative scholar, however, this is 

not the case.  In her widely cited text, Narratology: An Introduction to the Theory of 

Narrative, Bal differentiates narrative from story, defining the latter as óthe content of 

that textô (Bal 2009, 5) and therefore a component of narrative, rather than as the 

narrative itself.  However, the term is applied variously in different media fields.  In film 

studies, for example, the definition of narrative can be all-encompassing and broad; 

David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson define narrative as óa chain of events in [a] 

causeðeffect relationship occurring in time and spaceô, before going on to say that óa 

narrative is what we usually mean by storyô (Bordwell and Thompson 2008, 75), thereby 

ignoring the differences between the two terms.  Roland Barthes supports a multimedia 

understanding of narrative more suited to this studyôs claim that videogames are 

narratives, considering that it is ófirst and foremost a prodigious variety of genres, 

themselves distributed amongst different substancesô (Barthes 1993, 251), which 

includes  

myth, legend, fable, tale, novella, epic, history, tragedy, drama, 

comedy, mime, painting, stained-glass windows, cinema, comics, news 

item, conversation.  (ibid) 

While most of these are recognisable as texts or the oral precursors to texts, Barthes 

includes non-traditional structures as narrative carriers in his list.  Stained-glass 
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windows, for example, whilst recognised as carrying a story, are not typically thought of 

as narratives.  French theorist Genette, author of the influential Narrative Discourse: An 

Essay in Method agrees with this broad definition, considering a narrative to be óthe 

representation of a real or fictitious event or series of eventsô (Genette 1976, 1), which 

Bal further explains as óa text in which an agent or subject conveys to an addressee a 

story in a particular mediumô (Bal 2009, 5).  Bal, too, insists that a text ódoes not have to 

be a linguistic textô, to be narrative, adding that a text can contain ónon-linguistic sign 

system[s such as], the visual image (Bal 2009, 4).  This is elucidated in Travelling 

Concepts where she argues that óthere are, for example, many reasons for referring to 

images or films as ñtextsòô (Bal 2002, 26).  She goes on to explain that ósuch references 

entail various assumptions, including the idea that images have, or produce, meaning, 

and that they promote such analytical activities as readingô (Bal 2002, 26).  A narrative 

text, then, does not have to be language or word based, but this term can be used to 

describe images, filmsðand videogames.   

Debate over the use of literary terminology is found in Games Studies as well as in 

narrative studies.  An ongoing notion that narrative is literary contributes to Game 

Studies scholars seeking to excise it from the field as a literary encroachment upon 

gaming territory; Markku Eskelinen has, in the past, been an outspoken anti-narrative 

scholar, considering that óstories are just uninteresting ornaments or gift-wrappings to 

games, and laying any emphasis on studying these kinds of marketing tools is just a 

waste of time and energyô (Eskelinen 2001).  At the other end of the spectrum, Grant 

Tavinor gives a generic definition of narrative as óa representation of sets of events 

chosen for their contribution to an unfolding plotô (Tavinor 2009, 20), broadly in 

agreement with Bal and Genette, but such a general definition is considered to be 

unhelpful by other Game Studies scholars.  Jesper Juul in Half Real: Video Games 
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Between Real Rules and Fictional Worlds rightly points out that óthe term narrative has 

such a wide range of contradictory meanings and associations for different people and in 

different theories that it is practically meaningless unless specified in great detailô (Juul 

2005, 156), going on to offer six definitions of the term to highlight his theory that 

narrative has become a term used to describe óall aspects of human society and sign-

productionô and that, since this óblurs boundaries and muddles conceptsô (ibid), there is a 

need to define the term and other related terms more precisely so as to prevent 

confusion.  Juul, however, does not bring a unified redefinition of narrative to the 

debate, but instead uses the definition he feels fits best for a particular example, and 

further considers that scholars who criticize narrative in games use the following as their 

definition: 

1 Narrative as the presentation of a number of events.  This is the original and 

literal meaning of the word: storytelling 

2 Narrative as a fixed and predetermined sequence of events. 

3 Narrative as a specific type of sequence of events.  (ibid) 

He juxtaposes these definitions with those he considers advocates of narrative in 

videogames to use, as follows: 

4 Narrative as a specific type of themeðhumans or anthropomorphic entities 

5 Narrative as any kind of setting or fictional world 

6 Narrative as the way we make sense of the world.  (ibid) 

Whilst all of these definitions come from other sources than Juul (see Juul, 2005, 156-

157 for his sources), and do define narrative in a broad sense, they are not necessarily 

literary definitions such as those of Bal and Genette cited earlier. 

In this thesis, I consider narrative to be the presentation of an event (or series of 

events) that constitutes a story, following Genetteôs definition.  This includes the way 



Dawn Stobbart      29 
 

 
 

the story is presented, its narrator and narration, setting, characters, and the medium it is 

delivered through.  This definition is both specific enough for my analysis and broad 

enough to encompass the understanding of narrative within different media disciplines.  

Following this understanding, story is one of the elements that constitute a narrative, 

although some definitions, such as that in the Oxford English Dictionary, do not make 

this distinction.  The OED defines story as óa narrative, true or presumed to be true, 

relating to important events and celebrated persons of a more or less remote past; a 

historical relation or anecdoteô (OED Online 2013).   

But, there is more to narrative than narrative structures and forms: there are also 

narrative contexts and contents.  Stories and narratives are re-presented to viewers, 

readers, and players inhabiting various social, cultural, political, and economic contexts; 

they are inevitably infused with the ideologies and values of their producers and 

consumers.  Therefore, narrative has to be understood in these terms as well.  Narrative 

ideology, the frame of values informing a narrative, instils hierarchical relationships 

between pairs of oppositional terms (Herman and Vervaeck 2013).  When artists create a 

media work, their own as well as their cultureôs values, ethics, and beliefs will 

invariably be present and reflected in the finished product.  These can take the shape of a 

simple good versus evil dichotomy, or can engage with more diffusely aesthetic 

elements in order to attach beauty and ugliness, for example, to political or social values.  

Texts that engage with narrative ideology also provide ways of allowing the consumer to 

reconsider the real world through interrogating a fictional situation, and allowing a 

reader, viewer, listener, or player to consider the ways the narrative and real worlds 

work through interactions between consumer, context, and text (Herman and Vervaeck 

2013).  Most narratives can lead to multiple ideological consumer interpretations, 

regardless of producer intent, and part of this thesis considers how the interactivity and 
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immersive aspects of videogames enable or hinder freedom of interpretation for the 

player. 

Narrative perspective, defined as the features that determine the way a story is 

told, and that includes the perspective of the reader/viewer/listener/player (Niederhoff 

2011), and the role of the narrator in representing the narrative to her audience, is a 

crucial aspect of both traditional narratology and narrative ideology, and features 

prominently in this thesis as a link between the two.  It is also central to my argument 

that videogame technologies have caused narratological structures to evolve beyond 

those of other media, and yet, that a failure to develop equally in terms of narrative 

ideologies has led to their being used to support reactionary, regressive, often 

oppressive ideologies.  The immersion and physical interactivity of videogames means 

that the narrative perspective of the player can substantially differ from that of other 

media, even in those games whose perspective resembles print or audio-visual media, 

even in comparison with immersive theatre, cinema, and art installations, whose 

relationship to videogames is closer than traditional media.  Narrative perspective 

includes the ability of videogames to allow the player to identify with and as a 

protagonist, and includes the gender, sexuality, race, nationality, age, occupation, 

(dis)ability, and even humanity of the protagonist and those with whom the player 

engages in the course of a game.  Mainstream videogames have been widely critiqued 

for their sexism and violence, particularly those that allow and even require players to 

enact extreme and stereotypically sexist actions (Chang 2013) (H. J. Brown 2008) 

(Beck, et al. 2012).  Perspective is not only an issue in videogames; it is also an issue of 

videogame scholarship: prior scholarship on issues such as violence and sexism has 

been viewed from chiefly psychological, sociological, or Game Studies perspectives 

rather than narrative ones.  Whilst I will not be considering specifically psychological 
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and sociological positions, other than in relation to narrative, I will be addressing these 

in relationship to ludology, since a central argument of this thesis is that ludology and 

narratology are inseparable and that it is ludology as well as technology, with their 

emphases on immersion and interactivity, which have enabled the evolution of narrative 

structures in videogames.  

The evolution of videogames is evident as titles such as Heavy Rain (Quantic 

Dream 2010) and Alan Wake (Remedy Entertainment 2010) differ from óvideo gamesô 

as defined by the OED and Juul, which are primarily competitive and rule based.  In 

contrast to rule-based games, Heavy Rain is designed to be óan emotional experience, an 

emotional journey based on immersionô (Kendal 2010), while Alan Wake is marketed as 

a ópsychological thrillerô on the official website for the game (Remedy Entertainment 

2012).  Whilst containing ludic components that are integral to the delivery of the 

narrative, these games do not foreground the process of play as the sole, or even the 

most important, aspect of their make-up in the ways that traditional games do.  Instead, 

they focus more on the narrative and the kinds of emotional experiences associated with 

narrative in the verbal and visual arts, emphasising the playerôs interaction with, and 

participation in, a story.  As Deborah Mellamphy notes, óthe spectatorôs gaze becomes 

less passive as the spectator becomes a more active participant in the spectacle and 

narrativeô of a videogame (Mellamphy 2013).  When referring to a narrative based, or 

narrative videogame within this thesis then, I mean any videogame that foregrounds the 

narrative elements over, or as equal to, the ludic elements of that game.  This is in 

contrast to those games that are predominantly ludic. 
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A Brief History of Videogames 

 

 

If definitions are indispensable to field introductions, so too are histories.  Since 

videogames are best defined via their history, this section does double duty, offering a 

brief overview of videogame history, including its contested definitions of videogames.  

In 1961, MIT fellows Steve Russell, Wayne Witanen, and Martin Graetz created a 

computer programme to show off the capabilities of the new PDP-1 computer system 

and to give visitors to the department the opportunity to interact with this new 

technology (Donovan 2010, 10).  Called Spacewar!, the program allowed two people to 

play a game against each other, using the computer system to do so.  It has become 

generally accepted that this was the first videogame, although this is not uncontested in 

the videogame community, with other contenders for the title including Nim, created in 

time for the Festival of Britain in 1951 (Donovan 2010, 4), and Tennis for Two, 

developed in 1958 (Newman 2005, 1).  Whichever game came first, it is clear that 

compared to other media, the videogame is a very young medium; however, it has 

quickly established itself as a powerful multimedial form that can tell stories, express 

emotions, and engage cultural ideas in new technologies that engage consumers in new 

ways.   

The technological, ludic, and narrative evolution
 
of the videogame can, to a 

degree, be traced in the changing definitions of its baseline terminology.  The Oxford 

English Dictionary defines a video game (two words) as a ógame played by 

electronically manipulating images displayed on a television screenô (OED Online 

2011).  This definition, first published in the 1986 edition of the OED, stems from usage 

dating back to 1973, but does not account for the many changes that had taken place 
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within the videogame industry between 1973 and 1986 or, indeed, those that have taken 

place since 1986.  When this definition was first coined, videogames were a new 

medium and their focus was on play.  The first coin-operated videogame, Galaxy Game, 

had been released only two years prior, in September 1971, costing approximately 

$20,000 dollars to produce a single game (Pitts 1997).  Each game was a formidable 

physical object, housed in a box up to two metres tall, and even when Pong became a 

household object in 1975 (Donovan 2010, 35), the hardware remained a dedicated 

machine for one (very simple) game involving a ball and two bats.  Following the 

invention of the microprocessor in the 1970s, the technology used to create videogames 

evolved very quickly: rather than creating a single game on a piece of hardware, micro-

processing technologies meant that multiple games could be made to play on a single 

console, such as the Magnavox Odyssey.
6
  Even this early on, we see the inflection of 

narrative into videogames: it should not pass unnoticed that the title of this technology 

derives from one of the westôs foundational narratives, Homerôs Odyssey.  But, play 

was the dominant activity and as such, these products garnered the title of óvideo 

gamesô, a two-word name that positions them as a subcategory of games determined by 

their technology and platform (video), with a familial relationship to non-electronic 

games.  Early óvideo gamesô were very much ludic and behavioural: óplayers agree[d] to 

abide by the rules [and they] agree[d] to be put into a position where they c[ould] lose 

the gameô (Tavinor 2009, 103, original emphasis).  As such, playing Spacewar! or Pong 

meant engaging with ludic rules and ludic outcomes based on these rules; their primary 

status and function as games was clear and narrative was rarely a consideration. 

Juul has sought to define videogames as games and not narratives.  In Half Real: 

Video Games between Real Rules and Fictional Worlds, he insists that videogames are 

                                                           
6
 The first home games console, the Odyssey came with familiar accessories, paper money, chips, dice, 

and overlays for attaching to the television screen (Svensson 2012). 
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rule-based activities and are as such incompatible with storytelling.  He locates their 

ancestry in games, not narratives, arguing that videogames are an evolution of non-

electronic gaming that stretches back to the Ancient Egyptian game of Senet (Juul 2005, 

4) and as such should not be confused with narratives or co-opted by Narrative Studies.  

He goes further to define a videogame as a game in terms of six rules: 

1. A rule based formal system; 

2. With variable and quantifiable outcomes; 

3. Where different outcomes are assigned different values; 

4. Where the player exerts effort in order to influence the outcome; 

5. The player feels emotionally attached to the outcome; 

6. And the consequences of the activity are optional and negotiable (Juul 

2005, 6-7).   

In order to be considered a game, Juul insists that all six criteria must be met in full and, 

throughout Half Real, attempts to fit videogames into existing definitions of gaming, 

despite acknowledging that there are ónew types of games that would previously not 

have been possibleô (Juul 2005, 5).  Whilst he concedes that not all activities called 

games can be situated within his definition, instead of allowing this fact to challenge it, 

he nominates games that do not conform to his theory óborderline casesô.  These include 

pen and paper role-playing games and open-ended simulations, such as SimCity.
7
  Juul 

considers games such as SimCity to be borderline cases because of their lack of 

adherence to all of the six rules of his model (SimCity is open-ended, meaning that the 

game can carry on ad infinitum).  Even as he develops his criteria to claim videogames 

entirely for Game Studies, its weakness is exposed, in that it cannot account for all 

games. 

                                                           
7
 As the title suggests, SimCity is a game simulation of city management; the player takes the role of 

Mayor and attempts to create his/her own ideal city, while being faced with a series of natural, 
economic, social factors, problems, and disasters 
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Where Juul focuses on the structural aspects of videogames and considers 

videogames primarily in terms of óhow they borrow from non-electronic games, and 

how they depart from traditional game formsô (Juul 2005, 4), Gonzalo Frasca considers 

videogames more broadly, including their use as carriers of rhetoric.  One of the first 

ludologists and responsible for the popularisation of the use of the term ludology within 

Game Studies (Juul 2005, 16), Frasca, in Ludology Meets Narratology proposes the 

term ludology to refer to the óyet non-existent ñdiscipline that studies game and play 

activitiesòô (Frasca 1999).  However, Frasca is not as much of a separatist as Juul; he 

acknowledges the relationship between videogames and narrative, but chooses to focus 

on their ludic aspects, whilst acknowledging that his research will further the 

understanding of narrative in videogames, stating that there are óelements that games do 

share with stories, such as characters, settings, and eventsô and that ludology ódoes not 

disdain this dimension of video gamesô (Frasca 2003).  Nor is he as rigid in defining 

videogames ludically as Juul; rather than considering games as needing to conform to a 

set of six specific rules, Frasca proposes a contractual definition of what constitutes a 

game rather than an essentialist one, asserting that óa game is a form of play where 

players agree on a system of rulesô (Frasca 2007).  This definition allows a more 

contextual, less formalist understanding of a game and includes the player in its 

definition and allows her to determine her own guidelines for success.  In Frascaôs 

definition, games do not need to have a winner or loser, as Juul argues, rather, they can 

have an outcome determined by a single player playing alone, or by two or more players 

in contractual agreement.   

Videogames (one word) in the twenty-first century have evolved still further 

both in terms of narrative and ludology, bearing only a passing resemblance to the early 

examples with which this section began; they are now mass-produced for a variety of 
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computer media, with the television screen being only one of a range of visual 

interactors; indeed, the television screen itself has undergone dramatic changes since the 

1970s due to changing technologies, which in turn inform and determine the content 

and aesthetics of new videogames and how consumers engage with them.  Videogames 

today have gained the ability to establish elaborate, fictional worlds and to provide a 

narrative complexity that rivals that of film, television, and the novel.  This medium 

also goes beyond the narrative capacities of other media.  Contemporary videogames 

involve tactile, even whole body, interactions between medium and user, as well as the 

use of eyes and ears, and players thereby become not only more sensorily immersed in 

videogame narratives, but through gaming interactivity players experience greater 

agency as they traverse virtual worlds, taking ómeaningful action and see[ing] the 

results of [their] decisions and choicesô (Murray 1997, 126), known as ludic 

embodiment (see Farrow and Iacovides, 2012 for further information).  Paradoxically, 

then, it is the gamingðthat some Game Studies scholars pit against narrativeðthat has 

enabled the evolution of narrative in videogames.   

Quite apart from these advances in narrative structures and the consumption of 

narrative, videogames can contain narratives akin to those in older media.  The 

Assassinôs Creed franchise (Ubisoft Games 2007 - 2013), The Last of Us (Naughty Dog 

2013), Beyond: Two Souls (Quantic Dream 2013), and Red Dead Redemption (Rockstar 

Games 2010) contain strong stories that both work alongside, and are reliant on, 

gameplay to create a multimedia, interactively consumed narrative that has proved 

popular, with Red Dead Redemption selling more than 2.5 million copies in just two 

months in 2010 (Rockstarwatch 2010) and Skyrim (Bethseda 2011), the fifth instalment 

of the Elder Scrolls franchise, selling seven million copies in the first week of its release 

(Statistic Brain 2013).  This in itself is evidence that videogame narratives are being 
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consumed by a large number of people, and as such they should be analysed for their 

narrative content and their ideological message. 

Technology and game design have carried the videogames of the twenty-first 

century far beyond both the OEDôs 1986 definition and Juulôs rule-based model: not 

only have narratives developed, as we saw above and will see further below, but many 

no longer conform to definitions of videogames as games, lacking a gaming structure 

that Juul describes as being ónecessary and sufficient for something to be a gameô (Juul 

2005, 7).  Indeed, the single word óvideogameô that ódominates current usageô (Tavinor 

2009, 17) reflects the recent evolution of the field; the term acknowledges the ancestry 

of video games (two words), while establishing that it has, in fact, become an entity in 

its own right, encompassing a variety of practices besides games, including narrative, 

which has a genealogy in other narrative forms such as literature, film, and television 

and a field of study in narratology and other forms of Narrative Studies.   

Clearly, óvideo gameô as defined by the OED and the expanded ludic definition 

developed by Juul early in the narrative versus ludology debate no longer offer a full or 

accurate definition of the medium.  Once videogames became a mass-market industry 

rather than a niche market, with technology rendering the medium capable of multiple 

ludic and narrative structures, they not only became a significant narrative medium but 

further offered new modes of narrative forms and engagements.  Twenty-first-century 

videogames now encompass large and sophisticated narratives that involve gameplay as 

part of the narrative, as well as narratives that do not rely on gameplay at all, but are 

delivered through animated pieces of cinema known as cut-scenes.  Videogames now 

offer players tactile as well as mental and audio-visual interaction with a set of fictional 

characters, settings, situations, and events.  Videogame interactivity, granting players 

the opportunity to interact with narrative environments through gaming, not only refutes 



Dawn Stobbart      38 
 

 
 

the assertions that ludology and narrative are incompatible, or that videogames are not 

suitable carriers for narrative, but goes further to make ludology a central factor in the 

evolution of narrative, pushing it beyond its forms and functions in traditional media.  

The way in which ludology has caused narrative to evolve beyond its structures in 

traditional media is therefore one of the main focuses of this thesis.  

 

A Brief History of Videogame Scholarship 

 

 

Before I proceed to develop my arguments in the chapters, some attention to prior 

scholarship is required in order to contextualize them.  Whilst there is a relative lack of 

specifically narrative based research into videogames, which includes both identifying 

narrative in games and the application of narrative theory to videogames, there has been 

some work carried out in this area.  In 1985, Mary Ann Buckles attempted to situate the 

text based game, Adventure, within a humanities context in her PhD thesis, Interactive 

Fiction: The Computer Storygame óAdventureô (Buckles 1985).  Despite meeting with 

little success at the time, this thesis has gone on to become considered canonical in 

videogame studies.  Acknowledging that text-based games are not literature, she 

nevertheless considers them as interactive fiction, and furthermore argues that both the 

story and the gameplay are vital to its success.  Twelve years after this, Janet Murrayôs 

utopian vision for the future of videogame narratives, Hamlet on the Holodeck (Murray 

1997), inspired by the fictional holodeck suite of the Star Trek series, and envisages 

traditional and recognisable narratives that involve the player/reader óactingô in a 

fictional narrative situation.  These narratives, in Murrayôs vision, would be completely 

immersive, with the player participating fully, not only as a character in the narrative 
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experience, but also in the authoring of subsequent events.  Here, the player is not only 

a consumer of narrative, as in Bucklesô work, but a quasi-author of narrative through 

gaming. 

In the same year as Murrayôs vision, Espen Aarsethôs Cybertext: Perspectives on 

Ergodic Literature (1997) also addresses the relationship between traditional and 

electronic literature.  Focusing primarily on the written text in electronic forms such as 

hypertexts and computer generated poetry and prose, as well as on text-based 

videogames such as Adventure, Aarsethôs work lays a foundation for addressing 

electronic media not simply as narrative forms, but more specifically as literature.  

Whilst acknowledging the differences between games and narratives, Aarseth, like 

Buckles, recognizes that these differences are ónot clear cut, and [that] there is 

significant overlap between the twoô (Aarseth 1997, 5).  Using the term óergodic 

literatureô to describe a text where ónontrivial effort is required to allow the reader to 

traverse the textô (Aarseth 1997, 1),
8
 Aarseth attempts to situate the electronic text as an 

evolution of literature, whilst óchalleng[ing] the recurrent practice of applying the 

theories of literary criticism to a new empirical field, seemingly without any 

reassessment of the terms and concepts involvedô (Aarseth 1997, 14).  What 

contemporary videogames inherit from these hypertexts is interactivity and choice, 

evolving from them just as the hypertext evolved from earlier choice based written 

narratives such as the Choose Your Own Adventure series (which has subsequently been 

adapted to electronic media and the hypertext medium). 

Aarsethôs work is recognised as a seminal text in Game Studies, establishing a 

set of similarities and differences between a wide range of electronic texts, whilst at the 

same time offering a literary consideration of these texts.  He is also the founding editor 

                                                           
8
 AarsetƘΩǎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ǊŀƴƎŜ from the I Ching to hyperfiction texts, such as Afternoon: A Story (Joyce 

1987).  
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of the fieldôs major online journal, Game Studies, launched as the ófirst academic peer-

reviewed journal dedicated to computer gamesô, declaring that ó2001 [was] Year One of 

Computer Game Studies as an emerging, viable, international, academic fieldô (Aarseth 

2001).  Complaining that other disciplines, such as Media Studies, Sociology, and 

English, had over 30 years to study videogames without drawing any significant 

academic conclusions about them, he announced that he was therefore co-opting them 

for Game Studies.   

This first journal features articles by pioneering Game Studies scholars, such as 

Jesper Juul, who calls for a divorce of Aarsethôs marriage of narrative and gameplay.  

Acknowledging that games can contain elements of narrative, he nevertheless maintains 

that óYou can't have narration and interactivity at the same time; there is no such thing 

as a continuously interactive storyô (Juul 2001).  In the same journal, Markku Eskelinen 

goes further to argue that  

The old and new game components, their dynamic combination and 

distribution, the registers, the necessary manipulation of temporal, 

causal, spatial and functional relations and properties not to mention 

the rules and the goals and the lack of audience should suffice to set 

games and the gaming situation apart from narrative and drama, and 

to annihilate for good the discussion of games as stories, narratives or 

cinema.  (Eskelinen 2001) 

These opinions are in stark contrast to the utopian ideal of gaming envisioned by 

Murray in Hamlet on the Holodeck (1997).  Murrayôs vision of a computer producing an 

immersive, interactive narrative, created by a ónew kind of storyteller, one who is half 

hacker, half bardô (Murray 1997, 9), is at odds with Juulôs and Eskelinenôs critiques of 

narrative in videogames, initiating what became known as the ónarratology versus 
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ludology debateô, in which scholars attempted to assert one or the other as the dominant 

field for videogame study.  The position of videogames as a branch of Game Studies 

rather than of Narrative Studies has led to prioritising their playing over (and often 

against) their narrative functions, although as narrative is becoming more developed and 

blatant in videogames and the co-reliance of playing and narrative becomes more 

apparent, this is an increasingly difficult position to occupy.  

Marie-Laure Ryan, like Murray, sees electronic technology as a mode of 

developing narrative.  Looking past its ability to serve óas a medium of transmission for 

print textsô (2004), Ryan perceives digital narrative to be a new medium, one that 

ócannot be transferred into the print medium without significant loss [and one that] 

depends on the computer as a sustaining environmentô (ibid).  Unlike printed books, 

digital narrative relies on its parent technology for its consumption as well as its 

production.  More pertinent to the arguments of my thesis, even as Ryan acknowledges 

the óludic pleasureô of a videogame, she argues that it ócannot be separated from the 

narrative pleasure of watching the story unfoldô (ibid).  Perceiving an óaffinity between 

narrative and fictionô, Ryan argues that there is a ótacit belief that narrativity and 

fictionality can only reach their full potential in conjunction with each otherô (Ryan 

1991, 1).  This is relevant to current debates, since most, if not all, videogame critics 

acknowledge the presence of fiction in videogames, even when the presence of narrative 

is contested or denied (Juul 2005) (Brown 2013).  Ryan understands narrative to be óa 

matter of degreeô (Ryan 2001) further perceiving that narrative permeates the marketing 

as well as the content of videogames: óthe concept of narrative has caught like fire in 

cultural discourse, and the software industry has duly followed suit by turning the 

metaphors of narrative interface and of the storytelling computer into advertising 

buzzwordsô (Ryan 2001).  These metaphors offer multiple definitions of videogames and 
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other digital media rather than the narrow definitions to which dictionaries and theorists 

like Juul aspire. 

Since the turn of the millennium, the study of videogames has been expanding. 

Whilst many studies do not didactically focus on narrative, they nevertheless offer the 

narrative scholar insights when their analyses of videogames construction coincide with 

certain narrative concepts.  For example, The Medium of the Videogame (Wolf 2001) 

considers the emergence of the videogame as a medium, the videogame in society and 

culture, and also addresses formal aspects of the videogame, which include space, time, 

genre, and narrative.  James Newmanôs introductory text, Videogames (Newman 2005), 

similarly devotes sections to the validity of studying videogames, the construction of 

games, and the embryonic status of the narratives found within them.  More centrally 

focused on narrative, Barry Atkinsô More Than a Game (Atkins 2001) looks at the 

computer (and video) game as a fictional form, arguing that computer games and 

videogames are ófiction, and should be treated, and subjected to rigorous examination, 

just as other forms of fiction areô (Atkins 2001, 22).  Despite these claims, Atkins 

himself conducts a superficial inspection of his chosen videogames, rather than the 

órigorous examinationô he calls for.  My own analysis therefore, begins by conducting 

such an analysis, looking at videogames through a specifically narrative lens, and 

considering their ability to function as explicitly narrative texts, filling what I perceive to 

be a gap in the analysis of videogames within the literary domain.  

One aspect of narratology and narrative structure that has received considerable 

attention is the use of game space in videogames.  Henry Jenkins considers that ógame 

designers donôt simply tell stories; they design worlds and sculpt spacesô (2003, 3-4) and 

argues that games can fit within the ómuch older tradition of spatial stories [such as] 

heroôs odysseys, quest myths, or travel narrativesô (2003, 4).  Michael Nitsche considers 



Dawn Stobbart      43 
 

 
 

that ógame spaces evoke narratives because the player is making sense of them in order 

to engage with themô (2008).  Mark J. P. Wolf has also been involved with researching 

the use of space in videogames (Wolf 1997) (Wolf 2011), though he is more interested 

in its cognitive than narrative aspects, regarding navigation as a ócyclical process which 

involves exploration, the forming of a cognitive map of how spaces are connected, 

which in turn aids the decision making processô (Wolf 2011, 2).  

Rhetoric is another area closely related to and overlapping with narrative that has 

garnered considerable critical attention in recent videogame scholarship.  Ian Bogost, a 

scholar and game designer, considers videogames as an expressive medium.  Focusing 

on political and art games, he both critiques and creates videogames that foreground the 

mediumôs rhetorical capability to persuade players to think in different ways.  His 

monograph, Persuasive Games (2007) offers a ógeneral approach to how rhetoric 

functions uniquely in software in general, and videogames in particularô (Bogost 2007, 

viii).  Whilst the origins of what Bogost terms óprocedural rhetoricô lie in earlier work by 

scholars such as Lev Manovich and Janet Murray (Sicart 2011), it is through his 

research that rhetoric has become an accepted aspect of Game Studies.  Miguel Sicart 

also considers procedural rhetoric and defines proceduralism as óthe ways arguments are 

embedded in the rules of a game, and how the rules are expressed communicated to, and 

understood by a playerô (ibid).  This carries game rules beyond ludology into rhetoric, a 

realm of literary studies and also into communication, a domain of Media Studies more 

generally.  Sicart is concerned with narrative not only as rhetoric, but also as ideology 

and beliefs stating that, through rules, ógames present embedded values, and it is the 

appropriation and understanding of that modelô that gives a game its meaning, and 

furthermore, it is through óreconstructing the meaning embedded in the rules [that 

players] are persuaded by virtue of the gameôs procedural natureô (ibid). 



Dawn Stobbart      44 
 

 
 

In addition to space and rhetoric, The Art of Videogames (Tavinor 2009) has 

considered the status of the videogame as an art form, entering into the domain of 

aesthetics that literature, film, and many other media are concerned with.  Philosopher 

Grant Tavinor argues that since videogames can arouse a playerôs emotion, be 

ógenuinely psychologically and behaviourally injurious to their players, and involve 

players in making moral decisionsô, and that óthey should be thought of as a branch of 

representational artô (2009, 9).  While representational art is broader than narrative, 

Tavinor, like Frasca, affirms narrativeôs presence in videogames, albeit with the caveat 

that videogame narratives are a ósignificant departure from how narratives are depicted 

in traditional formsô (Tavinor 2009, 110) and, joining Juul in his view that the definition 

is complicated by the use of the term narrative to órefer to any number of thingsô 

(Tavinor 2009, 111).  Whilst not specifically exploring narrative in videogames, Tavinor 

does consider many aspects that are pertinent to narrative as part of his thesis, arguing 

that videogames can be considered within óthe framework of analytic philosophy of the 

artsô (Tavinor 2009, Back Cover).  His study attends to the relationship between games 

and fiction chiefly in terms of the ability of videogames to carry a moral or political 

message, and of relationships between videogames and earlier forms of media.  Tavinor, 

unlike early ludologists, understands that óvideogames encode or depict their games not 

necessarily in declarative rules, but in the possibilities for interaction in a fictional 

worldô (Tavinor 2009, 109), thus acknowledging that videogames share many qualities 

with other cultural forms, whilst being óartistically significant in their own termsô 

(Tavinor 2009, 5).  His aim in The Art of Videogames is to constitute the videogame as 

an art form that is ófilled with a potential for creativity, richness, and subtletyô (Tavinor 

2009, 11), as well as shedding new light on traditional issues within the philosophy of 
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the arts, including the role of narrative and that the role that videogames play in the 

evolution of other art forms. 

 

Play as Narrative Immersion 

 

In 1997, Murrayôs Hamlet on the Holodeck envisioned the potential of electronic media 

to provide an immersive and sophisticated narrative, with óthe promise of a new 

medium of expression that is as varied as the printed book or the moving pictureô 

(Murray 1997, 28).  Preceded by Bucklesô now canonical PhD thesis, Interactive 

Fiction: The Computer Storygame óAdventureô, which treated the text-based videogame 

Adventure as a form of óinteractive fictionô (Buckles 1985, viii), and Brenda Laurelôs 

Computers as Theatre, which envisaged the computer as a medium for ócreative, 

interactive experiences and, in particular, for new forms of dramaô (Laurel 1991, ix), 

Hamlet on the Holodeck went further, anticipating that computer media would someday 

become carriers for complex narratives in which the player, or interactor, is not only an 

active consumer and participant of narrative, but is also a creator of subsequent 

narrative authoring.   

Whilst narratologists were looking at videogames and considering the 

possibilities of this embryonic fictional form for narrative, ludology was being 

established by academics, including Juul and Frasca.  Scholars in this field thought of 

the videogame not as a carrier for narrative, but as  

a rule based system with a variable and quantifiable outcome, 

where different outcomes are assigned different values, the player 

exerts effort in order to influence the outcome, the player feels 
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emotionally attached to the outcome, and the consequences of the 

activity are negotiable.  (Juul 2005, 36) 

Differences and oppositions between the two approaches to videogames quickly 

coalesced into the Ludology vs. Narratology debate briefly discussed earlier.  

Ludologists consider that the gaming and playing aspects of videogames are paramount, 

overriding any narrative that they may have, going further to argue that narratives can be 

counterproductive to play.  Juul, we have seen, considers that videogames, like 

traditional non-electronic games, rely on rules for their successful implementation, and 

that these rules are counterproductive to and disrupted by narrative.  

Juul supports his argument with claims that have been made about other media in 

other discourses trying to claim the incompatibility of two media such as poetry and 

painting or novels and films.  In Half Real, Juul states that ógames are not just 

representations of events, they are eventsô (Juul 2005, 158, original emphasis) and his 

definition of narrative involves a ónarrator recounting previously happened eventsô (Juul 

1999), which he argues is at odds with a videogameôs status as a game whose events 

occur ónowô in a present temporality.  Juul is wrong, however, in supposing that 

videogames are incapable of re-presenting events that have already taken place; a 

number of games that explicitly do this.  Both Alan Wake (Remedy Entertainment 2010) 

and The Witcher 2: Assassins of Kings (CD Projekt RED 2011) features characters 

relating events to other characters in the past tense, while the player enacts those 

narrated events in the present as gameplay. Call of Juarez: The Gunslinger (Techland 

2013) too includes a narrator who relates events to the player as taking place in the past, 

who plays them in the now of the game.  The narrator in this game is explicitly shown to 

be presenting an unreliable version of past events, changing them as other characters 

question his memory, which is reflected in the gameplay as repeating parts of the game 
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with this new information (Kubinski 2014).  Even games that do not involve speaking 

narrators engage in re-presentation of events when players re-play the games.  As with 

re-watching a film or re-reading a book, this involves a re-presentation of a formerly 

consumed story.   

 Juul bases his definition of narrative on prominent narratologist Gerard Genetteôs 

writings.  Genette defines narrative as the ósuccession of events, real or fictitious, that 

are the subject of [é] the oral or written discourse that undertakes to tell an event or 

series of eventsô in his seminal text, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method (1980, 

25).  His aim is to construct a ósystematic theory of narrativeô (1980, 7) that is not 

limited to literature bur rather encompasses narrative in all media: 

the study of a totality of actions and situations taken in themselves, 

without regard to the medium, linguistic or other, through which 

knowledge of that totality comes to us.  (1980, 25)   

Although to some extent systematic narrative theory has been challenged by the 

theoretical turn,
9
 the original narratology versus ludology debate is predicated on its 

concepts of narrative.  It is thus essential to begin any challenge to Juulôs refutation of 

narrative in videogames with a thorough investigation of whether and how 

narratological theories operate within videogamesða task that has not yet been 

extensively undertaken.  While it is relatively easy to prove that videogames enter into 

ideological narrative theories (for example, those surrounding gender, sexuality, 

violence, politics, or ethics), if videogame narratives can withstand the test of a 

traditional narratological analysis, this will establish the validity of the arguments for 

the presence of narrative in videogames at a baseline level.  If videogames are capable 

                                                           
9
 The theoretical turn refers to a major shift  in academia from a primary focus on humanism, formalism, 

and aesthetic scholarship and high-art, canonical texts to Marxist, post-structuralist and postmodern 
studies of popular texts and from historical, existential and Freudian analysis of canonical texts to new 
historical, phenomenological and Lacanian examinations of a wide variety of texts. 



Dawn Stobbart      48 
 

 
 

of traditional modes of narrative as well as forging new ones, then they are shown to 

have features in common with other narrative media.  

As far back as 1985, early electronic adventure games were studied as forms of 

narrative literature.  As we have seen, Bucklesô PhD thesis, Interactive Fiction: The 

Computer Storygame ñAdventureò, considers her key ótextô to be both a game and 

literature.  Due in part to technological restrictions, the game uses text to impart 

information to the player (Figure 1).  Adventure is, according to Buckles óa ñliterary 

gameòô (1985, 31); 

 

Figure 1: Adventure screenshot 

 

ówritten in words [é] with which the reader/player can verbally interact to create 

storiesô (1985, viii), assessing that its óform, story content, and effects are clearly 

outgrowths of the more familiar types of literatureô (1985, 1).  Although not the first 

text-based adventure game, it is considered to be óthe first interactive fiction gameô 

(Adams no date), one that helped to define the adventure game genre. 

Videogames have evolved technologically from text-based games and print-

based hypertexts, allowing narrative choice to incorporate audio-visual representations 

of narrative with which players also interact and make narrative choices.  We have seen 
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that Espen Aarseth defines an ergodic text as one that requires nontrivial effort by a 

reader to traverse the text (1997, 1), including hypertexts and adventure games.  The 

nontrivial effort needed to navigate these game ótextsô is largely due to their 

nonlinearity, signalled by their multiple and branching narrative frameworks: 

when you read from a cybertext, you are constantly reminded of 

inaccessible strategies and paths not taken, voices not heard.  Each 

decision will make some parts of the text more, and others less 

accessible, and you may never know the exact results of your choices; 

that is, exactly what you missed.  (Aarseth 1997, 3)  

Aarsethôs points extend to videogames as well.  While Heavy Rain and the Telltale 

games The Walking Dead (2012 and The Wolf Among Us (2014) are marketed as 

videogames, the predominance of narrative over ludic skill would indicate that they are 

more ergodic texts than games in Juulôs sense, even as their ludic heritage is 

acknowledged through the need for dexterity and occasionally quick reflexes. 

As a ludologist, Juul focuses on the rules, structures, and modes of play in 

videogames rather than on their narrative structures and consumption (plot, character, 

narrative point of view, etc.).  Fellow ludologist Gonzalo Frasca sees Juulôs approach as 

system-centric, one that involves identifying a gameôs óstructural components and 

allowing [the critic] to dissect games as if they were machinesô (Frasca 2007, 41).  Even 

so, Juul recognises the presence of fictive elements within videogames and 

acknowledges that they have ludic functions: for example, he considers that ófiction 

cues the player into understanding the rulesô (Juul 2005, 197).  Yet he does not go far 

enough to consider how narrative can be an inseparable part of gaming rather than an 

aid to it or a distraction from it, nor how videogames go beyond the structures, 

motivations, and satisfactions of ludology to encompass the structures, motivations, and 
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satisfactions of narratology.  This chapter demonstrates that, just as videogames have 

evolved technologically to incorporate ever more complex narrative structures, so too 

narrative has evolved in videogames beyond traditional structures and functions in other 

media forms such as fiction, film, and television through ludic structures.  As the 

remaining sections of this chapter show, the two interpenetrate and are often 

inseparable. 

 

Ludonarrative Dissonance  

 

Not all narrative in videogames is well constructed, or works to create a game that 

allows the player to become immersed in the narrative, and should be addressed upfront.  

Ludonarrative defines the combination of play (ludo) and narrative in games, especially 

videogames, and an effective game will balance the narrative content with the ludic so 

that the player does not experience dissonance in shifting from one mode to the other.  

The ludonarrative in a videogame refers to the narrative parts of the game with which 

players can interact and feel that they are influencing, such as making choices, and 

affecting the ending of the game.  In 2007, after the release of Bioshock, Clint Hocking 

coined the phrase óludonarrative dissonanceô to describe situations that óthrow the 

narrative and ludic elements of the work into oppositionô (Hocking 2007).  He posited 

that the game offers the player two contracts--ludic and narrative--and that these work 

in opposition to each other in Bioshock.  Whilst I do not agree with Hockingôs 

conclusions regarding Bioshock, as I argue further in Chapter 6, ludonarrative 

dissonance in videogames does occur in videogames such as Max Payne 3 (Rockstar 

Studios 2012), where narrative and ludic elements work contrary to each other.  

Narratively, its protagonist, Max is a hard drinking, unfit, and dangerous bodyguard.  
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Ludically, however, he is able to shift from being so drunk he cannot stand up, to being 

a sharpshooting hero in seconds.  The protagonist of the Uncharted franchise, Nathan 

Drake, is óa regular guy with no special powers or skills [whose] ordinariness helps 

explain the game's overarching structure.  Nate is basically in it for the ride, tracking a 

story he does not control, figuring it out as he goes alongô (Abbott 2009).  However, 

controlling Drake does not reflect this; gameplay shows Drake as an able soldier, 

proficient with many weapons, able to take on (and beat) armies of enemies as the game 

progresses, thereby creating a disparity between the narrative of the cut-scenes and the 

gameplay being enacted by the player.  

  

Juulôs Rules: Videogames and Classic Game Theory 

 

Whilst Juul and other ludologists do not deny that games contain rudimentary narrative 

elements such as movement across spaces, acquisition of objects, battles with 

opponents, and the attainment of goals, they nonetheless perceive complex narratives to 

be incompatible with the act of playing a game.  Juul argues that as games involve 

learning a set of skills and require conformation to rules, they should not be studied as 

storytelling media.  He further analyses the narratives inserted into videogames as crude 

and unsophisticated, arguing, óif games were simply storytelling media, this would be 

radically uninterestingô (Juul 2005, 161).  This is certainly true of many of the narrative 

examples cited in Half Real as evidence for his argument: they are narratively less 

sophisticated than most fiction films and novels.  Since the publication of Half Real, 

however, the narrative sophisticationðand ambitionðof games has increased 

dramatically, as has the technology that allows the insertion of more intricate and 

photorealistic gameplay and animated ócut-scenesô which have been at the forefront of 
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narrative videogames in recent years.  New technology has enabled game designers to 

introduce embedded narratives into gamesðnarratives that are inserted into a gameôs 

environment via audio, visual, collectibles, and interaction with non-player characters.
10

  

However, some ludologists object that even these more sophisticated pieces of video 

animation and embedded narratives interfere with the interactivity and agency of ludic 

play, forcing the gamer into becoming a physically passive viewer and consumer of 

narrative information instead of active gaming. 

However, even as Juul is formulating his classic game model to support the 

claim that videogames and narrative are (or should be) mutually exclusive, there are 

points at which his thesis does not hold, signposting the fragility of his argument, one 

that has become even more tenuous with evolving videogame technologies.  Games 

with a significant and prominent narrative can, intriguingly, even adhere to his game 

model.  This is best demonstrated by a case study of The Walking Dead.  The Walking 

Dead (Telltale Games 2012) is an episodic videogame based on the five-part zombie 

apocalypse graphic novel series of the same name (Kirkman and Moore 2011) and 

influenced by the ABC television series (AMC Networks 2010 - ) that also adapts the 

novels.  Set before the events of the graphic novels, the videogame prequel introduces a 

new set of characters and plotlines, whilst incorporating familiar aspects of The Walking 

Dead mythology.  Both the videogame and graphic novels óexplore how people deal 

with extreme situations and how these events CHANGE themô (Kirkman and Moore 

2011, Intro, original emphasis), using a branching structure that allows player to 

influence the games narrative direction, a structure explicit from its opening screen 

(Figure 2). 

                                                           
10

 This is explored in more detail in Chapter 3 
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Figure 2: Opening of The Walking Dead 

The Walking Dead consists of five episodes centred on the player-controlled 

character, Lee Everett.  Both gameplay and narrative are delivered via ópoint and 

clickô
11

 gameplay, precluding more animated gameplay such as fighting and warfare.  

Instead, the player makes decisions and reacts to situations by interacting with other 

characters and diegetic objects to influence events.  The play here is decidedly narrative 

play.  At set points in the game, the player is required to make decisions that affect 

subsequent play bridging all the episodes, giving the illusion that the player has 

influenced the narrative.   

It is in this illusion that the analyst can recognise ludic elements that are 

connected to the narrative.  One of the first narrative decisions the player controlling 

Lee makes is choosing whether to save the life of a teenager, Shaun, or a younger boy, 

Duck, when zombies attack them both.  The choices made by the player function as 

ludic elements of the game, just as shooting or solving puzzles do in other videogames; 

the gameôs systematic, rule-based structure therefore remains, even as the ludic modes 

are changed for less active, narrative methods of play.  However, no matter which 

character the player chooses to have Lee save, Shaun dies, meaning that the player 

                                                           
11

 This style of game literally asks the player to point a marker at an object on the screen, usually with a 
computer mouse, and click the mouse buttons to interact with that object. 
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cannot alter this narrative event.  Even though the game offers ludonarrative choices, 

the narrative path is strictly linear, with a single outcome, despite the playerôs 

interactions.   

 Rules, we have seen, are at the heart of Juulôs classic game model.  For Juul, a 

game is a 

1. A rule based formal system; 

2. With variable and quantifiable outcomes; 

3. Where different outcomes are assigned different values.  (Juul 2005, 6) 

Juul makes the first rule his principal reason for the mutual exclusivity of videogames 

and narrative.  óRulesô, in Juulôs definition, ódescribe what players can and cannot do, 

and what should happen in response to player actionsô (2005, 55-56).  Narratives, he 

claims, do not follow such rules.  Player actions are directed at ótrying to reach as 

positive an outcome as possibleô (ibid): again, Juul contrasts this gameplay to the 

passive activity of consuming narrative.  Videogames, Juul argues, whilst seeming to 

differ structurally from traditional games, nevertheless have a set of rules that must be 

followed, just as board games do.  Videogames, however, embed their rules into the 

programming of the game, rendering them invisible to the player and functioning as an 

automated structure, in contrast to the written instructions and rules accompanying 

games like Monopoly, which players have to study and learn.   

As we have seen, playing The Walking Dead requires the player to make 

decisions; each decision is subject to gaming rules, offering a finite number of options 

to the player, just as a chess piece can only move at certain times and in certain 

directions, with each option creating a different direction for the game.  In the example 

cited above, the player has three choices; she must instruct Lee to save one of the two 

boys or do nothing; the player cannot choose to do anything else at this point.  This is a 
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clear instance of ludic rules, which insist that inaction is classified as action; the player 

must choose one of three options to continue the game, just as the player of chess must 

move a piece on the board for the game to progress. 

Continuing this analysis, and underscoring rules two and three of Juulôs classic 

game model is the premise that every game has a winner and a loser.  While winning 

and losing may not be characteristics of reading books or viewing films and television, 

they are often characteristics of narratives, in which antagonists and protagonists battle 

for supremacy.  Even apart from that, whilst winning was almost always the goal in the 

infancy of videogaming, a variable outcome ending with distinct winners and losers is 

becoming increasingly rare as videogames develop.  Modern games, even those that are 

predominantly ludic, such as the Call of Duty franchise,
12

 are adopting the singular 

ending as the norm, with gameplay moving in a linear direction towards that single 

ending, which all players reach, regardless of their skill.  Therefore, the alternatives of 

winning or losing are no longer the norm, if indeed they ever were; many early games 

such as Tetris, Space Invaders, and Pac-Man did not allow players to winðonly lose.   

However, despite the single ending of so many videogames, there are óvariable 

and quantifiable outcomesô (Juul 2005, 6) in other aspects of the narrative that emerge. 

While Shaun dies regardless of the choice the player makes, the choice affects Leeôs 

relationships with the boysô parents.  If he chooses to save Shaun, he alienates Duckôs 

father; if he chooses to save Duck, he alienates his host, Shaunôs father.  Bioshock (2K 

Games 2007), another game whose endingðstructurally, if not experientiallyðremains 

the same regardless of the decisions made,
13

 is similarly tempered by those decisions, 

                                                           
12

 Call of Duty (COD) is a first-person shooter franchise which, as the genre classification suggests, 
involves the player in a first-person perspective, where the protagonist shooting at targets in a 
simulation of wartime conflicts. 
13

 The protagonist operated by the player defeats the antagonist, Atlas, and returns to the surface, 
regardless of the choices made by the player and even the final cut scene (the good or bad ending) does 
not change this outcome. 
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changing the narrative of the protagonistôs return to the surfaceð whether he is deemed 

a hero or a despot on his return, with different post-game futures presented in the final 

cut-scene of the game, depending on those decisions.  Where Bioshock gives the player 

a good/evil dichotomy in its ending, The Walking Dead involves more subtle moral 

judgments to bring about a variable outcomeðnot in major narrative events, but in the 

way the narrative outcome is reached.  The player can choose how Lee reacts to events 

and in consequence, how the NPCs
14

 react to him.  For example, in one playerôs version 

of the game, she might choose to have Lee act sympathetically, whilst another player 

might choose to have him behave selfishly.  These choices determine subsequent 

character interactions, and affect how the end of the game is reached.   

If the winning/losing dichotomy is the least applicable of Juulôs rules to 

contemporary videogames, gaming structures do conform to the óvalorisation of 

outcomeô that Juul describes as óthe different potential outcomes of the game [with] 

different values, some positive and some negativeô, with ósome of the possible 

outcomes better than othersô (Juul 2005, 40).  Juul determines that ópositive outcomes 

are harder to reach than negative onesô (ibid), a principle that The Walking Dead 

observes in the choices it asks the player to make for Lee.  The decisions that the player 

makes are often difficultðchoosing who will eat, for example, when the survivors find 

food.  The choice required for a positive outcome is not always the clearest or easiest 

one, while making the ówrongô choice results in it becoming more difficult to achieve a 

positive outcome when other characters angered by the choice refuse to cooperate with 

the player-protagonist. 

The second half of Juulôs classic game model rulesð  

4. Where the player exerts effort in order to influence the outcome; 

                                                           
14

 Non Playable Characters 
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5. The player feels emotionally attached to the outcome; 

6. And the consequences of the activity are optional and negotiable. (Juul 

2005, 6) 

are also applicable to narrative dimensions of The Walking Dead.  Each decision the 

player makes for Lee is an attempt to influence the moral and emotional progression 

and outcome of the game, quite apart from its actual ending.  In The Walking Dead, the 

actual ending of the game sees Lee die following a zombie bite, but the relationships he 

has at this point are dependent on the decisions the player has made throughout the 

game, a moral outcome that varies according to these choices.  Following the work of 

Johan Huizingaôs Homo Ludens (Huizinga 1938), we see that play shapes moral and 

emotional outcomes in this game.  Whilst morality and emotion are not seen as 

traditionally ludic structures, they are, nevertheless, part of The Walking Deadôs ludic 

structure and design just as the solving of a puzzle or the destruction of an enemy 

constitutes the ludic structures of other games.  As Juul states, óthe playersô actions can 

influence the state of the game and the gameôs outcomeô and the consequences of the 

game must be óoptional and negotiableô (Juul 2005, 40).  In Monopoly, Juul says, the 

óexchange of goods or moneyô are things that óplayers can consciously controlô (Juul 

2005, 42) and thus are part of the gameôs optional and negotiable consequences.  In The 

Walking Dead, the gameôs optional and negotiable consequences are achieved through 

the decisions the player makes on Leeôs behalf.  Picking up on Juulôs analogy then, if a 

player of Monopoly lands on Old Kent Road, she may have to pay órentalô on the 

square, choose to buy it, or do nothing.  These are the only options available, but two of 

the three are under her control.  Similarly, as we have seen, Lee has three choices: to 

save Shaun, save Duck, or do nothing.  As with Monopoly, the player has choices and 

the choices have consequences that affect subsequent gameplay.  
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The classic game model proposed by Juul as an all-encompassing definition of a 

videogame and to promote the exclusion of narrative in videogames, then, can be used 

to support the inclusion of narrative videogames within this definition, and to 

demonstrate that narrative structures are not necessarily separate from ludic structures, 

but that the two interpenetrate.   

 

Aristotleôs Rules: Videogames and Classical Narrative Theory 

 

Aristotleôs insistence that a story must have a beginning, middle, and end is still 

maintained by many makers and critics of narrative media; as David Bordwell and 

Kristin Thompson in their canonical Film Art: An Introduction write, óA film does not 

just start, it beginsô (2008, 86) and óa film doesnôt simply stop, it endsô (2008, 88 

(original emphasis)).  The opening or exposition of a film, like that of other media 

introduces the viewer to the structure of the film, as well as providing a basis for what is 

to follow, and acts as an introduction to the narrative.  Yet beginnings and endings often 

multiply in contemporary media and no more so than in videogames.  óOne of the 

waysô, write Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle, óin which a literary text multiplies its 

beginning is through the deployment of peritextsða title, subtitles, dedications, 

epigraphs, introductions, ónoticesô and so onô (Bennet and Royle 2009, 5).  A peritext, 

defined by Genette as óthe reinforcement and accompaniment of a certain number of 

productions, themselves verbal or not, like an author's name, a title, a preface, 

illustrationô (Genette 1991), encompasses all of the space outside the óspaceô occupied 

by the text.  In a videogame, this includes the information that Genette describes, and 

other information such as the artwork, cinematic trailers for the game, and physical 

maps.  Yet here again, the ludic medium of videogaming goes beyond written and 
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audio-visual narrative media in the possibilities it offers for multiple beginnings and 

endings.  Once the game is placed in the hardware, its loading also becomes part of the 

peritext, usually presenting an introduction to the game both in narrative and ludic 

terms.  The Last of Us (Naughty Dog 2013), for example, uses the pre-credit sequence 

to introduce its protagonist, Joel, and the apocalyptic event that precedes the main body 

of the game.  In many games there is a cinematic openingða cut-scene that introduces 

the player to the narrative before she takes control of her character.  This opening 

cinematic sequence, much like film, establishes the gameôs principle features: genre, 

setting, plot, characterisation, atmosphere, point-of-view, and of course, the conflict.  

The opening of The Last of Us not only introduces the principle character, it also 

presents the narrative genre, the setting and atmosphere, point-of-view and genre.  It 

then uses the credit sequence to relate 20 years of narrative information to the player, 

providing her with the required material needed to understand the fictional world the 

player finds herself in as she takes control of Joel again. 

 Beyond the narrative introduction that the peritext brings, the opening sequence 

of videogames acquaints the player with the ludic elements of the game, such as the 

control system.  Heavy Rainôs prologue familiarises her with its innovative method of 

controlling the protagonist, such as using context sensitive movements that mirror an 

onscreen prompt, for example, gesturing with the control pad, or twisting the joysticks 

in a particular pattern.  The prologue also introduces the player to Ethan, establishes the 

game as action adventure and the setting as contemporary America.  Sequels use similar 

strategies: Tomb Raider 2ôs prologue reminds the returning player of the controls and 

any changes that have been made to this system, as well as informing the new gamer of 

the gameplay structure, as does Mass Effect 2 and Mass Effect 3 ï just a small sample of 

the many games to do this and a clear appropriation of the ópreviously onô format of 
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other episodic media, with the addition of telling the player how to engage with the new 

system.  These segments further introduce differences in the sequels from their 

predecessors, including narrative information that situates the current game in the 

franchise.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In the short history of videogames, polarities quickly grew around the content of 

videogame media and its function, with each faction claiming supremacy in terms of 

importance to videogames, and even in the short time since the ludology vs. narratology 

debate, academic study has been subject to these polarities.  However, as I have shown, 

Juulôs classic game model, created to establish the relationship between electronic 

games and non-electronic gaming can be equally applied to games that use narrative as 

their basis, despite his insistence that this cannot be so.  This has not been the case 

within some parts of Game Studies and Journalism.  Where the presence of narrative in 

games has become an established fact through the content, marketing, and reception of 

videogames that accepts narrative as an integral part of videogame construction, some 

scholars still deride, ignore, or ridicule it.  However, as I will show in the next chapter, 

narrative in videogames has become as complex as any other media. 
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Chapter 2:  Narratology in VideogamesðAssassinôs Creed 2 

 

 

Chapter one, whilst situating this thesis as a specifically narrative based examination of 

videogames, nevertheless, also attempted to show that narrative can be seen as a 

ludological aspect of videogames.  In this chapter, I turn to narratology, specifically and 

principally that of Gerard Genette to show that the narrative in videogames is both 

evident and quantifiable, using literary techniques and concepts, showing that in 

addition to game design and marketing evidence for the presence and effectiveness of 

narrative in videogames, mainstream videogames can also withstand the scrutiny of 

narrative and narratological analysis, as a case study of Assassinôs Creed 2 will attest.   

Assassinôs Creed 2 is made up of three instalments: Assassinôs Creed 2 (Ubisoft 

2009), Assassinôs Creed: Brotherhood (Ubisoft 2010), and Assassinôs Creed: 

Revelations (Ubisoft 2011), and is part of a wider Assassinôs Creed franchise that 

includes Assassinôs Creed (Ubisoft 2007) and Assassinôs Creed 3 (Ubisoft 2013).15  This 

series was chosen as a case study for a number of reasons: it is a successful videogame, 

both in economic and critical terms, with the third instalment, Assassinôs Creed: 

Revelations selling nearly 7 million units (Makuch 2012).  Its success situates it in the 

videogaming mainstream and renders it prominent in both gaming and critical media 

culture.  The game franchise was also chosen because it has both strong and complex 

narrative structures, including a framing narrative, secondary narratives, and various 

historical embedded narratives, as well as strong ludic features, including fighting, 

driving, exploration, and problem solving, marking it as a strongly ludological game, 

                                                           
15

 Several other games in the franchise have a different framing narrative and will not be included in this 
analysis. 
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rather than a primarily narrative game such as The Walking Dead (Telltale Games 

2012).   

Aristotleôs Poetics is a well-known, widely acknowledged, foundation of 

contemporary narrative theory  (G. Genette 1980, 163 & 173) (Onega and Landa 1996, 

1, 13-14); it offers a theoretical foundation, affirming narrative in Assassinôs Creed 2.  

The game constitutes a clear example of Aristotelian story, in that it óis complete, and 

whole, and of a certain magnitudeô (Aristotle 2008, 19).  Echoing The Odyssey, 

Aristotleôs main example of narrative in Poetics, Assassinôs Creed 2 follows a central 

protagonist, Ezio Auditore da Firenze from youth to old age as he travels from country 

to country encountering both enemies and friends and engaging in a variety of conflicts 

as he seeks vengeance for the execution of his father and brothers.  During the game, 

the player controls Ezioôs movements as he becomes a Master Assassin and destroys the 

corrupt Borgia family, loosening their grip on the Papacy
16

, which marks the end of the 

game.  As Aristotle remarks in his equally brief summary of The Odyssey, this óis the 

essence of the plotô (2008, 38); it takes many hours of playing, however, to discover this 

narrative and to piece the narrative elements together into a coherent whole within the 

larger framing narrative of the Assassinôs Creed franchise.   

 

Genetteôs Narratological Levels and Videogame Levels 

 

Videogames have from their incipience featured levels through which players must 

progress to complete the games.  The Mario games, (spanning more than 30 years of 

games and play), for example, require the player to traverse óworldsô that are constructed 

from several smaller levels, each of which must be completed to allow access to the next 
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 The game features a number of historically factual elements, including characters and locations. 
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one.  All of these levels must be completed in order to allow access to the end of level 

boss, whose defeat allows progress to the next world.  This is best exemplified through 

examination of the map of one of the games, in this case Super Mario Bros. 3, shown in 

Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3: Super Mario Bros. 3 Map 

 

As the map shows, there are 5 discrete levels in this world, a desert, which the player 

must complete in order to make her way across the map each marked with a number.  

The player moves from left to right across this space, beginning with level 1, and 

working through the levels to get to the castle  (marked with the word óhelpô) and the 

primary antagonist, or boss, of the level.  As can be seen, however, there is also scope 

for the player to access other elements of the map, such as bonus mushroom spaces, 

which provide rewards, for example extra lives and other prizes that will aid ludic 

progress.  Even here, in a primarily ludic game, there is a structure that reflects that of 

western narrative fiction, a transition from left to right, and a quest that must be 

completed to allow closure.  

 Narrative theory has grown in complexity since Aristotle, most recently and 

notably through the work of Genette.  This chapter seeks to establish whether videogame 

narratives stand up under the scrutiny of his multi-level and layered narrative theory, and 

I begin by addressing framing narratives containing non-linear, anachronistic narratives 
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from other times and placesðwhat Genette designates óanachroniesô.  óEvery 

anachronyô he writes óconstitutes, with respect to the narrative into which it is inserted ï 

onto which it is grafted ï a narrative that is temporally second, subordinate to the firstô 

(Genette 1980, 40).  Genette defines anachrony as óall forms of discordance between the 

two temporal orders of the story and narrativeô (ibid), and expands on this, stating that 

óan anachrony can reach into the past or the future [...] this temporal distance we will 

call the anachronic reachô (Genette 1980, 48).  This temporal structure allows a narrative 

to be placed within a specific time period, and permits the use of flashbacks (and flash-

forwards), enabling game designers to signal important events and incidents that occur 

outside the parts of the narrative the player directly interacts with, but that are needed for 

a full understanding of it.  The relationship between the story and its assorted 

anachronisms allows the connection of the various elements and temporalities of the 

franchise to create a chronological timeline of events that comprise what I call the 

óDesmondô narrative and that encompasses the wider (fictional) history of the Knights 

Templar and the centuries-long struggle for the óPieces of Edenô, the location holding 

the power for world domination.  The anachronic reach of Assassinôs Creed 2 is 536 

years, from 2012
17

 back to 1476.  However, when considering the franchise as a whole 

this reach is much greater: the narrative of Assassinôs Creed 1 begins in 1191, making 

the historical reach nearly a millennium;
18

 all of its information is needed to interpret 

and understand the narrative of the franchise. 

 The Assassinôs Creed franchise includes three temporal levels and anachronies: 

what I will call the óEzio narrativeô, set in Renaissance Italy, the aforementioned 

Desmond narrative, set in the twenty-fi rst century across multiple locations, and the 

óAltaµr narrativeô, set in the twelfth century in the Holy Land.  Like many other 

                                                           
17

 In-game information suggests that Desmond is kidnapped in September 2012. 
18

 The first !ǎǎŀǎǎƛƴΩǎ /ǊŜŜŘ game is set in the twelfth century and follows the life of the assassin Altaïr 
ibn-[ŀΩ!ƘŀŘ. 
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videogames, consuming the narrative of Assassinôs Creed 2 involves the exploration of 

virtual, diegetic spaces, including historically accurate fifteenth-century landscapes: 

Italy in Assassinôs Creed 2, Rome in Assassinôs Creed: Brotherhood, and 

Constantinople in Assassinôs Creed: Revelations,  The Desmond narrative, which also 

appears in Assassinôs Creed and Assassinôs Creed 3, is the framing narrative for the 

three games; it is centred on Desmond Miles, a descendent of both Altaïr ibn-LaôAhad 

and Ezio, who is, like them, an assassin.  The twenty-first century segments of the game 

provide a justification for the earlier historical sections of the game, requiring Desmond 

to enter the memories of his ancestors.  Whilst the Ezio narrative in Assassinôs Creed 2 

takes up the majority of the game, it is framed by, or grafted onto, the Desmond 

narrative.  Mieke Bal, another prominent narratologist, observes that óoften the primary 

fabula [narrative] is hardly more than the occasion for a perceptible, character-bound 

narrator to narrate a storyô (Bal 2009, 58), which is certainly the case here, as the 

twenty-first century framing narrative takes less than ten per cent of the game time.  

However, since the Ezio narrative is being relayed to Desmond, he is implicitly present 

throughout the game, as is the player who operates him and discovers the historical 

narrative alongside him.  This also allows for ludonarrative dissonance to be lessened, 

through Desmond familiarising himself with the system, and explains extra-diegetic 

elements of the game, as I shall explain further. 

 Like videogame designers, Genette is concerned with levels in hierarchical terms: 

óany event a narrative recounts is at a diegetic level immediately higher than the level at 

which the narrating act producing this narrative is placedô (Genette 1980, 228).  In 

Assassinôs Creed 2, the Ezio narrative is explained biologically as a series of ancestral 

memories located in Desmondôs DNA, memories that are relayed to the player through 

Desmondôs interaction with them.  The amount of time spent on the Ezio narrative 
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(approximately 90% of the total playing time) might lead to the impression that this is 

the primary narrative, with the Desmond narrative being secondary, but as I state above, 

the Ezio narrative is in fact grafted onto the Desmond narrative.  Although in a linear 

historical and biological sense, without ancestor Ezio there could be no descendent 

named Desmond, narratively speaking, without Desmondôs narrative, there can be no 

Ezio (or Altaïr) narrative, a fact that the game makes explicit through references to 

previous failed attempts to access the memories through other test subjects.  (Desmond 

is designated subject 16 and earlier subjects are inserted into the narrative, highlighting 

this within the game itself.) 

 In narratological terms, the Ezio narrative is placed higher than the Desmond 

narrative, which is, in Genetteôs terminology, diegetic (set within the primary fictional 

universe), as Table 1 makes clear.   

Level 3 Altaïr/Cristina Meta-Meta Diegetic 

Level 2 Ezio Metadiegetic 

Level 1 Desmond Diegetic 

 

Table 1: Diegetic Levels of Assassin's Creed 2 

 

By contrast, the Ezio narrative is metadiegetic, óa narrative within the narrativeô (1980, 

228), at a higher level than the Desmond narrative, designated ódiegeticô.  Further 

narrative levels appear in Assassinôs Creed 2, through the Altaïr narrative, and the 

Cristina memories (which I will return to).  In the first Assassinôs Creed game, the Altaïr 

narrative is metadiegetic.  In Assassinôs Creed: Revelations, however, Ezio learns of his 
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ancestor, Altaïr, after the conclusion of the first game.
19

  Within the Ezio narrative, 

Altaµrôs personal story is completed, adding a third temporal and narrative level that is 

classified narratologically as meta-meta-diegetic. 

 Clearly, the Assassinôs Creed 2 franchise demonstrates that videogames can 

achieve narrative complexity akin to complex narratives in other media. But the 

franchise goes further in its complex interweavings of temporal and narrative levels. The 

virtual reality system that features in the game, called the Animus, has authorial control 

over the narrative and the elements that are relayed to Desmond and, by extension, the 

player who is also consuming the narrative.  Crucial to my argument about the 

interpenetration of ludic and narrative elements, the Animus serves as a way of 

reconciling ludic facets of the game with its narrative aspects.  All of the User Interface 

(UI) information
20

 (that is, non-diegetic information usually available only to the 

playerðmaps, health meters, prompts, etc.) is presented in this game as diegetic 

information also made available to Desmond in the fictional world of the game.  

Usually, UI information remains outside the story world;
 

incorporating the UI 

information into the diegesis allows a higher level of what Janet Murray terms 

óimmersionô in the narrative via gameplay, thereby óactively creat[ing] belief [é] to 

reinforce rather than to question the reality of the experienceô (Murray 1997, 110). 

 While the main narrative is chronological, there are memories that are accessed in 

the later part of the game. The foldback
21

 structure of Assassinôs Creed 2 allows 

individual memory fragments to be considered as separate entities, permitting the 

anachronic extent of each narrative fragment to be variable.
 
 Anachronic extent refers to 
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 Throughout !ǎǎŀǎǎƛƴΩǎ /ǊŜŜŘΥ wŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ 9Ȋƛƻ ǳƴŎƻǾŜǊǎ ΨaŀǎȅŀŦ ƪŜȅǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜƭŀȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
the Altaïr narrative to Ezio and the player. 
20

 For further information on User Interfaces, see Beyond the HUD: User Interfaces for Increased Player 
Immersion in FPS Games (Fagerhold and Lorentzon, 2009). 
21

 A foldback structure in a videogame allows a varied ordering of both the gameplay and the narrative 
content.  There is typically a main quest that must be completed in a linear order and other secondary 
narratives and quests that can be accessed in any order.   
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the time that an anachrony lastsðthe length of a flashback or flash-forwardðand 

Genette makes use of the term to describe óa duration of story that is more or less longô 

(Genette 1980, 48).  Some memories represent events occurring when Ezio was a 

younger man, such as the Christina memories.
22

  Desmond can interact with these 

memories in order to understand Ezioôs experiences, and to consider how they have 

shaped his personality; similarly, the ability to traverse the memories of Ezio is a 

significant factor in understanding him.  This is a sophisticated temporal structure in any 

medium; the different memories are woven together to create multifaceted 

characterization and complexly interpenetrating narrative consciousness.  Desmond 

accesses the memories of his ancestors in the DNA he inherits from and shares with 

them through interaction with the Animus.  Integrating narrative and extra-narrative 

information, the Animus controls the representation of the different temporal aspects of 

the narrative, as well as what the player can and cannot do throughout the game.  

Functioning much like the holodeck of Murrayôs utopian ideal, the Animus allows 

Desmond to interact directly with his ancestors - to become Altaïr and Ezio and relive 

their memories.  The player is thus able not only to control Desmond but also, through 

the Animus, Ezio, and thereby to reliveðor replayðthe memoriesðor narrativesð

extracted from Desmondôs DNA.  The Animus in Assassinôs Creed 2 is upgraded from 

the first game to allow NPCs (non-playable characters controlled by the computer) from 

the Desmond narrative to communicate with Desmond even while as he is immersed in 

Ezioôs memories, as well as to pass non-diegetic information such as maps and historical 

facts to Desmond.  The DNA memories that constitute crucial aspects of the diegesis 

and help to connect its parts over wide expanses of story time are sometimes accessed 

ludically and sometimes simply as recounted narratives.  A number of memories have to 
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 These are optional side missions in the game. 
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be ludically completed in a specific time, involving such gaming activities as fighting or 

racing; the time taken to consume these memories by players is measured in minutes 

made visible on the screen.  Alternately, there are other memories whose time for 

narrative consumption is measured in days or even weeks ï although ellipses and an 

exaggerated timeframe actually allows them to be completed in minutes or hours, rather 

than the longer timeframe that would be necessary if the game were completed in real 

time.  

  The structure of memory and reliving past events presents the main narrative of 

the game as a chronological set of memories requiring the player to follow a linear 

progression, with certain parts of the landscape inaccessible until the narrative demands 

it.  However, structurally speaking, reliving memories allows the game to be presented 

as a semi-linear or foldback narrative.  óSand-boxô or open world games are 

predominantly non-linear structures that try to maintain narrative immersion through 

allowing the player to roam the entire landscape at will, without being channelled in a 

particular direction and with the ability to complete tasks and quests in any order.
23

  In 

the Assassins Creed 2 franchise, the combination of sandbox and linear play allows both 

a traditional narrative structure and free gameplay.  Usually, sandbox games are non-

linear in that they allow access to the whole landscape and the player to choose which 

parts of the game or narrative she wishes to explore, rather than be led along a specific 

route that has been decided by the game designer (there are few truly sandbox games 

that have narratives as understood by narratology, however).  Assassinôs Creed 2 gives 

immediate access to most of its landscapes and the player is able to complete some game 

content in whatever order she desires.  The foldback structure of the game allows certain 

events to be presented linearly, whilst the majority of the game events can be accessed in 
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any order.  This structure allows a game narrative to be broken down into chapters, or 

segments, and gives the player the ability to access these segments at different times, 

thus allowing for both narrative and ludic variation and integration.  However, this does 

not mean that the player can access all content at will; if the player attempts to access 

parts of the narrative of Assassinôs Creed 2 that are prohibited by this structure, the 

Animus displays a message on the game screen telling the player that óthis area is not 

available in this memoryô and warning that if the player does not return to the correct 

area, desyncronisation will occur and the memory will have to be relived (replayed).  

Many games require replaying, but here the game requires replay through loss of 

narrative memory, rather than ludic character death within the narrative, subtly 

accentuating the playerôs engagement with the narrative rather than the life-and-death 

ludic conventions of gameplay.  

 The next two sections of this chapter test videogames against additional aspects of 

Genetteôs theory of narrative temporality to demonstrate that here too they are every bit 

as complexly narrative as other media and that videogames go beyond narrative in other 

media through their ludic elements. 

 

Beyond Classical Narratology: Ludology and Time in Videogames  

 

Whilst all stories move in one directionðforward (Porter Abbott 2007, 39), the 

complexity of narrative temporality (as opposed to the diegetic historical temporality 

address in the previous section) leads Genette to devote two of his five chapters in 

Narrative Discourse to the topic.  One chapter considers temporality in terms of duration 

(óthe relationship [of] duration-of-story/length-of-narrativeô [Genette 1980, 88]); the 
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other addresses it in terms of frequency: (óthe relations [é] of repetition between the 

narrative and the diegesisô [Genette 1980, 133]).   

 Videogame narratives have much in common with other narrative structures.  

Teresa Bridgeman considers that temporal and spatial relationships are essential to our 

understanding of narrativesô; and that ótheorists posit two basic temporalities of narrative 

which are generally referred to as ñstoryò and ñdiscourseò ó (Bridgeman 2007, 58)  In 

Genetteôs work, these correspond to óerzªhlte Zeit (story time) and Erzªhlzeit (narrative 

time)ô (Genette 1980, 33); story time is the time frame in which the narrative occurs; 

narrative time is the time taken for the reader to consume the narrative.  Genette defines 

narrative time as pseudo-time, having óno other temporality than what it borrows, 

metonymically, from its own readingô (Genette 1980, 34).  Jakob Lothe agrees, stating 

that it is impossible to óanswer the question how long a narrative text ólastsôô and that 

óthe only relevant yardstick is óreading timeôðsomething that varies from reader to 

readerô (Lothe 2000, 57).
24

  Whilst this is an issue through all media, it is in written 

fiction and videogames that the time to consume a narrative is particularly variable.  In 

film and most other audio-visual media, a narrative has a predetermined time.  A film, 

for example, has a total length usually given in minutes, and this is the time it takes to 

consume the narrative.  Within the narrative time, the viewer constructs the story time 

based on the events presented.  The viewer constructs the story time within the narrative 

time óthrough identifying its events and linking them by cause and effect, time, and 

spaceô (Bordwell and Thompson 2008, 70).  Like other media, videogames contain both 

types of temporalityðthe story time of the diegesis and the time it takes to play the 
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game.  However, videogames also have the ability to ótell two stories: the story story ï 

the narrative story that is the sum total of a gameôs cut-scenes and dialogue and the 

gameplay story ï the story described by the actions the player takes in the game worldô 

(Allison 2010), resulting in a third timeframe for the narrative, for which Genetteôs 

theory offers no account.  Through ludic gameplay, the videogame surpasses even the 

embedded and enacted narrative structures of other media addressed by Henry Jenkins in 

his discussion of classic detective story structure: ótelling two stories ï one more or less 

chronological (the [enacted] story of the investigation itself) and the other told radically 

out of sequence (the [embedded] events motivating and leading up to the murder)ô 

(Jenkins 2003, 126).   

 To avoid confusion, I propose the following terms to address the temporal aspects 

of videogame narrative, based on Genetteôs model and incorporating Juulôs temporal 

framework (Juul 2005, 142-144):  
 

Story Time: the total length of the narrative or óstory storyô 

Narrative Time:   the total length of the gameplay story 

Playing Time:  the total time needed to óconsumeô the narrative 

The story time of a videogame corresponds to the entire temporal framework of the 

story, from the earliest point in time found within the diegesis to the latest; this is the 

erzählte Zeit or story time.  In Bioshock, the ónarrative of Raptureô (Stobbart 2011)ðthe 

story timeð covers approximately fifteen years from the end of World War II until the 

conclusion of the gameplay story; however, the narrative time occurs over several hours 

at the end of the story times duration.  In Assassinôs Creed 2, the story time of the Ezio 

narrative runs parallel to the fictional time, with the earliest point in the narrative, Ezioôs 

birth marking the beginning of both the story time and fictional time and ending with his 

retirement from the Assassinôs order (although the story time of the Ezio narrative is 
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concluded with a later animated film set 10 years after his retirement).  When looking at 

the franchise as a whole, however, the story time becomes significantly longer.  

Beginning in the Twelfth Century with Altaïr, and ending with Desmond in 2012, the 

story time of this whole covers approximately a millennium, while the Ezio narrative 

takes only a small portion of this total time.  The use of narratological conventions such 

as analepsis and anachronies within this structure, as with other media, allows the player 

to interpret the elements of the narrative and to place them in a chronological order and 

thereby establish the chronology of the story time, given that discrete elements are 

discovered non-chronologically. 

 In Bioshock, the narrative time of the game takes place approximately in 1960, 

although there are no signifiers within the game other than visual references to a New 

Yearôs party to welcome 1960.  The narrative time of the game begins when the 

protagonist is stranded at sea and enters the underwater city of Rapture; both the 

narrative time and story time end with the escape from Rapture after the ludic climax of 

the game and its final cut-scene.  The discovery of the narrative takes place primarily in 

what appears to be real time; that is one minute of play correspond to one minute of time 

passing in the diegesis.  The game uses audio recordings and ghostly visions of prior 

events to allow the player to discover elements of the story time as she plays in the 

narrative time.  The temporality of the narrative within this and other videogames, so 

far, is constructed using the same techniques as traditional literature, such as those 

explored by Genette in Narrative Discourse. 

 The playing time of a videogame is similar to the narrative time discussed by 

Genette.  He considers that narrative time óexists in space as space, and the time needed 

for ñconsumingò it is the time needed for crossing or traversing itô (Genette 1980, 34 

(original emphasis)).  In the case of a videogame such as Bioshock, the playing time 
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varies, taking anywhere from approximately eight hours to over 20 hours,  depending on 

player choices, including the level of ludic difficulty, and the degree to which the player 

chooses to interact with the story time of the game.  This can allow the player to 

foreground the ludic aspects of the game, or to engage in an in-depth, time-consuming 

exploration of the landscape to uncover all of the embedded narrative.
25

  Similarly, in 

Assassinôs Creed 2, the three instalments can be completed in as little as 30 hours if the 

player follows a strictly linear path and avoids the optional story content.  Completing 

the games with a shorter playing time does not influence the narrative time of the game, 

which is authored by the game designer and is a fixed length.  A full completion and 

understanding of the narrative, however, can take a significantly longer time; in 

videogames, as with other forms of fiction, the time taken to ócompleteô
26

 a videogame 

can vary widely from person to person. These games clearly demonstrate that 

videogames can sustain narrative temporalities in their story worlds every bit as complex 

as in other media and that the division between narrative and play, far from setting 

videogames outside of narratological theories, requires new narratological theories to be 

developed to explicate them.  Once again, narratology and ludology are shown to be 

deeply implicated in each other in videogame design and consumption. 

 

Movement Across a Narrative: Temporality in Videogames 

 

Videogames, as we have seen, share the same temporal basis as traditional narratological 

texts.  However, the temporal framework of videogames takes this structure and not only 

keeps up with it, but goes beyond to change and to make this framework more complex.  

We have seen that, for Genette, narrative time is the time it takes to consume a narrative 
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and the story time is the timeframe in which a narrative occurs.  Genette does not stop 

with this basic distinction; he goes further to address four ónarrative movementsô 

(Genette 1980, 94) that navigate between the two temporalities: pause, scene, summary, 

and ellipsis.  These movements, when taken together construct the passage of time 

within a narrative, with each of the four having a different temporal function.  Genette 

uses the following to describe these four narrative movements: 

 Pause:   NT = n, ST = 0.  Thus: NT Ð> ST
27

 

 Scene:  NT = ST 

 Summary: NT < ST 

 Ellipsis: NT = 0, ST = n.  Thus: NT<Ð ST 

       (Genette 1980, 95) 

This schema describes the relationship between the narrative time and the story time, as 

it is found within a traditional narrative.  This also forms the basis of the narratological 

analysis of videogames; therefore, each of the narrative movements will be considered, 

beginning with ellipsis. 

 Ellipsis is a major part of the narrative construction of most videogames, as it is 

with many other media, an omission of information that is not relevant to the narrative, 

such as sleeping, eating, travelling to familiar locations and personal grooming.  This 

can take several forms; for example, many games use ófast travelô to allow the player to 

revisit locations once they have been discovered.  The player chooses the location on a 

map and the game takes the character there, without the need for repeatedly traversing 

the landscape.  As well as this general ellipsis, Assassinôs Creed 2 contains the three 

narratological sub-categories found in Narrative Discourse, and which Genette terms 

explicit, implicit, and hypothetical ellipses.  Explicit ellipses are those that óarise either 
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from an indication of time they elide [...] or else from elision pure and simpleô (Genette 

1980, 106).  Put simply, they are openly referenced in a narrative, for example, having 

characters commenting on the passage of time, or a written presentation of dates that 

make a temporal omission clear.  Assassinôs Creed 2 uses the Animus to construct a 

chronological temporal sequence, the earlier temporality occurring in Desmondôs DNA.  

Each DNA sequence involves a new timeframe, the date of which is shown both on the 

Animus screen and at the beginning of the memory, explicitly making the player aware 

of the ellipsis and the period that is omitted from the narrative.   

 Complicating the narrative structure of videogames further, the second 

subcategory of ellipsis occurring in Assassinôs Creed 2 is implicit ellipses, those 

instances ówhose very presence is not announced in the textô (Genette 1980, 108) but of 

which the player becomes aware through play.  At several points in Assassinôs Creed 2 

there are references to events in the Desmond narrative that the player becomes aware of 

through talking to NPC characters and reading their emails.  In doing so, the player 

learns of non-ludic information such as Desmond having nightmares, the only reference 

to this information in the whole game.  These events do not occur within the story time 

or fictional time of the game, and therefore are implicit, occurring outside the playerôs 

primary interaction with the narrative.  Less obvious than implicit ellipses are 

hypothetical ellipses, omissions in a narrative that have no temporal placement.  The 

only way these ellipses can be placed is through their relationship to other narrative 

factors, such as characters, specific settings, and the events occurring around the ellipsis.  

Whilst the emails of the NPCs in Assassinôs Creed 2 are implicitðit is easy to situate 

them temporally through repeated interaction with the diegetic computer system, they 

also indicate that Desmond frequently emerges from The Animus and carries out tasks 

in the primary diegesis, despite this not taking place during play.  The discovery that he 
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emerges frequently and carries out routine tasks places is hypothetical ï there is no way 

to place these events within the narrative or ludic structure of the game. 

 Ellipsis is not alone in constructing videogame narratives, and alongside 

Assassinôs Creed 2ôs frequent use of ellipsis, summary can be used to deliver narrative 

information that exists outside the gameplay narrative.  For Genette, summary, is óa 

form with variable tempo [é] which with great flexibility of pace covers the entire 

range between scene and ellipsisô (Genette 1980, 94).  More simply, Bal defines 

summary as óa suitable instrument for presenting and, for the reader, for gleaning 

background information, or for connecting various scenesô (Bal 2009, 103) by 

condensing information and presenting that information to the reader, viewer, or player 

in that concentrated form.  This is part of Juulôs supposition of a mutual exclusivity 

between games and narrative.  In his MA thesis, A Clash between Game and Narrative, 

Juul posits that in videogames, óthe now of the game prevents it from being a 

representation of something happening another timeô  (Juul 1999, 33), and while early 

videogames certainly followed a structure that appeared to take place in the ónowô of a 

videogames temporality, this is no longer the case.  Videogames such as Bioshock, Alan 

Wake (Remedy Entertainment 2010), and Doom 3 (id Software 2004) insert information 

such as written text, audio recordings, or visual signifiers into the landscape to enable 

the player to construct a narrative, separating the narrative time from the fictional time.  

This allows the player to not only play the game in the present, as Juul deems necessary, 

but also allows the player to interact with the entire narrative temporality, collating and 

constructing the composite information of a previous timeframe into a coherent whole.  

In Assassinôs Creed 2 this takes the form of inserting extra-diegetic information into the 

game.  The Assassinôs Creed franchise uses an historical basis to the game, placing the 

fictional narrative within a wider factual structure, which has been created with the help 



Dawn Stobbart      78 
 

 
 

of professional historians (Sternfeld 2012, 269).  This includes the presence of historical 

figures, locations, and architecture in the game.  These elements are signalled to the 

player using a short textual explanation upon their discovery.  For example, when the 

player discovers the Little Hagia Sophia church (a real location in Istanbul), she is given 

the following information: óThe Ottomans called that one "Ku­uk Ayasofya", or Little 

Hagia Sophia. It was a Byzantine church initially, built sometime around 500, and many 

believe it served as an early prototype for the larger Hagia Sophia cathedral built a few 

decades laterô.  This information is factually correct, and its insertion helps to create a 

world that transcends the fictional, and allows the player to interact with a seemingly 

historical narrative setting, without it encroaching significantly on gameplay or the 

fictional narrative. 

 Scene is the most problematic of the four movements in videogames, whist 

seeming to be the simplest.  Returning to Genetteôs literary definitions, scene is 

considered to be an óequality of time between narrative and storyô (Genette 1980, 94), 

and involves events taking place in óreal timeôðcomparable to time in the real world.  

Juul, broadly agrees with this as a definition for videogames, and in his consideration of 

narrative understands the term ósceneô to refer to a situation ówhere the narration 

relatively takes as long as the actionô (Juul 1999, 31), reflecting the Aristotelian unity of 

time.  He draws on this definition to assert that óan action-based computer game always 

passes with the speed of a scene: one minute in the time of the game corresponds to one 

minute of playingô (Juul 1999, 31).  Although initially this appears to be true, an 

inspection of games such as Assassinôs Creed 2 and Red Dead Redemption (Rockstar 

Games 2010) shows that time does not pass with a 1:1 ratio; however, Juul is correct in 

his assertion that ópressing the fire key or moving the mouse immediately affects the 

game worldô (Juul 2005, 142-143).  Juul, in Half Real, considers that ómost action 
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games, and in the traditional arcade game, the play time ï fictional time relation is 

presented as being 1:1ô and considers that óthe game presents a parallel world, 

happening in real timeô (Juul 2005, 142-143).  It is indeed true that the physical 

interactions of the player affect the game in real time, but the presentation of fictional 

and story time in the game does not necessarily correspond to Juulôs 1:1 ratio.  For 

example, the passage of time within the diegesis is made visible in Assassinôs Creed 2 

through the passage of the sun, moon, and stars, which have a set rotation, as they do in 

real life.  But, this is not the same as the playing time or the narrative time of the game. 

Red Dead Redemption (Rockstar Games 2010) uses a similar structure with the sun and 

moon traversing the sky, but sets a ratio of 1:30, where a 24-hour period in the story 

world takes 48 minutes to pass in the game.  There is then, a ratio and a dual temporality 

at work, encompassing both the real-time effects of interaction with the fictional world 

and the internal temporal structure of that world, but they are different time frames, 

occurring simultaneously in the same game section. 

 Whilst the temporal aspects of a videogame scene are not at a 1:1 ratio of the game 

to real time, the action taking place within that scene are, establishing a sophisticated 

temporality within a game narrative, one that uses two concurrent timeframes.  In Red 

Dead Redemption, although there is a 1:30 ratio (one minute of game time represents the 

passage of 30 minutes of story time), the actions of the player are delivered as Juul 

states, óin real timeô (Juul 2005, 142).  This is a more complex temporal narrative than 

anything in Genetteôs system: not only do two temporalities occur in a single scene, 

these are overlaid and the player must interact with both temporalities simultaneously.  

For example, in Assassinôs Creed 2, there are missions that must be completed at a 

specific time.  Ezio must wait until dawn or nightfall usually to complete a series of 

tasks, and whilst the passage of time is truncated to allow a full 24 hour period to pass in 
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minutes, the action take place in óreal-timeô even whilst the passage of the sun, moon, 

and stars continue to move at the faster speed around the action. 

 Moving on from definitions of scene, pause involves halting a narrative in order 

to insert some other information, such as description.  Historically, pause has been the 

most popular way to insert narrative information into a videogame.  This technique 

began in order to allow the action of the next scene to be loaded at a time when it could 

take several minutes for the information to be transferred from a cassette tape or disk to 

the computer.  In the 1980 game Pac-man, the óplayer sees ñIntermissionò screens that 

feature [Pac-man] chasing ghostsô (Howells 2002, 111).  This game óconstructed a 

simple narrative, even using movie-style scene markers to divide it into acts.  This 

coincided with the move of videogames from arcades to the home, and the ability of the 

player to save their progress and to continue laterô (ibid).  Designers then went on to 

incorporate narrative information into the cut-scene, breaking the tension of the game 

and providing the player with a reward for their ludic skill, as well as to allow the next 

game segment to load.  Sacha Howells cites Tomb Raider  as an example of this reward 

structure, in which the player, after defeating  five levels of the game, is shown a 

óslickly produced CG cut-scene of Laraôs action-hero break-in to Natla Headquarters, 

where she uncovers the next piece of the puzzleô (Howells 2002, 113).   

Pause and summary are closely related, in that a pause in a narrative is 

frequently used to allow a summary to take place.  Whilst the cut-scene provides 

narrative and ludic information, game designers are beginning to make games that do 

not prominently feature cut-scenes, partly to alleviate the objection that some gamers 

have to the game being interrupted by the narrative, instead inserting the narrative 

through other means, such as the aforementioned summary.  However, the ludic 

structure of videogames still uses pause; usually this involves panning over the 
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immediate landscape to show the player the environment before a óbossô
28

 battle or a 

spatial puzzle, recognisable as a visual relation to the establishing shot in 

cinematography.  However, these animated shots function in the same way as pause in 

traditional narratives, halting the action to provide further necessary information. 

Taken together, these four movements construct the passage of time in a 

narrative.  The interplay of the four movements allows the reader, viewer, or player to 

create a chronological order of that narrative, despite events being delivered non-

chronologically.  This is the same for videogames and traditional narratives, despite 

objections.  The four narrative movements allow play and narrative to be integrated, 

rather than separated; narrative information can be included into a game without 

detracting from play, whilst the temporal structure described in narratology is also 

found in the ludic construction of videogames.   

 

Flash Back ï Or Forward: Prolepsis and Analepsis in Videogame Narratives 

 

 

One of the primary narratological strategies used in Assassinôs Creed 2 is analepsis, 

defined in Narrative Discourse as óan event that took place earlier than the point in the 

story where we are at any given momentô (Genette 1980, 40).  The entire game 

franchise (up to the end of Assassinôs Creed 3) is constructed as a series of memories 

that the playerðand Desmondðinteract with in order to complete both the game and 

the narrative.  As the definition of analepsis is so broad, Genette sub-divides it into two 

categories, internal and external analepsis, which are differentiated by the narrative 

level at which they occur (as discussed earlier in the chapter).  An external analepsis, as 
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the name suggests, is one that takes place outside the first, or framing, diegesis, whilst 

providing narrative information.  An internal analepsis takes place within the first 

diegesis, albeit at an earlier time, and again provides narrative information.  

Structurally, the entire Ezio narrative of Assassinôs Creed 2 is a series of external 

analepsis, as it is separate from (in temporal terms as discussed earlier) but nevertheless 

dependent on and occurs within the Desmond narrative.  Other videogames also use 

external analepsis, albeit less explicitly to carry a narrative forward; Bioshock, for 

example, uses a series of ghostly scenes, which take place earlier than the fictional time 

of the game to help construct the narrative.  These scenes do not take place within the 

primary temporality that the player interacts with, and so are external, rather than 

internal; as Genette writes they ónever at any moment risk interfering with the first 

narrativeô (Genette 1980, 49-50).  Here, the notion of the embedded and the enacted 

narrative structure comes to the fore.  The scenes in which the player/protagonist 

observes earlier events in Bioshock are instances of the embedded narrativeðthe story 

of Rapture and its destruction, all of which take place before the arrival of the 

protagonist.  These are embedded into the game for the player to uncover, should she so 

wish.  Crucially, whilst these ghostly images would usually be an example of a pause in 

traditional literature and film, in Bioshock, the player is able to ignore them in favour of 

playing if she chooses and so they do not automatically function as a pause, but instead 

remain embedded within the game landscape unless the player chooses to pause and 

explore their relevance.  Narrative, therefore, is integrated with the gameplay.   More 

common in videogames than external analepsis - as in other media - is internal 

analepsis, used to provide relevant narrative information.  In many media forms 

analepsis is more commonly known as a óflashbackô, although in narratology Bal uses 

the term retroversion, avoiding óóflashbackô because of [its] vagueness and 
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psychological connotationsô (Bal 2009, 83).  Many media, including videogames, utilise 

analepsis as part of the narrative delivery; the Uncharted franchise, the Assassinôs 

Creed franchise, and Heavy Rain, to cite just a small sample of videogames use this 

structure to assist in the construction of their narratives.  All of these games allow the 

player to control a character within this analeptic narrative delivery, featuring the 

protagonist (and even the antagonist in Heavy Rain) enacting events that take place 

prior to that of the main body of the game and narrative, but that take place within its 

narrative temporality. 

In Assassinôs Creed: Brotherhood, when playing as Ezio, there is the 

opportunity to complete extra quests and missions that have no direct relevance to the 

gameôs plot, with one set of these missions being The Cristina Memories.  When the 

player achieves a certain level of synchronisation with Ezio (that is, a certain percentage 

of the game is completed), repressed memories become available via Desmondôs DNA.  

In the game, this is explained to Desmond via another character telling him, "One last 

thing: as you raise your synchronization by executing events the way Ezio lived them, 

you might discover some... repressed memories" (Ubisoft Games 2007 - 2011).  These 

repressed memories, dealing with Ezioôs lover and their relationship, are not only 

internal analepsis, but are also meta-analeptic; that is, the portions of the games 

concerning Ezio are memories and are analepses, these further memories are also 

analepses within the analepsis being played.  Furthermore, this second analepsis is an 

instance of internal analepsis, rather than external.  The events within these particular 

memories occur after the beginning of the Ezio narrative the player interacts with, 

whereas the analepsis dealing with Ezio are external to the 21st Century narrative, as 

they do not relate directly to the first narrative, through character, diegesis or storyline.  

In the game, there are five of these optional, internal, analepsis to be played out, which 
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result in small cut-scenes; these cut-scenes are based on the novel adaptation of 

Assassinôs Creed: Renaissance (Bowden 2009) and chart the interactions of the lovers 

throughout Ezioôs life, from his first meeting her in 1476, to her dying in his arms in 

1489.  These memories, as already intimated, while expanding on Ezioôs past, bear no 

relation to the gameôs ludic completion, or the fictional time of the game itself, and so 

can be considered in their entirety as internal analepsis; that is, all of these quests take 

place within the fictional time of the game.  These are specifically narrative elements of 

the game, with no ludic function and their sole purpose is to bring about a narrative 

understanding of Ezio as a character. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Assassinôs Creed 2, as I have shown, adheres to the rules of narratology as defined by 

Genette in Narrative Discourse.  Despite Genette being concerned primarily with the 

written text, and the videogame being an audio-visual medium, the concepts he 

established through the analysis of Marcel Proustôs Remembrance of Things Past serve 

as the basis for a narratological study of this medium.  Not all videogames will adhere 

to a narratological reading ï after all, not all videogames are narrative based.  However, 

I have shown that videogames are capable of withstanding such a reading especially in 

terms of temporalityða contested area in defining a videogame as containing narrative.  

The next task is to consider how videogames surpass Genetteôs narratological analysis, 

and what further tools the scholar might require to fulfil an exhaustive narratological 

reading of a videogame. 
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Chapter 3: Narratives of Space in Videogames 

 

 

So far, the analysis of the Assassinôs Creed franchise shows that the temporal structure 

of many videogames can accommodate even the most complex aspects of Gérard 

Genetteôs narratological theory of temporality.  And yet we have seen that they also 

exceed them.  Genetteôs concepts predate many of these games and thus do not offer an 

account of the ludo-narrative hybrids that we find in them.  Temporally speaking, game 

franchises such as Assassinôs Creed can take over 100 hours to completeðfar longer 

than most other mediaðduring which time the player gains expansive and deepening 

insight into the protagonist, the diegesis, and the extra-diegetic narrative structure 

through direct ludic interaction with them rather than reading or viewing alone.  Playing 

a videogame for numerous hours enables other kinds of narrative depth and complexity 

besides the complex temporalities articulated by Genette.  Assassinôs Creed 2 (Ubisoft 

Games 2007 - 2011) is not only set in the Renaissance period, its Italian landscape is 

further represented with historical accuracy (albeit simplified), offering the player 

insight into this period through representations of its architecture, furnishings, costumes, 

and characters such as Leonardo da Vinci and the Borgia family, who are loosely based 

on their historical namesakes.  Beyond reading, viewing and interacting with characters, 

the player makes her way through the game world, uncovering spatial as well as 

temporal narratives as she traverses areas based on a historical map of Italy.  This 

exploration requires mastery of the videogame space through direct interaction, a 

recognised and oft discussed feature of videogames.  Yet this mastery and coverage of 

space furthermore creates a narrative complexity not commonly addressed by scholars 

and not found in other media. 
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The mastery of space has featured throughout videogame history; early games 

such as Adventure (Adams no date) and The Hobbit (Van der Heide 2012) draw heavily 

on and adapt the literary tradition of the quest, focusing on the journey of a hero through 

a landscape to find a treasure or goal.  Mario is tasked repeatedly with rescuing the 

princess: the game focuses on the journey he makes to reach her, the obstacles he 

overcomes, and the enemies he defeats in order to liberate her.  Indeed, most 

videogames focus on a journey from one place to another, echoing the quest narratives 

of literature such as The Odyssey and Lord of the Rings.  In videogames, however, the 

player not only vicariously accompanies the protagonist on the quest (as is the case in 

other, physically passive media), she is the driving force that moves the protagonist on 

that quest through her control of the protagonistôs movements.  As Bob Rohak notes,  

The game apparatusða software engine that renders three-dimensional 

form an embodied perspective, directed in real time by players through 

the physical interfaceðachieves what the cinematic apparatus cannot: 

a sense of literal presence, and a newly participatory role, for the 

viewer [é] like the ñYes, thatôs what I seeò of successful cinematic 

suture, but goes further: it is óYes, thatôs what I do.  (Rehak 2003, 121) 

Whilst the reader or viewer may control the momentum and pacing at which she reads 

or witnesses a heroôs quest in other media, hers is typically a linear journey (although 

she can revisit specific moments by rereading or rewatching).  In videogames, this 

linear structure is regularly abandoned, as players must revisit particular parts of the 

quest to defeat obstacles ludically and may perform different actions when revisiting 

them in order to attain greater success, such as finding hidden items that were missed 

the first time.  Danteôs Inferno (Electronic Arts 2010), loosely based on The Divine 

Comedy, illustrates how the videogame quest differs from the traditional literary quest.  
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Unlike the poemôs Dante, the gameôs Dante can return to any of the circles of Hell he 

has already visited to collect items he needs to complete his journey into Hellôs final 

circle.  Red Dead Redemption (Rockstar Games 2010) goes further than this to allow 

players to roam the landscape at will, fulfilling missions and quests at will in any order, 

with only a small proportion requiring sequential completion (and these relate to the 

narrative more than the ludic elements of the game).
29

  Role-playing videogames such 

as Dragon Age: Inquisition (BioWare 2014), Skyrim (Bethseda 2011) and Fallout 3 

(Bethesda 2008) also present nonlinear options to players.  Evolved from earlier 

Dungeons and Dragons type games, which in turn evolved from fantasy fiction such as 

The Lord of the Rings (Tolkien 2007 edition), these too go beyond spatial narrative 

structures in these older forms.  All make mastery of, and progress through, game space 

the basis of both narrative and ludic completion.  Without such mastery and progress 

through play, the narratives cannot be completed. 

The importance of setting and landscape in videogames has been extensively 

addressed by videogame scholars and narrativists alike: Espen Aarseth, a noted 

ludologist, states that óthe defining element in computer games is spatialityô (E. Aarseth 

2007, 44); narratologist Marie-Laure Ryan perceives that ódigital environments are 

spatialô (Ryan, Avatars of Story (Electronic Mediations) 2006, 238); and at least one 

book-length study has been made of spatiality in videogames, Michael Nitscheôs Video 

Game Spaces: Image, Play and Structure in 3D Worlds (2008).  The worlds created for 

videogames range from those based on real locations (such as LA Noire (Rockstar 

Games 2011) set in 1950s Los Angeles and the historical settings of the Assassinôs 

Creed franchise) to the fantastic landscapes of The Elder Scrolls and Dragon Age 

franchises, to the post-apocalyptic renditions of The Last of Us (Naughty Dog 2013), 

                                                           
29

 This is a variation on the foldback structure discussed in chapter 2. 
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Metro 2033 (4A Games 2010), and Dead Island (Techland 2011).  In each, settings and 

landscapes are instrumental and indispensable to narrative and ludic structures alike. 

In my discussions of prolepsis and analepsis in the previous chapter, I alluded 

briefly to embedded narratives, indicating how they are part of the temporal structure of 

videogames, allowing players to engage not only temporally unfolding narratives but 

also different narrative temporalities within a single game.  Henry Jenkins considers that 

games fit into óa much older tradition of spatial storiesô and that ógame designers donôt 

simply tell stories, they design worldsô (Jenkins 2003, 3).  World design involves 

situating narratives within the landscape itself: for example, audio files, legible 

documents, visual objects, collectibles, and interaction with the non-player characters 

who occupy that landscape.  Jenkins notes that óenvironmental storytelling é creates 

the preconditions for an immersive narrative experienceô; to further that immersion, 

designers óembed narrative information within their mise-en-sceneô (Jenkins 2003).   

This mode of narrative delivery is also known as a pull narrative, in which 

designers órely on the player to pull the narrativeô (Calleja 2011, 123) out of the 

landscape, generally allowing them to choose whether to interact with such objects and 

characters or ignore them and miss out on the narratives they convey.  Pull narratives 

emerged in response to the perceived disconnect between gaming and narrative 

consumption that I addressed in my introduction and Chapter One; in embedding the 

narrative in the landscape, a game is able to function on both ludic and narrative levels, 

without either necessarily detracting from the other.   

 Exploring Rapture in Bioshock is an interactive experience; that is, the player 

can interact with most of the objects in the city: toilets can be flushed, chairs can be sat 

upon, and doors, even if they do not open, can be tried.  The majority of Bioshockôs 

story is woven into the landscape through a variety of techniques; audio files are 
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scattered throughout the landscape and the player needs to discover these as she 

traverses the game world in order to fully understand the narrative.  There are 122 audio 

files in total, ranging in content from personal diary entries to messages for other 

people; when these are found and a timeline of events constructed, they comprise the 

majority of the meta-narrative, leading to the point at which the player enters the game.  

Although the use of audio logs is not unique in videogames, their embeddedness in the 

game world means that the player does not lose control of the avatar whilst the narrative 

is delivered orally.  Alternatively, if the player is not interested in the narrative 

experience, she can choose to ignore these elements and concentrate on the ludic aspect 

of the game.  These audio logs, as mentioned, function as a narrative soundscape, 

providing a great deal of the narrative information.   

Audio logs are joined by cut-scenes in Bioshock, which unfold like audiovisual 

film sequences set against the backdrop of the gameôs landscape.  These reveal the 

actions of splicers,
30

 the óghostsô that inhabit Rapture.  Whilst these animations can be 

found all over Rapture, one particularly illuminating example appears near the 

beginning of the game.  The player has just exited an elevator and been introduced to 

the plan for the protagonist (and player) to save anotherôs wife and son.  If the player 

walks slowly forward, she sees a shadow on the wall of a woman leaning over a pram 

(Figure 4).  If not interrupted, the woman will speak the following words, sung to the 

tune of the lullaby, óMockingbirdô: 

                                                           
30

 The addict inhabitants of Rapture 
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Figure 4: óMockingbirdô Cut-scene 

 

When your daddyôs in the ground, mommyôs going to sell you by the 

pound. 

When your mommyôs up and gone, youôre going to be the lonely one. 

When you are the lonely one, no one will be there to sing this song. 

Hush now, Mommyôs gone and daddy too.... (singing stops and 

character speaks instead)  

Wait, this is happening before. ... And none.  Why aren't you here? ... 

Why is it today and not then when you were warm and sweet?  Why 

can't mommy hold you to her breast and feel your teeth?   

(2K Games 2007) 

It takes over 30 seconds to run through this animation, which can be listened to without 

interruption or ignored, as the player wishes, without any loss to the game playing 

experience or ludic progress through the landscape.  These integrated cut-scenes 

provide fragments of the narrative, which, when added to the information from other 

sources, can be pieced together like a jigsaw and to make up the entire narrative of 

Rapture.  This is something that Ken Levine, one of the main designers of Bioshock, 
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was clear that he wanted to create; he states that the usual model for games, is ógame, 

cut-scene, game, cut-scene, game (Kumar & Nutt, 2008), does not integrate play and 

narrative, and therefore, he considers such a structure to be óan artefact from when our 

world was simpleô (ibid).  By contrast, in his design, óthe cut-scenes take up a lot of 

chaff space, because of storytelling stuff and little details and subtle emotionsô (Kumar 

& Nutt, 2008).  Joining larger plot arcs, Levine uses the landscape to nuance and detail 

the broad strokes of the narrative and to bring more subtle arcs of affect into it.  For 

example, some allow the player to gain an empathic understanding of the process by 

which Rapture has become dystopian; others enable her to perceive the splicers as the 

people they used to be rather than simply the enemy monsters of the shooter game.  The 

splicer referred to above is represented as insane, but at the same time, she is shown to 

have been a mother with a baby and husband.  This mother, addicted to ADAM like all 

splicers, may have (although this is conjecture and narrative interpretation) given her 

child to Ryan and the Little Wonders Educational Facility after the husband was killed 

(ówhen your daddyôs in the ground, mommyôs going to sell you by the poundô).  In the 

words of the lullaby, the splicer hovers between past and present times and spaces, 

yearning for the child to be with her in the now of the game (óWhy arenôt you here?é 

Why can't mommy hold you to her breast and feel your teeth?ô)  In the second line, she 

understands that the baby is not ówarm and sweetô like it used to be, but a cold and 

inhuman Little Sister, draining ADAM from corpses to feed the addicts.  Whilst this is 

not carrying forward the plot of Raptureôs downfall, it nevertheless reveals the emotive 

impact of its systems and seeks to elicit a sympathetic response to the inhabitants, 

despite their murderous addiction to ADAM.  Levine additionally perceives that the cut-

scene is intended to create a sense of horror as well as sympathy: 
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Bioshockôs story is "loss, loss, loss.ò  Loss of dreams, loss of hope, 

loss of love.  That's what makes it horror.  That's why one of the first 

horror things you see is the woman with the baby carriage.  There's 

no baby in there.  She's lost her mind, and she's lost the thing she 

loves.  (Kumar & Nutt, 2008) 

Videogames use environmental storytelling to differing degrees, ranging from 

using collectible items representing traditional media, such as books to provide 

historical narrative information in the Elder Scrolls series, to using the environment in a 

way that requires the player to interpret historical events in Fallout 3 (Bethesda 2008) 

through visual recognition of spaces and spatial navigation.  The Fallout franchise of 

role-playing games bases its narrative and ludic premise on a post-apocalyptic version 

of the US, with the third instalment, Fallout 3, set 200 years after a nuclear war has 

ravaged the landscape, leaving most of the population dead and the planet heavily 

irradiated.  óThe games provide a retro-futuristic, post-apocalyptic settingô, writes Sara 

Mosberg Iversen of the 1950s inspired backdrop, while noting that whereas óthe 

atmosphere of ravaged civilization and the adult themes can be seen as merely a ploy 

for attention, there is reason to regard the games as a comment on currently relevant 

topics.  The whole series invokes issues such as consumer culture, corporate power, 

propaganda, racism, and what it means to be humanô (Iverson 2012), with the seemingly 

dead environment directly commenting upon those issues today.   

In Fallout 3, the main narrative arc takes the form of a quest, and in pursuit of 

this quest, the player needs to traverse the landscape, not once, but several times, 

discovering discrete locations, characters, and remnants of pre-war America.  The 

player controls a character of her own design who explores the óCapital Wastelandsô, 

the ruins of Washington DC, in search of her (the characterôs) father (voiced by actor 
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Liam Neeson).  Scattered throughout this landscape are many embedded micro-

narratives that the player can discover, ranging in scope from vignettes that show the 

fate of a single family to more elaborate representations such as journals and side-quests 

that offer the player insight into some of the wider post-apocalyptic cultures that have 

grown up in this alternate America.  Thus ówhile many locations do not offer much in 

terms of quest opportunities or loot they often present a variety of atmospheres and 

embedded storiesô (Iverson 2012).  Sarah Grey also addresses the atmospheric qualities 

of the landscape in this game, noting that they invoke óa sense of helplessness, pathos, 

and fear as well as subverting expectationsô, causing the player to consider her own 

societal place, and enabling her óphilosophical contemplationô (Grey 2009).  While the 

search for the father continues some of the traditional quest narrative structures, this 

game foregrounds political and cultural narrative ideologies.  

This form of narrative delivery, known as embedded or Environmental 

storytelling, then, fulfils a variety of narrative functions.  In Fallout 3, when the player 

first guides her character into the landscape from the relative safety of Vault 101, she 

discovers an environment that is worn by time and destroyed by the war upon which the 

game franchise is premised.  Spread over more than 140 locations, the player must 

discover the narrative of this future Washington through spatial navigation and 

environmental engagement.  In addition to the gameôs ideological narrative trajectories, 

there are ludonarrative ones; Jenkins lists four ways that environmental storytelling can 

be achieved: evocative spaces, enacting stories, embedded narratives, and emergent 

narratives.  All four appear in Fallout 3.  Evocative spaces are those that ódraw upon our 

previously existing narrative competenciesô and óallow [the player] to enter physically 

into spacesô (Jenkins 2003); these precede the playerôs involvement with the game.  

Recognisable locations assist this process in Fallout 3; the player is traversing a 
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futuristic Washington DC, and as such can find present-day actual locations that have 

become eroded or destroyed in the game, such as the Washington Monument (Figure 5), 

the Capitol Building, the Jefferson and Lincoln Memorials, and even the White House, 

placing the player in an unheimlich settingðfamiliar, yet defamiliarised through the 

effects of the war and the time that has passed since the war (see Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5: The Washington Monument In Fallout 3 (Left); The Monument Today (Right) 

 

 Enacting stories reflects the difference between the narrative timeframe and the 

story timeframe as defined in chapter 2 of this study.  Juxtaposing the terms óbroadly 

defined goalsô and ólocalised incidentsô in his discussion of enacting stories, Jenkins 

considers these to be óstories which respond to alternative aesthetic principlesô (Jenkins 

2003).  In Fallout 3, the gameplay narrative involves the player guiding the protagonist 

(known as The Lone Wanderer) through the landscape to find her missing father.  

Whilst doing this, she also discovers a variety of quests, conflicts, conversations, and 

locations that construct the wider, historical narrative.  The geography of the game has 

been constructed in such a way that the player, even whilst concentrating on gameplay, 

cannot help but discover features of this wider narrative.  As the elements of the wider 
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narrativeôs plot are deposited within the geography of the landscape, the player comes 

into contact with óobstacles [that] thwart and affordances [that] facilitate the protagonist 

movement towards resolutionô (Jenkins 2003).  Gaming and narrative thus coincide as 

well as diverge in this structure. 

 Embedded narratives in videogames differ substantially from those of other 

media such as film and novels.  In these media, an embedded narrative is one that 

occurs within another, where a frame is used to embed a secondary narrative within a 

primary one (as in a narrator recounting another narratorôs story), and is a primarily 

temporal and perspectival structure, such as in the film Inception (Kiss 2012).  In 

videogames, however, an embedded narrative is often constructed within the landscape 

or setting, to create óaffective potential or communicate significant narrative 

informationô (Jenkins 2003).  As the player enters a space within a game world and 

looks around, she may not only gather narrative information, but also experience 

emotions ówhere the space has been transformed by narrative eventsô.  This dynamic is 

illustrated in Fallout 3 when the player enters a deserted house and discovers the 

skeletons of a child, (and further exploration reveals a dog) she may experience 

emotions of loss, sorrow, or eeriness.  In the house there is also a functional robot.  If 

the player activates the robot, it will read a bedtime story to the skeleton child
31

 and will 

approach the dog and try to prop it up to walk it.  Here, narrative elements are 

embedded within the location.  The player must interact with the setting to discover 

them.  Not only this, she must connect them to other events embedded in other scenes to 

reconstruct the past of the game world. 

                                                           
31

 This story is titled There will Come Soft RainsΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŀ мфнлΩǎ ǇƻŜƳ ŀōƻǳǘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ǊŜŎƭŀƛƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴŜǘ 

after the fall of humanity and was used in a short story by Ray Bradbury, which in turn featured an 

automated house going about its daily routine, unaware that its inhabitants have been destroyed by a 

nuclear war. 
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 Of the four methods of environmental storytelling, emergent narratives are the 

least common in videogames.  Emergent narratives are ónot pre-structured or pre-

programmedô; they are constructed primarily by the player in ways similar to Janet 

Murrayôs account of óprocedural authorshipô (Murray 1997, 152).  All the same, Murray 

reminds, the game designer, not the player, is responsible for ówriting the rules for the 

interactorôs involvementô (Murray 1997, 152).  This, she asserts, is not player 

authorship, but player agency; emergent narratives unfold as the results of decisions and 

choices made by the playerðyet these results are a veneer obscuring the underlying 

programming (Murray 1997, 126).   

Since Jenkinsôs, Murrayôs, and other narratological forms of spatial storytelling 

in videogames post-date Genetteôs narratological theories, they underscore the degree to 

which new media call for new narrative theories.  Unlike traditional narratives, which 

Genette could and did account for, videogames are not limited to using space as a 

setting for narrative; it is also a space for play.  Nor are players simply viewers, hearers, 

or readers of narrative space: they enter it and travel through it, the gameôs protagonist 

allowing the player a vicarious immersion into a fictional landscape and narrative alike.  

In conclusion, the first part of this chapter has shown that in order to make narrative 

progress, players must interact with and navigate the game space ludically: the narrative 

cannot progress without mastering the game space.  It has highlighted a new 

relationship of narrative consumer to narrative space, a much-discussed concept in 

videogames.
32

 It has demonstrated that direct interaction with the setting, rather than 

mere observation of it, heightens the immersion of the player in the narrative and that 

ludic interaction as and with game characters within narrative spaces allows more 

intense identification with fictional characters and with the narrative more generally.   
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 See, for example, Murphy (2004); Fernández-Vara, Zagal and Mateas (2005); von Borries (2007). 
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These general points can best be illustrated and deepened through the study of a 

heavily narrative videogame, Dear Esther (Pinchbeck 2012), which forgoes many ludic 

tropes and furthermore foregrounds the relationship between the player and the 

landscape (which in this game includes the soundscape), thereby accentuating the ways 

in which the spaces of game worlds produce and reveal narrative.   

 

Letters to Esther: Experimental Narrative Techniques in Dear Esther 

 

Dear Esther.  I am on a stone jetty, the sun is setting, and I am alone 

on this island.  I cannot interact with anything; all I can do is walk, 

look, and listen.  As I walk, I hear a voice speak, reading fragments of 

letters to you.  It becomes clear, as I listen to the fragments that I am 

following the path that someone else has already trodden; the author 

of the letters has preceded me in my traversal of this island.  I walk on, 

the fragments of letters becoming more confused; the mental state of 

the writer deteriorates as time passes, until I have a vision of climbing 

an aerial tower, and plunging to the ground.  I fly over the island, over 

all the locations I have travelled through, until once again I am at the 

stone jetty, and the screen fades to black, with the words ócome backô 

ringing in my ears.  Then I am backðback at the stone jetty; the sun is 

setting and I am alone. 

As my brief walkthrough (which summarises all of the gameplay and narrative in the 

style of the game) shows, Dear Esther differs from conventional, mainstream 

videogames, but rather, is part of a growing category of games known as first-person 

walker games, a genre whose sole activity comprises of traversing a landscape, often at 
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a walking pace.  Rather than engaging in combat or competition, the player is asked to 

interpret a landscape in conjunction with fragments of letters read by an unnamed 

protagonist.  The narrative of Dear Esther is delivered not only in the form of fragments 

of letters to the eponymous Esther made audible and legible to the player, but also 

through close observation of the landscape, which includes the sounds produced by and 

in that landscape.  Designer Dan Pinchbeckôs research into ómedia, digital, and 

technological arts practice using emergent technologiesô (Pinchbeck 2012) prompted 

him to design a game that was totally devoid of conventional ludic interaction (such as 

shooting, fighting, and puzzle solving), leaving ónothing [ ] but story to engage a playerô 

(Biessener 2011).  This means that the player is immersed into the game world through 

her eyes and ears, rather than her quick reflexes or the learned ludic techniques of 

popular videogames.  Pinchbeck recounts óan epiphany momentô, after which he asked 

himself, '[W]hy am I looking at virtual environments when games are much more 

interesting[?]ô.  He turned instead to stories as the focus of gameplay, reasoning that 

óthey already use content, character, and plot to manipulate the player experienceô 

(Oxford 2012). 

Dear Esther was originally released in June 2008 as a ómodô
33

 for the popular 

game, Half Life 2.  Adopting the structural elements of that game, including its physics 

engine,
34

 graphics, and sounds, Pinchbeck created an independent game.  Dear Esther 

was entirely remade and rereleased in February 2012 with extra content and an 

amplified, richer landscape.  Pinchbeckôs design allows the player to concentrate solely 

on the three remaining elements of the game: the narrative, the setting, and the 

soundscape.  These three elements are commonly the forgotten or unnoticed elements of 
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 ΨaƻŘǎΩ ŀǊŜ ǇƛŜŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀƭǘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ǳǎŜǊ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅ 
other than initially intended.  This process includes but is not limited to adding new gameplay elements, 
narratives, and new environments. 
34

 The physics engine is part of the software of a game that provides an approximation of physical 
ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨǊŀƎ-ŘƻƭƭƛƴƎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ŀ ōƻŘȅ ǿƛƭƭ ŦƭƻǇ ǿƘŜƴ ŘŜŀŘΦ 
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a videogame, yet their importance in the representation of videogame narratives is as 

vital as their comparable elements in other media such as film.  In Dear Esther, these 

elements combine to tell a ghost story; the barren landscape of a deserted Hebridean 

island is complemented by a gothic score, which players attest evokes feelings of 

solitude and increasing uneasiness as the game progresses and the disparate elements of 

the narrative begin to knit together. 

As the player makes her way around, over, and even under the unnamed island, 

three stories are revealed: stories of a Scandinavian hermit named Jacobson and of an 

eighteenth-century explorer named Donnelly join the narratorôs own story of a man who 

has lost his wife, Esther, and his struggle to come to terms with her death.  The game 

reaches a climax with the suicide of the unnamed narrator, which he hopes will reunite 

him with Esther in the afterlife.  Structurally, the narratorôs voice reads extracts of 

letters to Esther written by him after her death, detailing his actions and the chain of 

events that brought him to the island, and the extracts are triggered when the player 

arrives at particular locations on the island.  Each trigger point can release up to three 

separate fragments, with different information available in each.  This means that the 

game requires multiples óplaysô in order to become fully aware of the entire narrative, 

the player repeatedly forcing the narrator to relive his suicide in order to glean his story, 

haunting the landscape with his continued presence, with no sight of redemption, only a 

unidentified female voice whispering ócome backô.  The narrator himself appears to 

have an awareness of the looped structure of the game, telling Esther, óI have lost track 

of how long I have been here, and how many visits I have made overallô as the game 

opens at the edge of the sea, in front of a clearly disused lighthouse (Figure 6). 
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Figure 6: Opening shot of Dear Esther 

 

 As a ghost story, Dear Esther makes extensive use of doubling, a common 

feature of gothic literature.  The narrator is ódoubledô with the three characters 

Donnelly, Jacobson, and Paul.  Donnelly is an explorer who wrote of his experiences on 

the island in the eighteenth century when looking for the remains of a hermit named 

Jacobson, an early eighteenth- century sheep farmer who died on the island.  Paul was 

involved in the car accident that killed Esther and, as the game progresses the narrator 

confuses the actions of himself and Paul.  Finally, there is a very evident doubling of the 

narrator and the player, who retraces the footsteps of the narrator and relives his final 

days, haunting the space of the island.   

At the beginning of the game, the letter fragments being related to the player are 

lucid, narrating the events that brought him to the island, the theft of a book written by 

Donnelly from the Edinburgh library to serve as a guide to the island, visiting Paul 

before he leaves the mainland, and attempting unsuccessfully to come to terms with 

Estherôs death.  The player journeys through the island with the narrator, who reveals 

fragments of his letters to Esther along the way.  But, after the narrator recounts 

breaking his leg (although there is no change in the structure of the game; the player and 

the narrator travel onwards as before), the narrative becomes increasingly disjointed; the 
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letters become more and more confused as the narrator succumbs to blood poisoning,
35

 

confusing the playerôs understanding of the narrative.  The narrator articulates his 

confusion in terms of one of his doubles, revealing that he is óincreasingly unable to 

find that point where the hermit ends and I beginô.  

As the game progresses, the mental state of the narrator deteriorates, aided and 

emphasised by the epistolary structure, creating a concomitantly confused state for the 

player.  Rather than building to a coherent narrative whole, the letter fragments begin to 

muddle facts; this descent into clearly unreliable narration means that the player is 

increasingly uncertain as to whom is responsible for which narrative actions and 

questions the reliability of earlier information.  For example, the narrative begins by 

stating that Paul is responsible for Estherôs death.  When delirious however, the narrator 

suggests that it was not Paul but he who caused Estherôs death, his words, óHe was not 

drunk Esther, he was not drunk at allô an implicit admission of Paulôs innocence and his 

own guilt.  When delirious, the narrator reveals potential truths and feelings of guilt that 

his conscious mind refuses to admit, although the player can never be certain that these 

statements are truer than his calmer ones.  Therefore, the player engages in multiple 

replays and navigations of the islandôs space in an effort to discover and understand the 

narrative and to grasp what has happened and is happening on the island, as the 

narratorôs words as he travels the island offer the only narrative information, which 

alters with each new navigation of the game space.  However, the unreliable and one-

sided narration of the game means that there is no definitive answer to this question: the 

player must interpret the letter fragments to make sense of the narrative herself.   

Whilst the information the narrator delivers becomes increasingly unreliable, the 

passage through the landscape continues; it becomes increasingly clear that the player is 

                                                           
35

 .ƭƻƻŘ ƛǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƎƻǘƘƛŎ ǘǊƻǇŜΣ ƛǘǎ ǇƻƛǎƻƴŜŘ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƻǊΩǎ ōƻŘȅ Ŏŀǳǎing his death.  The 
ōƭƻƻŘ ǘǊƻǇŜ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƻǊΩǎ ŘƻǳōƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ 5ƻƴƴŜƭƭȅΣ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ǎȅǇƘƛƭƛǎΦ 
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following the narratorôs path as he contemplates and commits suicide, before being 

returned to the stone jetty, to begin his journey again.  Where the verbal narrative 

falters, the landscape compensates.  For example, the narrator admits to being drunk as 

he arrived at the island, the intimation being that he was driving drunk at the time of the 

accident.  In the absence of certainty, the player discovers the chemical symbol for 

alcohol painted over the island in fluorescent paintðpaint which the narrator says he 

has found.  This implies that the part of the narrative he could not speak, he signified 

materially on the landscape.  When he confesses that he has a diseaseðthat of óthe 

internal combustion engine and the cheap fermentation of yeastô, he links the alcohol 

fermenting in his body to the carôs engine, again engaging chemical and material 

objects to convey his responsibility for Estherôs death.   

The setting of Dear Esther is a beautiful, deserted, Hebridean island, but even 

this is called into question by the ambiguous and tortured narrative embedded in that 

landscape.  One possibility is that this barren, beautiful landscape is a product of the 

narratorôs own mind.  Playing through the game, the landscape foregrounded and 

interactivity limited, the player begins to question the external reality of the landscape 

and, like the narrator, finds herself óslipping into the delusional state of ascribing 

purpose, deliberate motive to everythingô (Pinchbeck 2012) in a landscape that may be a 

mental rather than geographical construct.  In one of the opening narrative fragments, 

the narrator reveals: óI sometimes feel as if Iôve given birth to this islandô, while another 

fragment asks,  

Was this island formed during the moment of impact, when 

we were torn loose from our moorings and the seatbelts cut 

motorway lanes into our chests and shoulders?  Did it first 

break surface then? 
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Most tellingly, the narrator repeatedly uses the motif of himself as travelling through his 

own body as he makes his way around the island, like the infection that courses through 

his veins.  This landscape, it is inferred in one interpretation of the narrative, has been 

created by the narrator; it is a product of his own imagination; the island has been 

created in the aftermath of the accident that killed Esther, and is kept alive by his 

haunting of this space, either as he lies in a comatose state in hospital, or after his death.  

As further evidence for this interpretation, visually, the landscape is littered with 

detritus from the car accident and surgical equipment (Figure 7) that would not be 

present if the narrator had washed ashore, as he claims, not only supporting the concept 

of the island as his imaginative creation but also suggesting other locations that he has 

inhabited or is inhabiting.  In the final passage of the game, the narrator reveals that he 

has ópainted, carved, hewn, scored into this space all that [he] could draw from himô and 

that following his suicide, he ówill rise from the ocean like an island without a bottom, 

come together like a stone, become an aerial, a beaconô, implying once again that he has 

constructed and will continue to reconstruct the island and its contents, and will recreate 

all the events that will lead, once again, to his death. 

 

Figure 7: Surgical Equipment on the Island 
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Whether the player places the island in the mind of the narrator, in a purgatory he 

inhabits, or as an actual location in the Hebrides, the landscape is a gothic space, with 

psychological effects: the barren yet beautiful landscape is as sublime as those found in 

The Mysteries of Udolpho, Frankenstein, Wuthering Heights, and any number of similar 

texts.  It inspires awe as the player walks around the island, and equally has the capacity 

to chill with its bleak emptiness.   

There are other gothic aspects to the landscape that bear narrative as well as 

psychological traces.  The player learns that the island was abandoned in 1778, so the 

broken buildings littering the island are at least this old, their presence creating a feeling 

of gothic gloom and ruin that pervades the landscape.  The player passes but cannot 

interact with the evidence of previous inhabitation, ranging from a stone circle 

thousands of years old (Figure 8) to ruined buildings to an aerial that sends a red beacon 

into the perpetual twilight of the game.  The landscape corresponds to Linda Bayer-

Berenbaumôs account of óthe Gothic landscape [which] plunges from extreme to 

extreme; from the height of an airy bell to the depth of a dungeon vault; from the mass 

of heavy stone walls to the delicate illusive spiderweb; from utter darkness to a candleôs 

flickerô (Bayer-Berenbaum 1982, 22).  The absence of conventional ludic elements 

forces the player to pay attention to minute details that are present in many videogames, 

but not noticed as she engages in battles, competition, and point scoring.   

 

Figure 8: Stone Circle 
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The extremes discussed by Bayer-Berenbaum are evident in the game landscape, which 

ranges from a cliff edge to underground caverns (Figure 9).  

 

Figure 9: Underground Cavern 

Walking through these landscapes, the player moves from one extreme to another, from 

wide open space to confined darkness, from dizzying heights to subterranean spaces, 

following the narrator as he makes his way towards death.  This landscape also adheres 

to Elizabeth MacAndrewôs understanding of gothic spaces, in that  

among its conventions are found dream landscapes and figures of the 

subconscious imagination.  Its fictional world gives form to 

amorphous fears and impulses common to all mankind, using an 

amalgam of materials, some torn from the authorôs own subconscious 

mind and some the stuff of myth, folklore, fairy tale, and romance.  It 

conjures up [ ] settings--forbidding cliffs and glowering buildings, 

stormy seas and the dizzying abyss--that have literary significance and 

the properties of dream symbolism as well.  (MacAndrew 1979, 3) 

If we substitute the narrator for MacAndrews author in this excerpt, this is an acceptable 

description for the landscape of the island, both as a figment of his imagination, and as a 

real environment he is haunting, his memories forming real objects, the surgical 

equipment ótorn from [his] own subconscious mindô (ibid).  Just as literature and film 



Dawn Stobbart      106 
 

 
 

can use space symbolically and metaphorically and psychologically, so too can 

videogames.   

Yet this and other videogames go further than literature and film to construct 

new modes of spatial narrative consumption through gameplay.  Even stripped of most 

of the conventional modes of ludic play, the playerôs interactive exploration of the game 

world and the repetitive structures of videogames construct new narrative spatialities.  

Joining the passive reading of and listening to the narratorôs voiceover of his letters and 

viewing the landscape (activities that resemble reading books and viewing films), the 

player must explore the landscape to discover the narrative.  By comparison to most 

videogames, such exploration seems passive, a point that the narrator makes in one of 

the fragments he relates as he crosses the third beach of the island: 

To explore here is to become passive, to internalise the journey and 

not to attempt to break the confines.  Since I burnt my boats and 

contracted my sickness, this has become easier for me.  It will take 

a number of expeditions to traverse this micro continent; it will take 

the death of a million neurons, a cornucopia of prime numbers, 

countless service stations and bypasses to arrive at the point of final 

departure. 

Here, in spite of the equation of exploration with passivity, the narrator explicitly tells 

the player that a full understanding of the narrative will only be reached after óa number 

of expeditionsô through the landscape both for the narrator and the player and that the 

journeys will not be linear or straightforward.  For the player, this will involve repeating 

the game many times, whilst for the narrator, it will mean multiple repetitions of the 

events leading up to his death, before he is able to end his haunting of the landscape and 

reach a ópoint of final departureô and the end of the game.  I will have more to say about 
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videogame endings in Chapter 8; here the point to stress is the need for a repeated ludic 

navigation of spaces and places in order to reach both psychological and narrative 

conclusion. 

Dear Estherôs narrative is not only conveyed by the verbal letter fragments and 

visual elements of the landscape; it is further conveyed by the soundscape of the island.  

Here too, while many elements resemble soundscapes in other media, videogames go 

beyond those operations through ludic interactions.  The ideal method of playing Dear 

Esther, as with many other videogames, is in a darkened room with the sound playing 

through earphones.  This allows the player to focus solely on the game world; blocking 

out external stimuli foregrounds not only the imagery of the island but also its sounds 

and the gameôs musical score, allowing them to take their place as integral parts of the 

narrative experience.  The soundscape of any game can be divided into two: first, the 

intrinsic (or intramusical) contents of the score itself, which in Dear Esther include the 

use of colouristic tone painting
36

 (forming an unsettling musical atmosphere).  Second, 

there are the extramusical contents of the sonic landscape.  These include ambient 

sounds (such as bird calls), interactive audible cues (such as footsteps when the player 

walks forwards), and vocal recordings.  Music has a sonic space of its own making, as 

Jean-Luc Nancy argues (Nancy 2007, 13), and players must navigate these spaces as 

well as the visible ones.  In Dear Esther the music engenders a time and space of its 

own.  Even without the visual aura of the islandôs perpetual twilight, the sustained 

pedals and reverberating voices of the early soundtrack form an uncanny wash of 

ominous, haunting sound, while the minimalist, repetitive ostinati
37

 of later musical 

pieces underscore a sense of directionless progression, lacking any indication of where 

the musical journey might end.  Like the various versions of the letter fragments, each 

                                                           
36

 ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ Ψ¢ƘŜ ŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛǾŜ ƳǳǎƛŎΩ ōȅ ǘƘŜ hȄŦƻǊŘ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ 5ƛŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ (OED 
Online 2015) 
37

 A continuously repeated melodic or rhythmical musical phrase (OED Online 2015) 
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piece differs in style from the last, so that the listener cannot learn to anticipate the next 

sound, and hence can never feel secure in the musical space.  This instability and 

uncertainty echoes and parallels the narrative and psychological uncertainties 

established by the words and images of the game (Saunders 2014). 

There is also a rejection of logical causality in this sonic space.  Music plays 

with little sense of its origins or motivations as the player walks through the island.  A 

solo violin or the unaccompanied voice of a piano will often penetrate the diegetic 

sounds, pulling the player, as Isabella van Elferen says more generally about music in 

videogames, óalong in the musical movement from the mundane to the divine or the 

occultô (van Elferen 2012, 19).  The lack of sonic causality further envelops the player 

in the ambiguous and indeterminate time frame of the verbal narrative, constructing a 

musical time parallel to, within, and yet outside the present time of the game.  Against 

this timelessness the music must move ï music is a temporal art form, it is óa present in 

waves, [...] a time that opens up.  [...]  It opens a space that is its own, the very 

spreading out of its resonanceô (Nancy, 2007, 13).  Music cannot exist in an atemporal 

vacuum, and therefore its presence and progress undermines the timelessness the visual 

representation of the landscape suggests and the cyclical time frame of repeated play.  

Music forces the listener to engage with the game on a temporal level, and prompts her 

to repeatedly reinterpret the ouroboric
38

 narrative of Dear Esther in an effort to reach a 

narrative conclusion.  

Music is typically structured around forming expectations and deviating from 

them, before returning to the anticipated conclusion (see Meyer, 1967).  Traditional 

western music offers, if not a complete and unified melody, then a musical structure that 

leads to some sense of resolution or closure.  However, in Gothic music the divine 
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 Resembling or suggestive of an uroboros: therefore, Self-referring, self-reflexive, self-consuming (OED 
Online 2015) 
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and/or occultic will often be represented in fragmented or broken sounds, audible 

fragments evoking the genreôs collective óamalgam of materials, some torn from the 

authorôs own subconscious mind and some the stuff of myth, folklore, fairy tale, and 

romanceô (MacAndrew, 1979).  Such are the snatches of melody that are heard in Dear 

Esther.  The refusal of this Gothic score to lead to a predictable outcome corresponds to 

the narrative and ludic structures of the game.  The opening bars of the soundtrack 

reflect these structures, repeating the same phrase in a sequence that deviates each time 

by a semitone, thereby shifting from major to minor chords.  This not only shifts the 

mood between hopeful and plaintive, it refuses to resolve in a cadence which 

definitively supports either mood.  With no consistent, established harmonic key to 

anchor the player aurally, even at the outset, the ungrounded and constantly in flux 

music joins the visual and verbal indeterminacy of the gameôs narrative (Saunders 

2014).  

Extramusical, nonverbal sounds also collude with the narrative indeterminacy of 

the game.  These are predominantly diegetic.  Dear Esther is rife with the ambient 

sounds of the physical landscape: the crash of the waves on the sea, the sound of the 

wind across the island and the plaintive cry of a single seagull as it is disturbed.  The 

only man-made sounds are interactive ones, generated by the footsteps of the player as 

she walks the island.  Yet for all her agency in producing these sounds, the source of the 

footsteps the player hears as she walks is enigmatic: are they the footsteps of the player, 

or are they the footsteps of the narrator?  The unspecified origin reminds the player of 

the narratorôs prior claim on the narrative and the setting of the game world.  If they are 

his steps, they form a supernatural echo that only the player can hear while rendering 

the player eerily inaudible and disembodied; if they are the steps of the player, they 

undermine the reality of the narrator and the distinction between narrator and player.  
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The source cannot be verified visually as in many other games; there are no visible feet 

to tie to the sounds.  The uncanny rupture between the verbal and the visual here carries 

narrative indeterminacy beyond plot and character to an indeterminate relationship 

between narrator and narrative consumer. 

In some instances, the division between diegetic and extradiegetic sounds 

becomes blurred.  A nonverbal female voice can often be discerned within the score, her 

voice situated within a non-diegetic element of the game, but in potentially connoting 

the dead Esther, she hovers diegetically as another dead haunter of the landscape. Her 

musical tones, rooted in western religious musical traditions with Gothic variations, 

shape a religious undertone highlighting the islandôs position as a landscape of limbo, 

the place between life and death that the narrator, player, and now Esther suggestively 

inhabit.  

In spite of diegetic and extradiegetic blurrings between intra- and extramusical 

sounds, the latter provide a degree of player interactivity not available in the former.  

Occasionally, the sound of a female voice whispering, óCome back!ô can be heard if, for 

example, the player sinks into the sea.  By sinking into the sea again, the player can 

produce the sound.  But the sound equally interacts with the player, calling her back to 

the beach and the endless repetition of the journey over and through the island.  As the 

player passes specific landmarks, the score becomes interspersed with extra-diegetic 

sounds relating to the landmarksô origins, such as the shriek of tortured metal as the 

player passes pieces of car detritus, evoking a car accident.  By re-passing these 

landmarks, the player can regenerate these sounds, haunting herself.  In these and other 

similar ways, the interactive component of the gameplay allows the player to generate 

(or not) her own auditory hauntings via her relationship to, navigation of, and position 

in the landscape.  
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Both sides of this division individually, and eloquently, create narratives, but it 

is in their interaction with one another and the interactivity of ludic play that the 

soundscape exceeds simply representing uncanny and indeterminate narrative structures 

and begins to ódefy the borders of the screen and envelop game and player alike in its 

own, sonic version of virtual reality' (van Elferen 2012, 106).  As Eero Tarasti points 

out, óone may feel in music an intrinsic relationship with the primal mythical worldview 

whose atmosphere and mentality may emerge from the stream of musicô (Tarasti, 1979, 

38).  In Dear Esther this emergence is compounded not only by multimedia sensual 

immersion but also by ludic interaction with those media.  The player is enabled to 

leave behind her own reality and be immersed into the soundtrack as well as the visuals 

of the game: the ambient sounds, the disembodied human noises, and the musical score 

inhabit and even traverse the landscape along with her.  

 At first glance, Dear Esther seems to be a simple game, missing many 

conventional ludic and narrative aspects that players have come to expect in 

videogames.  However, its visible landscape and audible soundscape render it a 

complexly indeterminate narrative and an immensely evocative psychological 

experience.  The game is a sophisticated and deeply thought out piece of software; its 

narrative comprehension requires a great deal of interpretive effort from the player and 

yet always remains incomplete.  Each element of the game is integrally tied to the 

landscape; the player must navigate letter fragments, landscape, and soundscapes 

repeatedly in an effort to arrive at a subjective interpretation of the narrative that 

positions the player as quasi-author of the game. 
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Conclusion 

 

In each of the ways that videogame narrative is communicated in environmental 

storytelling, narrative is embedded in the design and organisation of the landscape and 

is constructed through the playerôs interaction with the landscape.  Fallout 3 utilises the 

landscape to bring about narrative cohesion for the player across a grand narrative that 

stretches back over two centuries, a narrative that can only be constructed through 

interaction with the landscape.  A consistent geographical space across those two 

centuries in Fallout 3 allows the player to recognise the baseline landscape and read its 

altered details across time to create the narrative.  This temporal variation amid spatial 

consistency is used in conjunction with embedded narratives, which allow the player to 

decipher narrative elements of this defamiliarised landscape and reconstruct the events 

that created it.  Furthermore, the interactive spaces in the landscape require the dual 

temporality of the narrative to be played out in order to be understood, with the 

charactersô movement through the space being instrumental in constructing both 

temporal narratives.  Fallout 3ôs landscape design is filled with narrative, offering the 

player numerous opportunities to discover and interpret that narrative, should she wish 

to do so.   

The use of multimedial space to create an evocative, indeterminate narrative that 

is equally a profoundly psychological narrative experience is evident in my discussion 

of Dear Esther.  Whilst the construction of the two games and their narratives differ, 

this chapter has demonstrated that both rely on narrative techniques unique to 
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videogames, requiring new modes of narratological and narrative analysis beyond the 

methodologies applied to older media.  Whilst older narrative techniques and concepts 

are useful for the study of videogames, which contain elements found in older narrative 

media, additional techniques that account for the ludic and interactive capabilities of the 

medium are required, both of which take narrative beyond its functions, forms, and 

consumption in other media.  This concept is further explored in the next chapter, which 

deals with identify and identification in videogames. 
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Chapter 4: Identification and Identity in Videogames 

 

 

Identification with fictional characters has a long history dating back at least as far as 

Aristotleôs theories of catharsis and has been variously analysed across different 

disciplines, including media studies (Hartley 2011), political studies (Barrett and Zani 

2015), anthropology (Thompson 2007), psychology (Andreas 2014), history (Jones 

2012), literary studies (Zunshine 2015), philosophy (Colman 2014), etc.  Even so, at the 

turn of the twenty-first century, Jonathan Cohen considered that, óalthough the notion of 

identification with media characters is widely discussed in media research, it has not 

been carefully conceptualised or rigorously tested in empirical audience studiesô (Cohen 

2001, 245).  Cohen himself favours a view of identification as óa psychological 

phenomenon that is part of the development processô (Cohen 2001, 247).  My own 

approach is a narratological one. 

The primary aims of this chapter are to analyse how various narrative points of 

view construct, mediate, and refigure identification between consumers (players) and 

characters in videogame narratives and to continue my argument that, while videogames 

share many of the narrative features of other media, it is the combination of ludic and 

narrative elements that carries them beyond narrative structures in other media. 

According to Menno Deen, Ben Schouten, and Tilde Bekker óidentity is based on 

interaction; a fluid, active process, depending on context of actions and individual 

differencesô (2015, 111).  The heightened interactivity of videogames then, has the 

potential to carry degrees of consumer identification with this medium beyond other 

less interactive media.  While most critics focus on the ludic aspects of interactivity and 

identification, Jeroen Jansz and Raynel Martis have shown a relationship between the 
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narrative strength of a videogame and the level of identification the player has with that 

game, in that óparticipants who played a game with a strong story line reported a higher 

level of identification than did players of nonstory-based gamesô (Jansz and Martis 

2007, 142).  

I begin by highlighting two entries from the Oxford English Dictionary, which 

define identification as both óthe action or process of regarding or treating one thing as 

identical with anotherô and óthe state of being or feeling oneself to be closely associated 

with a person, group, etc., in emotions, interests, or actionsô (OED Online 2010).  For 

the narrative scholar, this includes the methods used to create identification between 

media and their consumers, such as perspective, focalisation, narrative voice, and point 

of view.  A great deal has been written on these mechanisms; narratologists have 

developed elaborate taxonomies differentiating points of view finely and complexly, 

most notably Gérard Genette (Genette 1980, 185-210).  They furthermore disagree with 

and challenge each otherôs models (see (Propp 2009 20th edition), (Bremond 1973), 

(Prince 2001)).  It is not within the scope of this chapter to recount these debates in 

detail, especially since accounts are readily available elsewhere; for example, Mieke Bal 

offers a good summary (Bal 2009).  However, I will provide a narratological 

groundwork for my argument concerning identification in videogames.  

Narrative agency is a narratological term referring, in videogames, to such issues 

as the mastery of a diegetic space, engagement in temporality, and avoidance of death.  

Narrative agency arguably makes players more narratively and emotionally invested in 

a game.  More specifically, gamers identify with characters in the game.  The interactive 

nature of videogames means that players do not simply identify with characters by 

reading or viewing them and imaginatively and psychologically projecting onto them, 

as has been the case in older media; they are immersed in the narrative as active 
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participants, and often, as I argue below, identify more closely with the protagonist 

through techniques such as focalisation and point of view.  More than this, according to 

Jane McGonigal, this immersion and identification with a specific character can 

furthermore have connotations for life outside the videogame (McGonigal 2011, 113-

114).  Rosa Gallelli and Rossella Domenica Fanelli also argue that videogames are 

óagents in the development of identities in childrenô (Gallelli and Fanelli 2010, 105).  

Other studies have reached similar conclusions, finding that óchildren identified quite 

closely with game characters and that these identifications had consequences for the 

development of their personalitiesô (Jansz and Martis 2007, 142).  While these studies 

lie outside the scope of this narratological study, they do contextualise it. 

Greater levels of identification are also encouraged by the immense amount of 

time invested in videogames, as a player may be identified with a single character for 

more than 150 hours of play, as with Ezio Auditore da Firenze of Assassinôs Creed 2 

(Ubisoft Games 2007 - 2013), or the Lone Wanderer of Fallout 3 (Bethesda 2008).  

Consumer identification with a playable character is further intensified by the 

requirement to traverse videogame space as that character or characters.  Unlike 

traditional narratives, videogames are not limited to using game space as a setting for 

narrative and play, nor are players simply viewers or readers of this space.  In order to 

make ludic and narrative progress, players must interact with and navigate videogame 

space.  This accepted and expected facet of videogames not only creates a new 

relationship of narrative consumer to narrative space, as we saw in the previous chapter, 

it further creates new modes of identification with characters.  In some instances, the 

diegetic space goes beyond these functions to become itself a major character in games 

such as Portal (Valve 2007) and its sequel, Portal 2 (Valve 2011), where the 

environment, a sentient computer known as GLaDOS, is the antagonist.  Here the 



Dawn Stobbart      117 
 

 
 

mastery of diegetic space brings about the defeat of GLaDOS and, more pertinent to this 

discussion of identification, blurs the lines of identification with game worlds and 

characters.   

Videogames further intensify identification between players and characters and 

players and spaces, by evoking a wide range of emotions in the player; Heavy Rain 

(Quantic Dream 2010) explores a number of emotional responses throughout the game, 

with the player being exposed to feelings of pity, fear, sexual arousal, guilt, relief, 

anxiety, and happiness at various points, creating an emotional range as complex as 

those found in other media.  Moreover, videogames have begun to change the 

traditional understanding of catharsis by intensifying the player/character bond through 

interactivity.  In Poetics (2008), Aristotle theorises that dramatic tragedies evoke an 

emotional response in audiences toward actions taking place on the stage and that óin 

contemplating [the imitation of an object or action] they find themselves learningô 

(2008, 11) from it and engaging in the ópurgation of these emotionsô (2008, 16), a 

reaction that Aristotle nominates catharsis.  Elisenda Ardévol et al. go beyond catharsis 

to consider the pleasures of consumer-character identification, arguing that óvideogame 

pleasure is based on blurring the distinction between the player and the character we 

construct in our playô (Ardévol, et al. 2006, 3).  This blurring means that videogames 

exceed Aristotelian theories of witnessing catharsis to interactive identification. 

Interactivity also means that players are able to change the outcome of a 

narrative through gaming choices and actions, and with it the cathartic response to the 

narrative.  Bioshock (2K Games 2007), discussed in Chapter 6, is one game that does 

this; its appeal and that of the popular FPS (first-person shooter) genre generally may be 

that they produce a form of psychological release in the player; indeed, critics have 
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suggested óthat playing video games releases aggression and gets it out of the system of 

the playerô (Richardson 2004) and is a way of relieving stress in life (TAMIU 2010). 

 Beyond these general observations, narratological theories of focalisation and 

perspective clarify and detail how videogames replicate and depart from modes of 

identification in other media.  I begin with focalisation.  

 

Focalisation  

 

óNarrative voiceô, including point of view, is one of Genetteôs five central facets of 

narratology, as developed in Chapter 2 of my thesis.  However, its emphasis on speech 

is limiting in terms of addressing visual point of view and particularly confusing in 

media that use both verbal and visual signs, such as narrative films that engage with 

voice-over, and videogames.  Genette therefore employs the term focalisation, meaning 

the focus of the narration, to óavoid the too specifically visual connotations of the terms 

vision, field, and point of viewô, establishing two categories of narrative focalisation: 

nonfocalised and internally focalised narration (Genette 1980, 189).  These categories 

are also found in Todorovôs narratological theory, albeit under different names, with 

Genetteôs nonfocalised narratives relating to Todorovôs formulation, 

Narrator>Character, where the narrator ósays more than any of the characters knowô 

(ibid), a position more commonly known as the omniscient narrator.  Internally 

focalised narratives correspond to Todorovôs Narrator=Character category and can be 

further split into two sub-categories, fixed and variable.  Fixed focalisation occurs when 

the narrative is delivered by a single character, and the narrative is restricted to the 

knowledge of that character; this creates a ónarrative with [a particular] ñpoint of viewò 

and with a ñrestricted fieldòô (Genette 1980, 189).  Variable focalisation represents a 
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narrative delivered from a number of sources, such as the letters in an epistolary novel, 

and can be mapped onto Todorovôs category of Narrator(s) =Character(s), and as with 

fixed focalisation, the narrative remains restricted to the information possessed by the 

character-narrator(s).  Finally, Todorovôs formulation Narrator<Character  signifies 

those narratives where the narrator knows less than the characters, resulting in a more 

objective focalisation and perspective, simply reporting events to the viewer, with no 

subjective insight into the characters.   

Bal also follows these categories, again using different terms. Beginning with 

the premise that ówhenever events are presented, they are always presented from within 

a certain visionô (Bal 2009, 145), Balôs distinction between character-bound (CF) and 

external focalisation (EF) correspond to Genetteôs internally and non-focalised 

focalisation.  Character-bound narratives are self-explanatory, bound to a specific 

character or characters, whilst Bal illustrates externally focalised narratives with the 

example, óA says that B sees what C is doingô (Bal 2009, 149).  This example positions 

the narrator (A) outside the narrative, makes the character (C) the object of the narrative 

and the character (B) its subject.  In many instances across media, readers/viewers are 

placed outside the narrative in the role of B, with the narrator relating to them, rather 

than being situated in the diegetic space.  In written fiction, the reader is typically given 

a focalised perspective of events, with the narrator, A, telling the reader, B, of Côs 

actions.  Unlike Genette, Bal includes visual narratives in her thesis, counting reliefs, 

films, and pictures as narrative devices.  In many visual narratives, the audience is 

positioned outside events as an observer, and using Balôs example, in film the camera 

can function as A, a third-person narrator, showing the viewer, B, the actions of C, 

characters within the film.  However, Gerald Prince qualifies that, óin the case of a 

movie, the camera (or whatever) does not focalise situations: it presents themô (Prince 
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2001, 46).  This presentation constructs the perspective of the camera as more objective 

than a human narrator in fiction. The camera-narrator is generally not bound to the 

viewpoint of a single character, or even all of the characters put together, and is able to 

interact more freely with the environment and convey multiple charactersô viewpoints, 

as well as an omniscient one: as Louis D. Giannetti writes, óeach time the director 

moves the cameraðeither within a shot or between shotsðwe are offered a new point 

of view from which to evaluate the sceneô (Giannetti 1999, 387).  These dynamics 

render the perspective in film and television sometimes externally focalised, positioned 

outside the narrative with the camera often alternating between objective and subjective 

points of view, as well as character-bound, showing the audience what characters see.   

Sound as well as images in film can be character-bound, as is the case in noir 

films that use voice-over narration to present the thoughts of the protagonist.  Such 

character-boundðor internalðfocalisation also positions the viewer as B with the 

protagonist directly addressing the audience.  The first-person film The Lady in the Lake 

(Montgomery 1947) presents such a focalisation, the narrative is delivered by the 

protagonist via point of view shots and voiceover, directly to the viewer, occupying 

both the A and B positions of Balôs formulation above. 

 Analysing the novels, films, and games of the Tomb Raider franchise offers a 

particularly focused way to consider briefly how focalisation changes across media 

within a narrative following the same plot and characters.  The Tomb Raider novels use 

both character-bound internal focalisationðprimarily focusing on Lara in language 

such as óthought Laraô, to allow the reader to know her thoughtsðand external 

focalisation, with events presented both from an omniscient vantage point and from the 

perspective of characters other than Lara, as this example illustrates: 
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Reiss made a mental note to speak with Sean about the man, he was 

too jittery today, he would fold under any sort of pressure, Reiss 

knew that nowé (Stern 2003, 68, original punctuation)  

The Tomb Raider films privilege external focalisation, seldom providing access to 

Laraôs verbal thoughts unless they are vocalised, instead showing her thoughts through 

nonverbal external focalisation (for example, facial expressions).  The film also 

undertakes an omniscient viewpoint, heightened in moments such as the one shown in 

Figure 10 by making her a small part of the mise-en-scene. 

 

Figure 10: Omniscient Camera View 

 

As with written and cinematic narratives, videogames generally, and the Tomb 

Raider games specifically, feature both external and character bound focalisation, 

although the choice to engage both at once is less common than in other media.  In 

Tomb Raider, the player focuses solely on a single character throughout, and largely 

occupies her point of view, and as such the resultant narration cannot be considered 

objective or omniscient: it is character-bound.  However, the focalisation is not internal; 

the player is unaware of the thoughts or feelings of Lara, unless she imparts them to the 

player through words or facial expressions, although the latter is often withheld from 
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the player when she operates Lara from behind.  Occasionally, (in the games prior to the 

2013 reboot) Lara speaks as a ludic hint for the player, in the form of a comment such 

as óI cannot go that wayô or ómaybe I could move that blockô, but this is a far cry from 

her verbal focalisation in the novels.  However, in the 2013 game, Laraôs verbal 

thoughts are vocalised through the epistolary use of her journal, automatically voiced at 

intervals when she rests at a campsite; together with the filmic style gameplay, the 

voiceover journal makes clear that videogames can now use focal techniques found in 

literature and film as part of their narration. 

This was, however, not always the case.  Focalisation in videogames has 

evolved since the earliest games.  In his article Focalisation in 3D Video Games, 

Michael Nitsche writes that óSuper Mario 64 features a defining moment in the 

distinction between camera control and avatar controlô (2005).  He goes on to explain 

that this game introduced a character, Lakitu, whose purpose is to act as the external 

focaliser.  This character follows Mario, as the player controls him, recording his 

actions.  Lakitu, Nitsche elaborates, óhas effectively invaded most 3D exploration 

games, as this form of camera control has grownô to become the norm, in the form of 

the óthird-person point-of-view [é] stepping into a dramatic position in relation to the 

gameôs eventsô (ibid), an acknowledged position in film theory, albeit without the 

interactive elements of videogames. 

Indeed, focalisation in videogames differs from its role in traditional media in its 

greater ability to allow freedom and choice of viewpoint.  In many games, the player 

has the ability to alter the field of vision through the manipulation of the ócameraô, 

separate to the protagonistôs vision, and so the playerôs focus may not always be that 

which the game designer intends.  Nitsche cites Isdale, Fencott, and Heimôs concept of 

using óperceptual opportunitiesô and óattractorsô to channel the playerôs attention 
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towards óareas of interest, or to situations that require actionô (ibid).  Examples of this 

technique include the use of óeagle visionô in the Assassinôs Creed franchise, which the 

player can activate to highlight interactable objects; more commonly in videogames, 

interactable objects are differentiated through colour changes.  Presenting a continually 

changing background, filled with (in Tomb Raider, for example) tombs, detritus, 

flickering lights, cadavars and blood, the playerôs attention continually shifts between 

multiple objects, and the shift to a suddenly appearing antagonist can cause a physical 

reaction in the player.  Such a technique allows players to alter the field of vision as 

they wish, but gives the game designer the power to direct (or to push) the player 

viewpoint though his/her control over óspace and eventô (ibid), a variation of the 

embedded narrative technique discussed in chapter 3.  

Not only is videogame focalisation a ópushingô technique, as with film, directing 

viewer/player attention to a specific element of the shot, it is also a ópullingô one.  The 

object the designer wishes the player to focus on becomes the directing force of the 

óshotô through its difference to the surrounding landscape.  But, focalisation goes 

beyond attention-attracting differentiation in videogames, as the gamer is frequently 

called upon to engage with and interact with focalised objects and such focalisation 

helps players to successfully complete a game.  Focalisation is an essential part of 

ludology as well as narratology: it is instrumental in allowing the player to contextualise 

the actions taking place on the screen, to assist in creating strategies to overcome the 

obstacles and puzzles facing the character and to allow the player to fulfil specific game 

goals.  Again, the interactivity of videogame focalisation sets it apart from other media 

focalisation techniques, complementing Chris Crawfordôs definition of interaction as óa 

cyclic process between two or more active agents in which each agent alternately 

listens, thinks, and speaksô (Crawford 2005).  As the journey through a fictional gaming 
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landscape involves the player both controlling the focalisation and being guided by the 

game designer, videogames suggest that two new paired terms for focalisation may be 

required: player-centric and designer-centric focalisation and narrative and ludic 

focalisation.  As with all paired terms, the pairs are not entirely separable; they overlap, 

alternate, and interact with each other.  As gamers and game designers contend for and 

collaborate in control of focalisation, issues of authorship and point of view emerge. 

 

Perspective 

 

For the study of narrative, perspective differs from focalization.  Focalisation, as we 

have seen, describes the focus of the narrative, and covers several aspects that include 

perspective, and refers, in Genettian terms, to the restrictions (or non-restrictions) of 

narrative information in relation óto the experience and knowledge of the narrator, the 

characters, or other, more hypothetical entities in the storyworldô (Niederhoff 2011).  

Initially, the concept of focalization was introduced as a replacement for the terms 

perspective and point of view, and Genette considers that focalization is comparable to 

both terms.  However, Genette himself differentiates between focalization and the pre-

existing terms, considering that focalization is a óselection of narrative information with 

respect to what was traditionally called omniscienceô (Genette 1988, 74), whereas 

perspective and point of view in Genetteôs assessment means to ópresent the events as 

they are perceived, felt, interpreted and evaluated by her [the character] at a particular 

momentô (Niederhoff 2011).  Whilst this is a narrow difference, it is, nevertheless, an 

important one in critically examining the way that narrative identification is 

constructed.  In videogames, the difference between focalization and perspective 

becomes even more relevant.  As this thesis elucidates, concepts of identity and 
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identification with and as characters in playable narratives can vary markedly depending 

on the perspective and focalisation that is used to create that narrative.  Whilst this 

variation occurs in other media, the physical interactivity of controlling a character as 

she progresses through a narrative heightens the immersion that the player feels and, 

whilst the focalization of the narrative provides the information that the player needs to 

complete the game, the perspective is what heightens the identification that she 

experiences with, or as, that character.  Each of the perspectives, whilst familiar to 

narrative scholars, are nevertheless subtly different in videogame narratives, and so 

must be considered separately to show how each perspective corresponds (or does not) 

to and exceeds its functions in other media. 

 

Third -person Perspective 

 

In prose fiction, the third person is a common perspective.  This viewpoint positions the 

narrator relating events outside the action; eschewing the personal pronoun, she refers to 

the protagonist and other characters via third-person pronouns (he, him, she, her, it, 

they, and them).  The opening of the Tomb Raider film novelisation, The Cradle of Life, 

itself an adaptation of the videogame franchise, offers an example of this perspective:  

For the first time in almost a month, Lara Croft was comfortable.  

She was back home, in the study of Croft Manor, sprawled out in 

a red leather chair.  (Stern 2003, 1) 

The narrator of this extract is positioned externally to the events that are being reported, 

an observer of Lara Croft and her actions rather than a character in the scene with her.  

This narrator is omniscient, knowing, for example, that not only is Lara comfortable in 

the present, but also that she has been uncomfortable for the past month.  This 
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perspective is commonly used in visual media as well as prose fiction; indeed, Giannetti 

observes that óomniscient narration is almost inevitable in filmô (Giannetti 1999, 387).   

Videogames too offer a third-person point of view that is occasionally 

omniscient.  More often, however, the third-person view is character bound and situated 

with the characters the player controls.  Usually, the third-person perspective in 

videogame narratives is restricted to the viewpoint of a single character, although this is 

not universal; Heavy Rain, for example, is ótoldô from the perspective of five different 

characters, all of whom the player controls periodically as the game progresses.  A 

similar design features in the game Assassinôs Creed 3; for the first several hours, before 

taking control of the central protagonist Conor, the player controls a character named 

Haytham Kenway, who offers insight into, and provides narrative background for, the 

main protagonist.  This game also features Desmond Miles as part of the framing 

narrative discussed in Chapter 2, giving the player three distinct, controllable characters, 

each with his own perspective on the settlement of the United States: the modern view 

of Desmond, the British Imperial view of Kenway, and the Native American view of 

Conor.  The third-person perspective is thus variable rather than fixed and omniscient. 

As with other narrative fiction, the third-person videogame can be divided into 

several sub-categories, dependent on such things as focalisation, distance, and character 

depth.  For example, the most frequent focalisation of the third-person videogame is 

being character-bound, corresponding to Todorovôs Narrator(s)>Character(s).  In 

Assassins Creed 3, the narrator is the Animus; this machine controls the information 

imparted by the various characters and their specific portions of the narrative, delivering 

this information to Desmond, and by extension, the player.  Using Balôs formula, the 

Animus in the Assassinôs Creed franchise represents A and is presenting Desmond, B, 

with the actions of Conor, C.  The player is external to the narrative, and its focalisation 
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is voyeuristically placed outside the narrative, the player observing Desmond, and so 

viewing Conor.  Here and elsewhere, narratological terminology illuminates the 

complexity of narrative perspective in videogames. 

Whilst some videogames give the player access to different characters, more 

often than not, the player controls a single character.  In a third-person game, these 

characters are given clear identities in the form of names and distinct physical 

characteristics, and many have become household names, such as Super Mario, Spyro 

the Dragon, and Sonic the Hedgehog.
39

  These characters dominate the videogame 

space/screen, with the player being responsible for their physical actions and 

progression through that videogame space.  Videogame perspective departs from 

literature and film point of view, in that the player-narrator controls, rather than simply 

being told or shown their actions in videogames.  The characters in a videogame can be 

likened to puppets with the player functioning as the puppet master; they are controlled 

by the player, but they are not the player. The metaphor is emblemised and realised by 

machinima (an amalgamation of the words machine and cinema), a form of digital 

puppetry that has risen from videogames, with the AI and physics engine being 

instrumental in its execution.  This genre began with the videogame Quake, when 

gamers used the embedded ódemo-filesô (files that are recorded by the game, to replay 

after the game has ended) to create films (Ki rschner 2012). 

Third-person games, spanning decades of videogame history, have evolved as 

technology has become more sophisticated, with the ability to render graphics in three 

dimensions.  At the same time, its popularity as a perspective has waned somewhat, 

although the ótraditionalô third-person perspective has not been lost, instead becoming a 

considered narrative choice, as with other visual media.  The complexity of third-person 
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 These characters appear in franchises of the same name. 
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narratives requires the creation of sub-categories of third-person perspectives that 

produce different modes of player identification with characters.  I begin with some of 

the earliest videogames.    

Figure 11 shows the first Super Mario incarnation in 1985,
40

 which places the 

character in the centre of the screen, with the player looking at him and his 

surroundings, much as film and television narratives allow the viewer to see a character 

moving within a visual frame. 

 

Figure 11: Super Mario World 

 

Placing the character in the centre of the screen allows the player to position Mario as 

the protagonist and identifies him clearly as a separate, third-person entity; he is Mario, 

controlled and manipulated by the player, but not an extension of the playerôs identity or 

body.  Besides bearing a different name from the player (unless the player happens to be 

named Mario), and having physical characteristics that distinguish him from most 

players, the space around the character denotes a separation from the playerôs space, 

maintaining differentiation between the two perspectives via distance and point of view.  

In this game, as in other similarly structured games (such as Sonic the Hedgehog), the 
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 aŀǊƛƻ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ŀǎ ΨWǳƳǇƳŀƴΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ Donkey Kong in 1981.  It was not until 1985 that he 
became an eponymous character in his own game. 
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player is explicitly placed outside the game space and the on-screen events, even though 

she is directing the action via the game controller.  The focalisation is clearly external: 

not only is Mario separated from the player, but the screen gives the player a relatively 

distant and objective view of the character in context and the action of the game.  As 

with other visual media, the camera (A) shows the player (B), the actions of Mario (C), 

although the delineation between the player and the character is blurred through 

interactivity.  The defined space around the character offers a third-person perspective 

that has endured amidst numerous technological advances, as shown in Figure 12, a 

screen shot from the 2012 game Super Mario Bros U (Nintendo 2012). 

 

Figure 12: Super Mario U 

 

Positioning the protagonist at the centre of the field of vision is not a new 

technique in moving visual media, as the early adaptation of Alice in Wonderland 

(1903) illustrates.  Filmed only 37 years after the first publication of the novel, this short 

film uses a fixed position to view the events, a technique that film adopted from a 

theatre audienceôs point of view. 
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Figure 13: Alice in Wonderland, 1903 

 

As can be seen in Figure 13, placing of Alice in the centre of the screen throughout the 

9 minutes and 35 seconds marks her as the predominant character.  Not only does her 

central position figure her as the protagonist, the light clothing on the dark background 

also substantiates Aliceôs primary position and, although the stationary camera limits 

narrative point of view to some extent, the long shot permits the viewer to see Alice 

interacting with her location and other characters, whilst maintaining her dominant 

position in the film. 

 The positioning of the camera is very much the same for the third-person 

videogame as it is in Alice in Wonderland.  Although the ócameraô of the videogame is 

not fixed, as it is in Alice, the view is centred on Mario, who remains the central focus 

of the screen, even as the player moves him around, with the camera moving to 

maintain this position,
41

 a technique known as side-scrolling.  As with the lighter colour 

of Aliceôs clothing in the 1903 film, the colours employed in the game allow the player 

to instantly place Mario as the predominant character, with the red of Marioôs clothing 

contrasting against the blue background in Figure 3, despite the small size of the 

character and the additional visual information contained on the screen.  Focalisation in 
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 The third-person perspective in these games also allows the background to remain stationary and the 
foreground to move with the character, in what is known as a two-and-a-half dimensional (2 ½ D) 
perspective. As with the third-person perspective, the 2 ½ D space prevents the player from identifying 
fully as the character, maintaining a distance between player and protagonist.   
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the third-person videogame, as in other third-person media, is external; Mario is 

separated from the player via placement and distancing techniques.  It is also ostensibly 

more contextual, showing the player the area surrounding the character, and presenting 

the character as the object of events, rather than from that characterôs subjective 

viewpoint.  

 

Second-person Perspective 

 

Less common than third- and first-person narratives, the second-person perspective is a 

method of narration that directly addresses the reader as óyouô.  Sharing some of the 

intimacy of the first-person narrative technique through its direct address, the second-

person perspective simultaneously provides a measure of didactic distance with the 

narrative: óyouô are being told what óyouô are doing, not shown, as with the first- and 

third-person narratives.  Aristotle distinguishes between mimesis and diegesis, with 

mimesis being the act of showingðof imitatingðand diegesis the act of telling 

(Marusic 2009).  This viewpoint in literature is, some scholars claim, counter-indicative 

to reader identification (Schofield 2003).  Bal contends that the second-person 

perspective in narrative fiction involves the reader ótranslat[ing] it into first-person 

formatô and that óthe ñyouò is simply an ñIò in disguise, a ñfirst-personò narrator talking 

to himselfô (Bal 2009, 29).  She further asserts that óthe ñyouò can never be identified 

with the readerô and that ónor is the reader the óyouôô (Bal 2009, 30).  Whilst Bal 

considers this perspective to be pseudo-first-person, it proved to be useful for the 

designers of text-based videogames, (Nestvold 2007). 
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In the early years of gaming, the second-person perspective was a popular 

method of narration, with text-based games such as Adventure (Adams no date) and 

Zork
 
(Anderson, Daniels and Lebling 1979) addressing the player directly.  

 

Figure 14: Zork Screenshot, Featuring Second-Person Perspective 

 

As shown in Figure 14, the opening screen of Zork, the game itself acts as a legible 

textual narrator, responding to player requests and directly addressing the player as 

óyouô.  The second-person perspective allows the player to identify as the main 

character in the game and allows her to enter the narrative as a character.  As with 

Choose-Your-Own-Adventure prose fiction, the reader acts as the central protagonist 

and makes choices to complete the narrative.   

Ruth Nestvold considers the second-person perspective to be the dominant form 

in electronic fiction, with text-based adventures (also known as interactive fiction) 

being the foundation of this form (Nestvold 2007).  In contrast to the prose fictional 

form, Nestvold writes, the second-person perspective in electronic media can ófacilitate 

identification with the main characterô through óthe power of choice in the storyô 

(Nestvold 2007).  The narrator of hyperfiction texts and text-based games asks 

questions of the player/reader that need to be answered for the narrative to progress.  An 

example of such an instance occurs near the beginning of the hypertext story Afternoon 
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(Joyce 1987) when the narrator asks, óDo you want to hear about it?ô  If the player 

responds ónoô to this question, the ópageô turns to reveal the following text: 

I understand how you feel. Nothing is more empty than heat. Seen 

so starkly the world holds wonder only in the expanses of clover 

where the bees work. 

A óyesô response provokes a different answer: 

She had been a client of Wert's wife for some time.  Nothing 

serious, nothing awful, merely general unhappiness and the need of 

a woman so strong to have friends.  (Joyce 1987) 

The óyouô in this second-person narrative is an active participant in the narrative 

(although the options are still clearly defined rather than emergent), with the ability to 

influence the direction and progression of the narrative, giving a veneer of authorship to 

the narrative process.   

 Whilst the second-person perspective waned with the ascendancy of pictorial 

videogames, it persists across the medium, usually in conjunction with another 

perspective.  For example, pioneering first-person shooter games Doom and Doom 2 

(ID Software 1993 - 2005) both use the second-person perspective as part of their 

endings (Figure 15); here, the player is directly addressed by the videogame, the text on 

the screen reminding the player of the prior incarnation of the videogame perspective as 

the reward for defeating the alien enemy. 
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Figure 15: Doom Screenshot, Featuring Second-Person Narration 

  

Despite the second-person perspective having an ongoing presence in videogames, there 

has been some debate amongst players as to its role in pictorial videogames; some 

perceive this perspective to be equivalent to an over-the-shoulder camera view, 

discussed later in this chapter.  This is not the case, however.  The Battletoads game  

(Stamper and Stamper 1991), for example, has the player fight the first Boss battle from 

a dislocated second-person perspective: that is, through the eyes of the Boss.  The 

player has control over all of the actions that the protagonist makes, but the player sees 

the character that she is controlling, the actions being taken, and their results from the 

viewpoint of the Boss rather than viewing the figure of the Boss from the perspective of 

the protagonist.  God of War 3 (SCE Santa Monica Studio 2010) also utilises a 

dislocated second-person perspective, in which the player has to solve a puzzle through 

the eyes of a nearby statue.  The use of the second-person perspective is rare in pictorial 

(as opposed to text-based) videogames and is used significantly less than either the 

third-person or the first-person perspectives. 

 
















































































































































































































































































































