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Introduction 

 

Why do I play games? The answer to this question lies close to the topic of this study. 

 

I like visiting places: to take a stroll in the city, to wander through a forest or to see a cathedral. 

There seems to be an intrinsic pleasure in exploring places unknown. Computer games facilitate this 

pleasure particularly well. Like no other medium, games conjure up worlds for us to inhabit, to 

explore and to play in. Unlike my average stroll in the city, the medium complements exploration 

with exciting action: the thrill of creeping through unexplored tunnels, the glee of peeking around a 

corner, the sudden surprise of encountering a stranger. Games produce exhilarating adventures; 

they give us the feeling that we inhabit distant places, are meeting exotic people and experience 

spectacular events. These are some of the reasons why I like to play them.   

 

There is more to my interest in games. I also like stories: the heroic tales of Indiana Jones, the 

tragedy of Hamlet or the adventures of Gulliver. Stories like these stay with me; they are engraved 

into my memory. Like books, plays and movies, games articulate stories, although some more than 

others. I am particularly fond of games that feature elaborate fictional universes, detailed heroes 

and exciting storylines. Unlike other types of games, such as the multiplayer shooter, these games 

not only allow us to feel as if we inhabit a world, but also enhance this experience by imbuing this 

world with an extensive layer of narrative meaning. The places I visit, the people I meet and the 

events I experience have been given an elaborate narrative existence. I find myself in the presence 

of not simply a city, but Liberty City, not simply a king, but the King of Hyrule, not simply a battle, but 

the Battle of Bosworth Field. 

 

The medium of computer games appeals to me because it allows me to feel present in a fictional 

universe; it creates a synthesis between presence and narrative. This study will examine this 

synthesis; it explores how presence influences narrative, or more specifically, how the design of 

presence influences the design of narrative. I have chosen to foreground the effect of presence on 

narrative, rather than the effect of narrative on presence, because of the pervasiveness of one 

particular form of presence in contemporary games: the feeling of being a physically present 

participant in a fictional world. To make the player feel physically present, game designers need to 

make specific design choices, for example with respect to the player’s control of the avatar and the 

camera. This study explores how these choices affect game design in terms of narrative; how game
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designers convey the fictional world, without disrupting the player’s feeling of being present in this 

fictional world.   

 

1.  Working definitions  

 

Before elaborating on the research question and working assumptions of this dissertation, let us look 

at the working definitions first.  

 

Presence and narrative  

 

Presence and narrative are heterogeneous and contested concepts. They have been defined by 

scholars from different fields of study, in various contexts and with multiple purposes. In this study, I 

will explore the origin and range of both concepts in detail. For now, it suffices to provide some 

preliminary definitions, which will help the reader to understand the upcoming discussions of the 

working assumptions, research question, motivation, methodology, theoretical framework and 

structure of this research.   

 

1) Presence is the feeling or fact of being present to something.  

2) Narrative is the articulation of a story, or a real or fictitious world. A fictitious world is an 

imagined, self-consistent alternative universe. A story is a sequence of causal related events 

in a real or fictitious world, pertinent to one or more characters. 

 

Computer games 

 

Barry Atkins once stated: ‘It is as well to remember whenever anyone claims to be speaking about 

video games in universal terms that they are often attempting to force into a single category a huge 

range of phenomena that differ one from another in the most obvious and radical of ways’ (2006: 

134). In the remainder of this study, the label computer games, or simply games, refers to one 

particular type of computer games, namely story-based, avatar-driven, three-dimensional (3D) 

computer games. In these games, players steer a digitally rendered entity through a digitally 

rendered 3D environment, in real-time, with the aid of a screen and an interface device such as a 

controller, keyboard or mouse.  
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I have chosen these games because they are particularly interesting in terms of presence. Their 3D 

technology and user interface allow players to feel as if they physically inhabit an environment. 

Secondly, I have chosen these games because they are story-based and put effort into building 

elaborate fictional worlds. The avatar, the environment, and all the objects and entities within it 

have been given a fictional existence, which extends beyond our immediate experience of them. To 

give an example, the player’s understanding of the characters he1 encounters derives from more 

than a direct audiovisual impression; it also derives from the roots of the characters in the fictional 

world. Characters have been handed a background in the broader context of the narrative, which 

helps to explain who these characters are, what they want, why the act as they do, and so on.  

 

In practice, most story-based, avatar-driven, 3D computer games are designed by the leading studios 

in the industry. Building elaborate fictional worlds is time-consuming and therefore expensive. In 

terms of content, it requires the development of an appealing storyline, convincing characters, 

extensive dialogues, an alternative universe, and much more. In terms of expression, it requires 

scripted sequences, character animations, voice recordings, dialogue menus, databases, assets, 

cutscenes, and so on. Only a handful of developers and publishers have the means to produce such 

games. Therefore, most of the games under study are so-called Triple-A titles, with the exception of 

some indie games like Dear Esther (Thechineseroom 2012) or Dinner Date (Stout Games 2010). 

Within the broad range of available titles, I have chosen to focus on those games the industry and 

press recognize for having an original approach to the narrative. In the selection process, I have tried 

to include games from different genres, although genre-definitions are not so clear-cut in 

contemporary gaming culture. Often, a title becomes classified under different banners, in different 

contexts. Nonetheless, to give an indication, I have included games that have been classified as first-

person shooters, first-person action adventures, first-person roleplaying games, third-person 

shooters, third-person action adventures, third-person roleplaying games, and point-and-click 

adventures. When relevant for the argumentation, I have pointed out the differences between these 

genres throughout the text.  

 

Selecting games from the commercial studios in the industry has its downsides. Because of the 

financial risk involved, innovation in the industry is not always as fast and creative as one would like. 

Amongst other reasons, the necessity to capitalize on large investments makes developers and 

publishers inclined to produce what they expect will sell best. Nevertheless, in my own experience, 

the industry has become more conscious of the potential of games in terms of narrative. Not only 

                                                           
1
 When using the word “he” to describe the player, I refer to female players as well. 
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the indie scene, but also commercial studios have become bolder with respect to the content and 

the expression of stories and fictional worlds. Selecting games from the commercial studios has its 

benefits too. The uniformity with respect to their design approach makes it easier for this research 

to recognize patterns of game design. Because studios repeat and copy the solutions to the 

challenges they face, it becomes easier to recognize, analyse and interpret these solutions. We must 

also acknowledge the limits of this research; the present study does not claim to reveal the full array 

of solutions available to game designers, nor the most innovative ones, but discloses solutions that 

predominate in the industry.  

 

Immersion 

 

In academia, the term presence is often used interchangeably with the word immersion, although 

the word immersion is used to refer to other processes as well (Calleja 2007: 85). In comparison with 

presence, the term immersion has been applied to a more diverse range of phenomena. For some 

scholars, immersion, like presence, describes the mediated perception of being there. Janet 

Murray’s definition of immersion in her book Hamlet on the Holodeck (1997) is exemplary. She 

defines immersion as ‘the sensation of being surrounded by a completely other reality, as different 

as water is from air, that takes over all of our attention, our whole perceptual apparatus’ (98; see 

also Vanhoutte and Wynants 2010). For other scholars, immersion denotes, amongst other things, 

one’s emotional investment in the fate of story characters (e.g. Gerrig 1998), the cognitive 

appropriation of a mental challenge, or the performance of a tactile operation (Adams 2004; Björk 

and Holopainen 2005). To avoid theoretical confusion, this research prefers the term presence over 

immersion to describe the mediated feeling of being there since the conceptual applicability of the 

term presence is narrower. Nonetheless, within the conceptual boundaries of presence, different 

interpretations still exist. These will be discussed in greater detail in the theoretical chapter on 

presence. 

 

For now, it suffices to emphasize that the mediated feeling of being there will be theorized as a 

physiological experience, dependent on our sensory bodies for its manifestation. In addressing the 

senses of the media user, media objects make the user feel as if another world exists around his own 

body, even though this feeling is a carefully fabricated illusion. This physiological experience needs 

to be distinguished from another experience of being there. Through the process of identification, 

media users can feel present in the fictional world depicted in the media object. This mediated 

feeling of being there can be theorized as a psychological experience, dependent on our ability to 
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feel empathy with another human being. When discussing the production of presence, this study 

refers to the former, and not the latter phenomenon, as the chapter on presence will explain in 

detail.  

 

2.  Working assumptions 

 

The first working assumption of this research is: medium-specific abilities with respect to presence 

influence the narrative potential of media. Cinema has been celebrated for its ability to show us the 

most intimate details of the human face, photography for its ability to capture human motion in 

static images, theatre for the liveness of the human body. All these medium-specific affordances of 

presence leave their specific imprint on narrative; the presence these media allow, colours the 

content of the stories and fictional worlds they express, as well as the manner of their expression.  

 

This brings us to the second working assumption of this research. In terms of presence, computer 

games have been able to insert into mainstream an experience which other media in the past only 

marginally explored, that is, the ability to hand us the feeling that we physically exist in a fictional 

world, anchored to one location in space and time, with the ability to act as a physical presence. This 

study assumes that: the design principles necessary to produce the feeling of presence steer the 

abilities of computer games to articulate stories and fictional worlds, as well as the content of these 

stories and fictional worlds. To give a simple example, to produce embodied presence, the camera in 

games cannot employ (extreme) close-ups, which delimits the camera’s potential to express the 

emotional state of a character. In short, the design of presence codetermines the content of fictional 

worlds and stories, as well as the manner of their articulation.  

 

3.  Research question  

 

This study tries to answer the following main question: How does the production of presence 

influence the expression and content of stories and fictional worlds in computer games, and what 

kinds of challenges and solutions in terms of game design derive from this influence? 

 

To answer this question, I have to answer the following sub-questions:  

1. What is (the production of) presence? Which concept describes the phenomenon most 

accurately? (chapter one; the concept of presence) 
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2. What kinds of presence do media that aim to express stories or fictional worlds produce, 

particularly the medium of computer games? (chapter two; the conceptual relationship between 

presence and narrative) 

3. How is presence designed in computer games? What are the design principles that produce 

presence in computer games? (chapter three; the design of presence) 

4. How does the design of presence influence the expression of fictional worlds and stories in 

computer games, and what kinds of challenges and solutions in terms of game design derive from 

this influence? (chapter 4; the expression of stories and fictional worlds from the perspective of the 

design of presence)   

5. How does the design of presence influence the content of stories and fictional worlds in computer 

games, and what kinds of challenges and solutions in terms of game design derive from this 

influence? (chapter 5; the content of stories and fictional worlds from the perspective of the design 

of presence)  

 

4.  Motivation 

 

The main question of this research is spurred by its academic and societal relevance; the first part 

concerns itself with the ontology of game narratives, while the second part focuses on the design of 

game narratives. 

 

The ontological component of this research operates within one of the most prominent debates in 

games studies, namely the question if and how games tell stories. The concept of presence allows us 

to investigate an underexplored aspect of this discussion, namely the relation between narrative and 

the ability of games to make players feel as if they physically exist in an environment. This research 

elaborates on the assumption that the form of presence a medium allows codetermines the nature 

of the narrative in this medium. To more fully understand, then, the essence of narrative in games, 

one should investigate how games position players physically in the presence of digital 

environments, characters and events. In effect, the concept of presence helps to explain why 

different games approach stories differently and, more generally, allows us to bring into focus one of 

the most crucial differences between the medium of games and their narrative predecessors, such 

as literature, cinema and theatre.2  

                                                           
2
 As mentioned above, popular games produce a form of presence rarely encountered in mainstream novels, 

films or plays: the feeling that the media user exists physically in the fictional world as participant. 
Experimental forms of literature such as the Choose Your Own Adventure series, or cinematic experiments like 
Robert Montgomery’s Lady in the Lake (1947), experimented with similar forms of embodied presence, but 
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The second, design-oriented component derives from the government policy behind this study. The 

research is part of the national GATE project (Game Research for Training and Entertainment)3 of the 

Center for Advanced Gaming and Simulation (AGS).4 The Dutch government has funded the GATE 

project with the explicit aim of enhancing the productivity and competitive edge of small and 

medium-sized companies in the creative industry. In addition to making a contribution to the 

academic field of game studies, the objective of this research is to develop design guidelines that 

could assist game designers in creating narratives for serious or entertainment games. In line with 

the policy of the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, I believe it is worthwhile for the 

humanities to explore how their research can be valuable in non-academic contexts. With this study, 

I hope to make a contribution to the effort of valorisation. In terms of style, then, I have tried to 

make the thesis accessible to a broad audience, without losing the nuance and solid groundwork of 

academic terminology and discourse. When possible, I have refrained from tracing the manifold 

ramifications of the academic debates under discussion but have foregrounded those aspects most 

relevant to the development of design principles.   

 

Scholars in game studies often find themselves challenged with integrating and reformulating 

existing academic communities and research practices since game studies essentially is 

multidisciplinary (Zagal 2010: 19). This study has been no exception; because this research serves 

two rather different disciplines, that is, academic discourse and game design, it has not always been 

easy to make the first research question beneficial to the second. To put it somewhat bluntly, a 

scholar in the humanities tends to have an initial interest in unpacking the ontological fundaments of 

phenomena, whereas a designer seems to be interested first in how something is made, regardless 

of how one chooses to define it. Because of these differences, academic concepts do not always 

prove useful when investigating actual game design since they derive from other types of questions 

and operate within other kinds of debates, and vice versa. Nevertheless, I have tried to reconcile the 

two disciplines. Taking the notion of “design thinking” as an inspiration (Brown 2008; Simon 1969), 

this research believes the act of definition to be essential for successful interaction design. In order 

to design presence, then, one needs to define what presence is. Likewise, in order to design 

narrative, one needs to define what narrative is. Rather than providing specific design principles, the 

critical development of the concepts of presence and narrative will be employed in this study as 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
positioning the spectator as participant rather than observant has become standard rather than an exception 
in contemporary computer games. The film scholar Vivian Sobchack even argues that the cinematic medium is 
ill-suited for producing a feeling of embodied presence, referring to Lady in the Lake as an example (1991: 
232).   
3
 http://gate.gameresearch.nl. 

4
 http://www.gameresearch.nl/ags.html. 
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conceptual lenses to reveal and interpret, from a novel perspective, patterns of game design in 

contemporary computer games.  

 

5.  Methodology 

 

Because this research serves an ontological as well a creative interest, the methodological 

connection between the literature studies and the analysis of objects deviates somewhat from the 

norm in similar research. Object-oriented, ontological research in media and culture studies 

commonly employs theory and object analysis to disclose more about the nature of an object. The 

scholar forms an initial idea about the object, and the critical analysis of existing theories assists in 

developing and formulating this idea. The analysis of the object itself serves to test one’s initial 

claims and invites the scholar to reformulate existing theories and to incorporate additional ones. 

This process initiates a new cycle of literature studies and object analysis, which in turn initiates 

another one, and so on. In this way, iteration brings the scholar closer to grasping the essence of the 

studied object. 

 

This study follows the methodological approach outlined above with one addition; the aim of this 

research is to disclose the nature of the relationship between presence and narrative and to 

understand how the design of presence affects the design of narrative. Design concerns itself with 

choices, not with essences. To some extent, the choices of designers exist within the confines of the 

medium’s intrinsic qualities, yet within these confines, the design possibilities are virtually endless. 

Therefore, the main purpose of the object analysis in this study is to disclose the choices of game 

designers, more precisely, to reveal what kinds of solutions game designers have at their disposal to 

express stories and fictional worlds without disrupting the production of presence.   

 

The methodological function, then, of the literature study and the object analysis can be described 

as follows: the aim of the theoretical chapters is to formulate an ontological claim about the nature 

of the relationship between presence and narrative. The chapters that analyse existing games enable 

the development of this ontological claim. They employ the claim as a conceptual lens to explore the 

relationship between presence and narrative in greater depth, revealing in detail how the 

production of presence influences the expression and content of stories and fictional worlds in 

computer games, and secondly, revealing the challenges and solutions this influence generates in 

terms of game design. 
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In sum, the theoretical claim of this research about the nature of presence and narrative in 

computer games derives from the critical, transdisciplinary analysis of literature. In the literature 

review section, we examine theories about presence and narrative from different disciplines and 

relate them to each other, analysing, criticizing and creating ideas about the essential relationship 

between presence and narrative in games. The object-oriented chapters test the validity of these 

ontological claims and disclose what kinds of challenges and solutions in terms of game design the 

claims reveal. In other words, the theoretical chapters construct a conceptual framework–the 

conceptual lens–which allows the object-oriented chapters to logically explain and meaningfully 

juxtapose design challenges and choices. In this manner, the methodology of this research utilizes 

academic discourse and theoretical argumentation for a purpose beyond ontology. Again, this study 

can be seen as an exercise in rendering academic thinking beneficial for non-academic contexts.  

 

6.  Theoretical framework 

 

This research employs a transdisciplinary theoretical trajectory, consisting of theories from Presence 

Theory, (post-)structuralist narratology, phenomenological media theory and game studies. These 

theories are complemented with insights from film studies, theatre studies, performance studies, 

literature studies, game design theory, cognitive narratology and phenomenological philosophy. The 

academic debates surrounding these complementary insights have not been given as much 

attention as the theories from the fields of Presence Theory, (post-)structuralist narratology, 

phenomenological media theory and game studies since discussing the contexts of these insights has 

less relevance for the main argument and gives less direct support to the development of design 

guidelines. This targeted focus allows me to strike a theoretical balance between elaborating on the 

academic ramifications of certain theories and foregrounding my own contribution to existing 

academic discourse as well as to game design theory.   

 

The transdisciplinary approach of this research serves the purpose of theoretically integrating the 

concepts of presence and narrative. In media studies in general and, more specifically, game studies, 

the concepts of narrative and presence have been conceptualized as being mutually exclusive. The 

presumed ontological discrepancy between the ‘mediatized’ and the ‘live’ (Auslander 1999: 159), 

gives rise to a conceptual dissociation between narrative and presence; the narrative recounts or 

“mediates” past events in the present, thus suppressing the here-and-now or the “liveness” of our 

physically lived existence. Christian Metz writes in Film Language: A Semiotics of the Cinema (1974):   
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Reality assumes presence, which has a privileged position along two parameters, space and 

time; only the here and now are completely real. By its very existence, the narrative 

suppresses the now (accounts of current life) or the here (live television coverage), and most 

frequently the two together (newsreels, historical accounts, etc.). (22) 

 

Leaving aside the epistemological question of reality, Metz recognizes an ontological contradiction 

between narrative and presence. Though his observation is not necessarily false, it derives from a 

narrow interpretation of narrative and presence. Narrative is understood in the most classical sense 

as the act of telling somebody else that something happened (Ryan 2004: 13). Presence is 

approached rather strictly as well. In its fullest manifestation, presence occurs when there is no 

intervention of media technologies; when events unfold in the here-and-now of our immediately 

lived existence, moving towards an undetermined future. From this perspective, presence indeed 

opposes narrative; presence concerns the here-and-now, while narrative concerns the there-and-

then (Abbott 2008: 13).  

 

The ontological contradiction between narrative and presence finds translation in various academic 

discourses of media studies in general and game studies in particular. For example, post-dramatic 

theatre has been theorized in performance theory as being a-representational or a-narrative since 

the theatrical form abides the absence of technological intervention, like a television screen, and 

embraces the “liveness” of the human body (e.g. Carlson 1996; Lehmann 2006; Fewster 2010).5 

Likewise, scholars who follow Presence Theory in game studies believe the fullest manifestation of 

presence to occur in media with the ability to accurately simulate natural perception, like computer 

games or virtual environment (VE) technologies (e.g. McMahan 2003; Carr 2006; Tamborini and 

Skalski 2006); the here-and-now of the simulation opposes the there-and-then of the narrative (e.g. 

Eskelinen 2001; Juul 2001a; Frasca 2003). Again, these approaches are not necessarily misdirected, 

but derive from rather narrow interpretations of narrative and presence.  

 

With insights from the cognitive sciences and phenomenological philosophy, the theoretical 

framework provides this research with the conceptual tools to broaden the applicability of the 

concept of narrative and presence, making them mutually inclusive rather than exclusive. Presence 

applies to media beyond VE technologies and narrative applies to media beyond oral storytelling or 

                                                           
5
 To give an example, Lehmann writes: ‘Performance in the wider sense has aptly been described as an 
“integrative aesthetic of the live”. At the center of the performance procedure (which includes not only artistic 
forms) is a “production of presence” (Gumbrecht), the intensity of a “face to face” communication, that cannot 
be replaced by even the most advanced interface mediated communication processes’ (2006: 135). 
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books. In expanding the conceptual range of narrative and presence, this research is able to study 

the essential relationship between narrative and presence through the comparison of books, 

movies, plays and games.  

 

To be more precise, the theoretical framework implements phenomenological theories on 

perception to extend the applicability of the concept of presence. Hans-Ulrich Gumbrecht’s work has 

been inspirational for this research. In his thought-provoking book The Production of Presence: What 

Meaning Cannot Convey (2004), Gumbrecht builds on the ideas of Martin Heidegger, describing the 

production of presence as ‘all kinds of events and processes in which the impact that “present” 

objects have on human bodies is being initiated or intensified’ (xiii). For Gumbrecht, it does not 

matter whether these “present” objects are material or mediated. He writes: 

 

It matters, I think, to expose oneself to special effects that reproduce the impact of an air 

raid–and also (although we hardly ever call such moments “special effects”) to allow oneself 

to be touched, literally, by the intensity of a voice that comes from a compact disk or by the 

closeness of a beautiful face on a screen. (140) 

 

In line with Gumbrecht, this study uses the concept of presence to study our engagement with 

mediated phenomena. One does not need to be in the actual presence of a person to feel a human 

presence. Unlike Presence Theory, Gumbrecht’s approach applies to media beyond VE technologies, 

including movies and compact discs. The theoretical framework embraces this broad applicability of 

the concept of presence; it enables this study to disclose the relationship between presence and 

narrative by comparatively studying games, movies, plays and books, hence the incorporation of 

game, film, theatre and literature studies. 

 

Gumbrecht’s fascination is particularly with the question of how the specificity of media affects the 

meanings they carry; how media position us differently in the presence of an air raid, a voice or a 

beautiful face? Again, Gumbrecht’s approach lies close to the theoretical intention of this research, 

which aims to disclose how different forms of media coincide with different forms of narrative. For 

this purpose, resorting to theories on human perception from philosophers like Heidegger and 

Merleau-Ponty assists in reconceptualizing the logic behind the production of presence in Presence 

Theory. As will be argued, presence in games derives from the construction of “mediated” 

perception rather than from the simulation of “unmediated” perception. Games enable feelings of 

presence one cannot experience outside the engagement with games; these feelings of presence 
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resemble “real-life” presence to varying degrees. While Presence Theory is mainly interested in 

these mimetic forms of presence, phenomenological media theory has an interest in these 

alternative forms of presence, allowed by the specific abilities of media. Rather than revealing solely 

how media approximate natural perception, then, the proposed theoretical framework includes 

phenomenologically grounded theories disclosing how media produce forms of presence that 

deviate from natural perception.  

 

To broaden the conceptual range of the concept of narrative, the theoretical framework implements 

insights on narrative from the cognitive sciences. As will be discussed in detail, traditional 

structuralist narratology defines narrative as property of the media text, which recounts past events 

in the present. Cognitive narratology approaches narrative alternatively, as a mental construct, 

created in response to the media text. Both approaches can be observed in game studies; some 

scholars focus on the former (e.g. Atkins 2003; Neitzel 2005), while others on the latter (e.g. Grodal 

2003; Nitsche 2009). This study does not choose between these approaches; it argues that the 

approaches do not necessarily oppose one another but rather describe different phenomena with 

similar terms. While this may be confusing in terms of academic discourse, both approaches to 

narrative are valuable for the analysis of computer games. In this respect, this study follows the 

work of Marie-Laure Ryan. In Narrative across Media: The Languages of Storytelling (2004), Ryan 

makes a distinction between “being a narrative” and “possessing narrativity”:  

 

The property of “being” a narrative can be predicated on any semiotic object produced with 

the intent of evoking a narrative script in the mind of the audience. “Having narrativity,” on 

the other hand, means being able to evoke such a script. In addition to life itself, pictures, 

music, or dance can have narrativity without being narratives in a literal sense. (9) 

 

The notion of “having narrativity” makes the concept of narrative applicable to the here-and-now of 

our physically lived existence. Consequently, media without the intention to recount past events in 

the present can still be theorized in terms of narrative since they evoke recountable narrative scripts 

in the mind of the media user. Though this research will reframe Ryan’s argument to prevent 

confusion between the notions of narrative and story, in essence, her argument makes it possible to 

trace the concept of narrative in media that stage profound or pleasurable events in the present, 

including experience theatre, computer games, and special-effects-driven movies. 
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With respect to game studies, this study elaborates on the work of scholars who foreground the 

importance of presence and embodiment for our engagement with computer games (Klevjer 2006; 

Calleja 2007; 2011); specifically those scholars who study presence and embodiment from the 

perspective of narrative (Grodal 2003; Nitsche 2009; Ryan 2006). The concept one chooses to work 

with determines what one’s analysis reveals. The concept of presence differs from other concepts 

often encountered in the debates on game narratives, such as ergodicity (Aarseth 1997), 

interactivity (Atkins 2003), spatiality (Jenkins 2004), simulation (Frasca 2003), procedurality (Bogost 

2007), and gameplay (Juul 2005a). Though closely akin to these concepts, the concept of presence 

brings to the fore one particular attribute of game narratives: games position a player as a physically 

present participant in the fictional world, anchored to one location in space and time, or 

alternatively, as a physically absent observer, controlling the fate of the main character from an 

external position. In this study, concepts like ergodicity, interactivity, spatiality, procedurality, 

simulation and gameplay will be discussed in close relation to the concept of presence. By employing 

these concepts within the theoretical framework of presence, this study elaborates on the results of 

prior research into game narratives and discloses those aspects of game narratives that concepts 

such as interactivity or spatiality do not reveal. This approach helps to deepen our understanding of 

established ideas concerning the medium-specific qualities of narrative in games, such as narrative 

architecture (Jenkins 2004), environmental storytelling (Nitsche 2009), implied authorship (Neitzel 

2005) and (multi)emplotment (Ryan 2006); these ideas will be reinforced, reinterpreted and 

expanded upon in the context of player positioning. The approach will also reveal novel insights into 

the medium-specific abilities of game narratives, particularly those abilities concerning the player’s 

physically present position. 

 

7.  Structure 

 

The function of chapter one is to redefine the concept of presence as commonly employed in game 

studies. The current concept of presence in game studies applies to VE technologies only. With ideas 

from phenomenological media theory and philosophy, the chapter expands the analytical range of 

the concept. The reconceptualization provides a concept of presence that applies to all story-based 

media, such as books, movies, plays and games. The reworked concept allows this research to 

discuss how these media produce different forms of presence rather than different degrees of 

presence. 
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Chapter two expands on the reconceptualization of presence; the chapter explores what kinds of 

presence media that intend to express stories and fictional worlds produce. By comparing existing 

narrative practices in books, movies, plays and games, the chapter maps how these media produce 

certain types of presence. Foregrounding the difference between media substance and media form, 

the chapter explains the (dis)similarities among story-based media, which in turn reveals the 

specificity of computer games with respect to the relation between presence and narrative.  

 

Chapter three employs the results of the previous chapter to study the design of presence. Chapter 

two theoretically discloses what kinds of presence media with the intention to express stories and 

fictional worlds produce. Taking this insight as point of departure, chapter three studies how 

computer games with the intention to express stories and fictional worlds design presence. Through 

object analysis, the chapter uncovers principles of game design that will subsequently guide the 

investigation of chapters four and five.   

 

Chapters four and five expand on chapter three. The design of presence offers an analytical 

perspective to recognize and interpret design challenges and solutions in terms of narrative. Chapter 

three reveals the design principles necessary to produce (dis)embodied presence. With these 

principles in mind, chapter four discusses how computer games express stories and fictional worlds 

without disrupting the production of (dis)embodied presence. Chapter five discusses how the 

production of (dis)embodied presence relates to the content of computer games, particularly with 

respect to story characters.  

 

The conclusion will briefly recapitulate the argument of the research and summarize its main results. 

It ends with a discussion of the questions this research has left open and the further questions it has 

suggested, related to game ontology as well as game design. 
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1.  The concept of presence 

 

The aim of this chapter is to rethink the concept of presence as commonly employed in game 

studies. Though not necessarily invalid, the current scope of the concept is too limited for this study. 

Only some avatar-driven story-based games fall within its analytical range–mainly those with a first-

person camera. The proposed reconceptualization of presence makes the concept applicable to all 

avatar-driven story-based games–including those with a third-person camera. By expanding our 

analytical range, we can analyse and interpret the differences between these games in terms of 

narrative exposition and narrative content from the perspective of presence.  

 

This chapter will sketch a broad and a more focused definition of presence. In academic discussions 

less concerned with computer games or VE technologies, presence becomes defined simply as the 

sensory feeling of being present to something. In game studies, presence commonly refers to one 

particular manifestation of this sensation, namely the feeling of being present in an environment, 

created by mediated means.6 Though not referring explicitly to this narrow definition of presence, 

discussions on presence outside game studies still offer valuable insights for the reconceptualization 

of presence in game studies.  

 

First, this chapter will introduce a general definition of presence (1.1.); then it will focus on a specific 

definition of presence, critically discussing the concept of presence in game studies (1.2.); 

subsequently, we will use debates on the nature of perception in the field of phenomenological 

media theory to adjust the analytical scope of the concept of presence in game studies (1.3.); the 

chapter ends with a recapitulation of its main argument with the aid of a theoretical model (1.4.). To 

distinguish between the general and the specific definitions of presence, this study uses the word 

presence to designate the former, and the word spatial presence to designate the latter. 

 

1.1.  General definition of presence 

 

In the most general sense, presence can be defined as the fact or feeling of being present to the 

things of the world, like places, people and objects. I can exist in the presence of a friend factually, or 

                                                           
6
 The term “mediated” refers to the intervention of media technology. Consequently, the term “unmediated” 

refers to absence of technological intervention. In the remainder of the chapter, these terms will be used only 
in this manner. Because one could philosophically argue that experience is always mediated, the terms will be 
put between quotation marks. 
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alternatively, I can feel the presence of a friend, even when he does not exist in my physical 

presence. Think for example of dreams, imaginations, or telecommunication devices such as 

telephones, video conferencing applications and recorded messages.  

 

Like the distinction between subjective time and clock time, the feeling of being present is much 

more elusive than the fact of being present. While the factual position and proximity of bodies in 

space can be mathematically calculated and empirically proven, the experienced position and 

proximity of bodies in space is much harder to grasp scientifically, not least because the feeling of 

presence is profoundly personal yet at the same time one of the most fundamental conditions of all 

human experience. One simply cannot escape feeling present to something. The feeling of presence 

is so pervasive in every domain of human experience that it can hardly be separated as one 

particular form of experience amongst many. Presence is simply there, always, as the prerequisite of 

human existence.  

 

Why should one study the phenomenon of presence in relation to media engagement? Gumbrecht’s 

Production of Presence: What Meaning Cannot Convey (2004) makes a case for more academic 

research on presence. He struggles, however, with explaining why presence matters to him: ‘Every 

attempt to describe “what I get out of presence” seems to lure me into this slightly embarrassing 

staccato of juxtaposing concepts that do not easily go together’ (137). I find myself in a similar 

situation. Although I believe that presence matters, I find it hard to make clear why.  

 

The best way to explain to others why presence matters is to bring to mind situations familiar to 

most of us, those events where the feeling of presence is no longer self-evident but comes to the 

fore as something profound: a quiet stroll in the forest; a thrilling rollercoaster ride; the silent 

company of family and friends. It can be captivating to simply be somewhere, to expose one’s own 

body to the things of the world; to voluntarily put ourselves in the physical presence of particular 

places, people and objects. Rather than engaging the world solely intellectually, it is in our nature to 

engage with the world physically as well. Gumbrecht recognizes a desire for presence in human 

beings: ‘Rather than having to think, always and endlessly, what else there could be, we sometimes 

seem to connect with a layer in our existence that simply want the things of the world close to our 

skin’ (106). In the words of Mark Johnson, human beings are “rational animals,” but are also 

“rational animals” (xix). We are able to rationalize our experiences, but our experiences have a 

reflexive, visceral quality that can be pleasurable or profound in themselves.  
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1.1.1.  Production of presence 

 

Before elaborating theoretically on the feeling of spatial presence, some remarks by Gumbrecht will 

help to theorize the phenomenon of presence in general. In a simple sense, the feeling of presence 

derives from the impact the things of the world make on our bodily senses. To sense the presence of 

something means to register its presence visually, auditory, olfactory, gustatory or haptically. 

Gumbrecht discusses this sensory impact in terms of tangibility: ‘What is “present” to us (very much 

in the sense of the Latin form prae-esse) is in front of us, in reach of and tangible for our bodies’ (17). 

He refers to the sensory impression the things of the world produce as “tangibility effects” or 

“presence effects” (ibid). The act of producing this impact or impression is described as the 

production of presence: ‘“production of presence” points to all kinds of events and processes in 

which the impact that “present” objects have on human bodies is being initiated or intensified’ (xiiv). 

 “Present” objects should not be understood here solely literally, as materially tangible objects, as 

they also include phenomena that make their presence felt in other ways. Again, one can feel the 

presence of a place, a person or an object even when these things do not exist in our presence 

materially, or more precisely, the feeling of their presence is produced through a substance other 

than their tangible counterparts. To give an example, artificially produced sensory stimuli are able to 

produce a sensory impression of the existence of places, people and objects (Lombard and Ditton 

1997). In the context of digital technologies, not only the ability to see and hear, but also the ability 

to touch, smell and taste, becomes an ever greater part of our engagement. For instance, the 

phenomenon of the “virtual touch” refers to the tactile possibility of “touching” digital objects with 

the assistance of haptic technologies such as force feedback, touchscreens or data gloves (Dionisio, 

Henrich, Jakob, Rettig and Ziegler 1997).  

 

While the production of presence in daily living seems to serve a functional purpose mainly and 

stays largely unnoticed, the ability of things to make an impact on our senses can also be exploited 

for another purpose. Our desire for presence entails a desire to be touched by the things of the 

world in a fulfilling way, often in a way that differs from our day-to-day engagement with the world. 

Therefore, to fulfil our desire for presence, we seek to expose our bodies to those things in the 

world that allow these different feelings of presence to be produced: to see, hear, taste, smell and 

touch the things of the world in a novel, a profound or a pleasurable way. In what Pine and Gilmore 

(1999) famously labelled the Experience Economy or Gerhard Schulze (2005) the Experience Society, 

the desire of our bodies to be touched becomes of central importance; our contemporary culture 

seems saturated with cultural artefacts and practices that give us memorable, intense physical 
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experiences. Think for example of theme parks, extreme sports, historical re-enactments, fun fairs, 

LARP (live action role-playing), dance parties, experience theatre, urban explorations including le 

parcours, and so on.  

 

1.1.2.  Media and art 

 

Media and art awake our desire for presence. Let us take Gumbrecht’s example of the special-effects 

reproducing the experience of an air raid (see page 11). Most of us have never been in an air raid, 

yet the cinematic medium can make us feel as if we are. Though the images and sounds can 

represent an actual air raid to varying degrees, they also allow the spectator to feel present to a raid 

in an incomparable way. Devices like cross-cutting and close-ups bring things close to us in a unique 

manner. For example, cinema invites the spectator to concentrate ‘more on the faces that we see in 

a film or on the screen than on the faces of those with whom we sit at a table or to whom we make 

love’ (ibid). The extreme close-up presents the human face to us in unprecedented detail.  

 

Cinema not only presents things to us we normally do not encounter, like an air raid, but also 

presents familiar things to us in a novel way, like the human face. For Gumbrecht, then, presence in 

media and art is not simply about making something present but also about the quality of the 

sensorial perception. One does not simply acknowledge the presence of a beautiful face, the 

perception of the face also does something to you; it makes an affective impact, aesthetically or 

emotionally. For example, Koen Leurs (2012) has studied YouTube as an affective technology, 

arousing feelings of nostalgia and belonging in immigrant youth by offering videos of their country of 

origin.   

 

One could wonder whether the artificial presence media create should be something to applaud. 

Why actively seek the presence of “mediated” objects when we could also exist in the presence of 

“real” objects? Indeed, some have described the attraction of media as escapist; media offer 

surrogates for something that people should pursue outside technological mediation (e.g. Katz and 

Foulkes 1962). Computer games in particular have been subjected to the critique of being 

distractions from real-life (Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Smith and Tosca 2008: 147). In line with the ideas of 

media critics such as Andrew Evans (2001) and Steven Johnson (2005), Gumbrecht takes a more 

nuanced stance:    
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I am trying to neither condemn nor give a mysterious aura to our media environment. It has 

alienated us from the things of the world and their present–but at the same time, it has the 

potential for bringing back some of the things of the world to us. (140)  

 

With Gumbrecht, I argue that media contribute something to the world, not only because they can 

make us aware of the profound beauty of things, but also because they simply belong to the things 

of the world as phenomena in their own right. Again, they allow feelings of presence one cannot 

encounter outside our engagement with these media. Near the end of the chapter, I will build an 

argument supporting this initial claim from the perspective of phenomenological media theory and 

performance theory, particularly in relation to computer games.  

 

Computer games, like no other medium, have made us aware of the potential of media to produce 

spatial presence. As we will see, they allow players to feel present as active participants in worlds 

that bear little resemblance to the worlds of their daily existence. For example, in the book From 

Barbie to Mortal Kombat: Gender and Computer Games (1998), Henry Jenkins describes the 

importance of games for children who live in neighbourhoods with decreasing amounts of play 

space:   

 

Video games constitute virtual play spaces which allow home-bound children like my son to 

extend their reach, to explore, manipulate, and interact with a more diverse range of 

imaginary places than constitute the often drab, predictable, and overly-familiar spaces of 

their everyday lives. (263) 

 

In line with Gumbrecht’s remarks, the medium of computer games has the potential to alienate 

players from the things of the world; one can become so attracted by the digital play space that one 

no longer seeks a physical one. Alternatively, it also bears the potential, as a thing of the world, to 

offer a play space experientially when a physical one is not within reach. 

 

1.1.3. Studying presence 

 

Before elaborating on the production of spatial presence in games, I will briefly discuss the broader 

academic context and implications of studying the phenomenon of presence. 
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One of the main challenges for any research into presence is the lack of a solid research tradition. 

Without a substantial history, it becomes challenging to study the production of presence since 

there is almost no common discourse or shared terminology. According to Gumbrecht, the 

humanities in the last centuries have been dominated by metaphysics, which he defines as follows:  

 

“Metaphysics” refers to an attitude, both an everyday attitude and an academic perspective, 

that gives a higher value to the meaning of phenomena than to their material presence; the 

word thus points to a worldview that always wants to go “beyond” (or “below”) that which 

is “physical.” (xiv) 

 

The constitutive disciplines of the humanities, such as hermeneutics and semiotics, find their roots in 

metaphysics. Rather than studying how cultural practices and artefacts produce presence, these 

disciplines study cultural practices and artefacts from the perspective of signification and 

interpretation: ‘the “purely material” signifier ceases to be an object of attention as soon as its 

“underlying” meaning has been identified’ (81). The meaning an object signifies becomes more 

important than the presence an object produces.   

 

For Gumbrecht, the metaphysical orientation, pervasive in contemporary academia, can be traced 

back to the philosophy of Descartes:   

 

That any form of communication implies [...] a production of presence, that any form of 

communication, through its material elements, will “touch” the bodies of the persons who 

are communicating in specific and varying ways may be a relatively trivial observation–but it 

is true nevertheless that this fact had been bracketed (if not–progressively forgotten) by 

Western theory building ever since the Cartesian cogito made the ontology of human 

existence depend exclusively on the movement of the human mind. (17) 

 

Descartes saw the human mind as having sole responsibility for human intelligibility, neglecting the 

importance of the human body for our comprehension of the world around us. Uncontested for 

centuries, the Cartesian spirit came under scrutiny in the twentieth century with the 

phenomenological inquiries of philosophers such as Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty:  

 

Descartes was the explicit object of Heidegger’s critique: this is why Being and Time presents 

the Cartesian grounding of human existence on thought (and on thought alone) and the 
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subsequent dissociations between human existence and space and between human 

existence and substance as the original sins of modern philosophy. (66) 

 

Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty introduced to modern philosophy the importance of the relationship 

between the material world and the human body for processes of signification and interpretation. 

Human beings relate to the world not through purely rational thought but through actively and 

physically coping with the material world around them. The condition of our “acting-bodies-in-the-

world”, as well as the material condition of the “things-of-the-world”, becomes the origins of our 

intellectual and affective engagement with the world around us (Carman 2005; see also Dreyfus 

1991).  

 

The work of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty has inspired scholars in media and cultural studies to 

move beyond strict semiotics and investigate how media position media users physically in the 

presence of “mediated” people, places and other phenomena. My research builds on the work of 

these scholars yet does not denounce semiotics. The upcoming chapters combine semiotic and 

phenomenological reasoning, that is, I will investigate how the substance of media informs the 

production of presence and the articulation of meaning, specifically narrative meaning. First, this 

chapter will further examine the concept of spatial presence. 

 

1.2.  Spatial presence in Presence Theory 

 

The concept of presence as commonly employed in game studies finds its roots first and foremost in 

Presence Theory. When defining the concept of presence, game scholars refer either directly to the 

prominent figures in the field of Presence Theory (Ryan 2001b: 66; McMahan 2003: 72; Carr 2006: 

53; Tamborini and Skalski 2006: 226; Nitsche 2008: 203), or indirectly, referring to one of the 

scholars listed above.7 To understand, then, the ramifications of the concept of presence in game 

studies, this chapter begins with an assessment of Presence Theory.  

 

1.2.1. Presence Theory 

 

Presence Theory emerged in the early 1990’s with the advent and improvement of teleoperation 

systems, immersive interfaces and virtual environments. Scholars from different disciplines became 

increasingly interested in the technological possibilities and scientific implications of these new 

                                                           
7
 For example, Mäyrä (2008: 108) and Günzel (2007: 444) refer to McMahan. Mäyrä (ibid) and Klimmt, Hefner, 

Vorderer and Roth (2008) refer to Tamborini and Skalski. 
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technologies. The leading journal in the development of Presence Theory as an independent 

theoretical field is Presence: Teleoperators and Virtual Environments, published by MIT from 1992 to 

the present. The founders of this bimonthly publication dedicated to the study of presence 

technologies, Thomas Sheridan and Thomas Furness, derived the name of the journal from the term 

“telepresence”, coined some ten years earlier by Marvin Minsky in a seminal essay on teleoperation 

systems for remote manipulation of physical objects.8 Minsky’s essay discusses how remotely 

controlled robotic machines allow users to manipulate objects as if actually present in the location of 

these objects (1980). Some of the early scholars in Presence Theory prefer to distinguish the term 

telepresence from virtual presence (e.g. Sheridan 1992). Telepresence according to these scholars 

should be reserved for the feeling of being present in a remote site of operation. Virtual presence 

should alternatively refer to the computer-generated sensation of being in a virtual environment. 

Others in the field do not make this particular distinction (e.g. Held and Durlach 1992). This lack of 

consensus continues to this day, with the main contributors still defining and applying the concept of 

presence in distinctive and sometimes conflicting ways (Calleja 2007: 84).  

 

1.2.2. Spatial presence 

 

In an attempt to clarify the concept of presence, Lombard and Ditton (1997) have proposed six 

categories of presence: Presence as social richness; presence as realism; presence as transportation; 

presence as immersion; presence as social actor within a medium; and presence as medium as social 

actor.9 Presence Theory as well game studies predominantly focus on the category of presence as 

transportation (McMahan 2003: 77).10 To come up with a definition of presence that represents how 

Presence Theory commonly defines presence, I have listed four elaborations of presence as 

                                                           
8
 According to Steuer (1992: 7).   

9
 A medium that is high in presence as social richness allows users to interact with the same degrees of 

intimacy and immediacy as found in non-mediated interpersonal communication; video conferencing being 
one of the examples Lombard and Ditton mention. A medium high in presence as realism produces a 
seemingly accurate representation of a material object or person, almost undistinguishable from the “real” 
thing; for instance the photorealism found in the latest 3D technologies. A medium high in presence as 
transportation can manifest three distinctive forms of transportation: the user is transported to another place 
(“you are there”), another place is transported to the user (“it is here”), or two or more users are transported 
to a common space (“we are together”). A medium high in presence as immersion submerges the perceptual 
system of the user in a virtual environment and thereby distracts the user’s consciousness from the world 
outside. A medium high in presence as social actor within a medium makes users overlook the mediated 
nature of a virtual entity and makes them respond naturally to social cues presented by this entity. Lombard 
and Ditton mention the famous Tamagotchi (a virtual toy pet) as example. A medium high in presence as 
medium as social actor, finally, involves the extent to which users respond socially to media themselves, for 
instance when users address the computer as if it were a person. 
10

 Some scholars use the word immersion rather than presence to describe the phenomenon of presence as 
transportation. The words seem to be used interchangeably, referring to the same phenomenon (Calleja 
2007). 
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transportation. These definitions derive from some of the most prominent and often-cited scholars 

in the field of Presence Theory: 

 

• The sense of being in an environment generated by mediated means (Steuer 1992) 

• The subjective sense of being and acting in a virtual environment (Slater, Usoh, and Steed 

1994) 

• A state of consciousness, the (psychological) sense of being in the virtual environment 

(Slater and Wilbur 1997: 607) 

• A user experience, the feeling of being there (IJsselsteijn and Riva 2003: 5) 

 

In line with these definitions, I describe presence in computer games as the feeling of being in an 

environment, created by media technology. The label spatial presence will be used to distinguish this 

narrow definition of presence from the broad definition, previously discussed. 

 

1.2.3. Logic of mimesis    

 

The concept of spatial presence, whether or not broken down into categories such as telepresence 

and virtual presence, has been governed from its earliest conceptualisations by a specific logic. This 

particular logic can already be seen in Minsky’s preliminary exploration of the concept. He remarks 

in an attempt to describe the importance of the term he coined: ‘Telepresence emphasizes the 

importance of high quality sensory feedback and suggests future instruments that will feel and work 

so much like our own hands that we won't notice any significant difference’ (1980; my emphasis). 

Studies on telepresence, according to Minsky, will be of particular benefit for the development of 

future technologies that blur the boundaries between physical and artificial reality. Similar ideas can 

be recognized in other, more recent contributions to the field, such as the introduction to the edited 

volume Being There: Concepts, Effects and Measurements of User Presence in Synthetic 

Environments (2003). The editors of the volume write:  

 

A more advanced human-centered interaction with systems would provide users with a 

sense of being there, close if not equivalent to the experience of actual presence [...] A 

theory of presence, emerging through this interdisciplinary research, that explores the 

cognitive and affective roots of sensory perception, is expected to give rise to the design of 

innovative systems that offer “richer” experiences than any current media and 

communication technologies. However, this is not an easy task. This book is an attempt to 
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help designers and researchers in reaching this goal, by developing a better understanding 

of how a real sense of presence can be achieved. (Riva, Davide and IJsselsteijn: ix; my 

emphasis) 

 

Again, the proposed theory of spatial presence should serve the simulation of “actual” or “real” 

spatial presence. 

 

In concordance with the Greek word for the imitation of nature, I label this particular approach the 

logic of mimesis. In the introduction of his book Mimesis and Alterity (1993), Michel Taussig 

describes the essence of this logic concisely: ‘The wonder of mimesis lies in the copy drawing on the 

character and power of the original, to the point whereby the representation may even assume that 

character and that power’ (xiii). The desire to copy with media technologies the way human beings 

experience spatial presence outside any technological interventions lies at the heart of Presence 

Theory. It has been occupied from its beginning with the ultimate spatial presence technology; the 

end goal of their scientific labour is to contribute to the creation of what is often referred to as the 

“Holodeck experience”, an experience where one knows but does not perceive the surrounding 

reality as being artificially fabricated.  

 

This particular approach to spatial presence attracts particular researchers. Though multidisciplinary 

in principle, the field of Presence Theory consists in practice mainly of scholars from the formal and 

social sciences, rather than the humanities. Frank Biocca’s prologue to the edited volume explains 

why these two sciences in particular dominate the field: ‘Presence is about how the mind 

“perceives” reality, not the reality itself; not physics, but psychology; the extended mind, the place 

where experience, technology, and psychology meet’ (2003: vi). In order to build successful presence 

technologies, one should understand not only technology but also the workings of the human mind. 

Not coincidentally, those disciplines that participate in either technical research (e.g. engineering, 

computer science) or research on the human brain (e.g. cognitive science, psychology) occupy a 

prominent place on the research agenda of Presence Theory.   

 

What kinds of intervention can a humanities perspective offer? For scholars in the humanities the 

uncritical use of words such as “real” or “actual” immediately sets off alarm bells. As we have seen in 

the work of Gumbrecht, the production of presence in media and art might not necessarily mimic 
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“natural” perception.11 To support this claim, let us further explore the mimetic logic of spatial 

presence as developed in Presence Theory. What are the pertinent implicit presumptions? After 

exploring these presumptions, the chapter will introduce an approach from media studies that 

theorizes the production and reception of media from a different, non-representational perspective.  

 

Spatial presence as non-mediation 

 

The most important presumption in the mimetic concept of spatial presence is the idea that spatial 

presence in essence derives from the illusion of non-mediation. In an often-cited overview on 

different manifestations of presence, Lombard and Ditton begin with defining presence as ‘the 

perceptual illusion of non-mediation’ that occurs ‘when a person fails to perceive or acknowledge 

the existence of a medium in his/her communication environment and responds as he/she would if 

the medium were not there’ (1997). Similar remarks can be found in the work of other prominent 

scholars in Presence Theory, for example Slater writes that ‘even though cognitively you know that 

you are not in the real life situation, you will tend to behave as if you were, and have similar 

thoughts’ (2003).  

 

When measuring the success of VE technologies, the feeling of non-mediation becomes an 

important benchmark. The so-called visiting-metaphor helps engineers to measure the effectiveness 

of their applications. The degree of spatial presence depends on ‘the extent to which participants, 

after the VE experience, remember it as having visited a place rather than just having seen images 

generated by a computer’ (Slater 1999). In effect, ‘participants who are highly present should 

experience the VE as the more engaging reality than the surrounding physical world and consider 

the environment specified by the displays as places visited rather than as images seen’ (Slater and 

Wilbur 1997).12 The mimetic presumption that spatial presence derives from the illusion of non-

mediation has particular implications for the way Presence Theory theorizes the relationship 

between spatial presence and technological innovations. 

                                                           
11

 The term “natural” refers here to the absence of media technologies in the production of perception. 
Because one could philosophically argue that media technologies always indirectly affect our perception of the 
world, the term will be put between quotation marks in the remainder of the thesis.  
12

 The same distinction between places visited and images seen can be found in work on immersion as 
transportation. The lemma on immersion in the second edition of the book New Media: A Critical Introduction 
(2009) describes the phenomenon as follows: ‘While normally referring to being under the surface of, or “in” a 
body of liquid, in the present context it refers to the experience of being inside the world of a constructed 
image. The image is not before the viewer on a surface from whose distance they can measure their own 
position in a physical space. Rather, it appears to surround them. By extension the term is used to describe the 
experience of the user of certain new media technologies (particularly VE, but also videogames) in which the 
subject loses any sense of themselves as separate from the medium or its simulated world’. (Lister, Dovey, 
Giddings, Grant and Kelly: 424). 



THE CONCEPT OF PRESENCE 

26 

 

Better technology, better presence 

 

According to prominent scholars in the field,13 the media-induced feeling of being there depends on 

the extent to which media technologies succeed in recreating the conditions under which humans 

normally perceive the environments around them: 

 

With rapid progress in the areas of computing power, interactive computer graphics, 

immersive displays, and digital transmission, we are able to create and experience 

reproductions and simulations of reality with levels of fidelity that blur the boundary 

between reality and its representation, rendering the impression of ‘being there’, or 

presence. (IJsselsteijn 2003: 18) 

 

According to IJsselsteijn, the feeling of spatial presence increases the more closely a medium 

recreates the condition under which humans normally perceive reality, that is, without any 

interference of media technologies. This presumption is not necessarily invalid but has arisen out of 

a particular understanding of what constitutes spatial presence; it makes sense only when spatial 

presence is defined in comparison with “unmediated” spatial presence. The problem with this 

particular presumption is that it does not easily abide a subdivision of different forms of spatial 

presence, only of different degrees of spatial presence as can be seen in the discipline’s approach to 

media such as television and film. A common belief in Presence Theory is that new media such as 

virtual reality and computer games produce more spatial presence than older media: 

 

Virtual reality. Simulation rides. Home theater. 3-D IMAX films. State-of-the-art video 

conferencing. Computers that “talk.” Although these emerging technologies are different in 

a number of ways, each of them (and many others) is designed to give the user a type of 

mediated experience that has never been possible before: one that seems truly “natural,” 

“immediate,” “direct,” and “real,” a mediated experience that seems very much like it is not 

mediated; a mediated experience that creates for the user a strong sense of presence. 

                                                           
13

 Those properties of media technologies that mimic our “natural” perception are often seen in Presence 
Theory as essential for creating a “real” sense of presence. To give some examples: vividness and interactivity 
(Steuer 1992; Heeter 1992), personal susceptibility (Slater and Wilbur 1997), the richness of sensory 
information, the level of control over sensory information, and the ability to modify the virtual environment 
(Sheridan 1992). In short, there exists a strong preference for media technologies that allow complex 
perceptual-motor interactions and audiovisual high fidelity in order to make users act in an environment that 
looks just like real-life.  
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Meanwhile, traditional media including the telephone, radio, film, and television continue to 

offer us a lesser sense of presence as well. (Lombard and Ditton 1997)14 

 

I will argue that this presumption–which game studies has rather uncritically adopted15–holds true 

only under a strict interpretation of spatial presence and that such a strict interpretation of spatial 

presence in the end prevents a more fruitful articulation of the concept–one that discloses the 

different forms of spatial presence media allow. Therefore, the next subsection elaborates on 

Presence Theory by expanding on its mimetic logic; although some media recreate “natural” 

perception, others deviate from “natural” perception, which does not necessarily mean they 

produce less spatial presence. In other words, a mimetic logic does not necessarily rule the 

fundamental condition of the “mediated” feeling of spatial presence. From this perspective one does 

not essentially feel more spatial presence when one medium mimics our “natural” perception more 

closely than another. In sum, the production of spatial presence in media technologies does not 

depend on high fidelity. Before expanding on this argument, let us discuss the last presumption: the 

belief that there is no intrinsic difference between stimuli arising from the medium and those from 

the “natural” world. 

 

Multisensory stimulation 

 

As already explored, the ultimate technology in Presence Theory is a technology that allows 

somebody to know but not perceive the surrounding reality as being artificially produced. In order to 

achieve this situation of pure spatial presence a medium should somehow disappear from 

perception. The definition of presence as the illusion of non-mediation, proposed by Lombard and 

Ditton, exemplifies this approach.  

 

Various questions arise with this notion of non-mediation. Do we feel present spatially because we 

perceive the depicted world as being real, willingly accepting the depiction as the reality, or do we 

feel presence because we perceive the depicted world as a real depiction? This question is 

                                                           
14

 See for similar remarks: Schubert and Crusius (2002); Slater (2003); IJsselsteijn and Riva (2003). 
15

 For an example of the adoption of the logic of Presence Theory in game studies see M.J.P. Wolf, The Video 
Game Explosion: A History from PONG to PlayStation and Beyond (2008). Wolf writes: ‘Taken with other 
aspects of digital entertainment [...] video games’ inherent responsiveness and distinctly personal address 
anchor a host of criteria—immersion, interactivity, presence, and flow—by which we sort ‘‘new’’ media from 
ancestors like print, film, and television’ (195; my emphasis;). Other examples are statements like: ‘Because the 
experience of Presence (non-mediation) is important for game enjoyment […] violent games do not emphasize 
game-reality differences’ (Klimmt et al. 2008: 115; my emphasis). From this perspective, games seem to make 
us feel as if existing in reality, rather than “mediated” reality, as books, movies and television do.  
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fundamental to the study of spatial presence and deserves our attention. I assume one could feel 

perfectly present in a world that is utterly perceived and acknowledged as mediation. The fact that 

Presence Theory struggles with this presumption can been seen in one particular argument often 

encountered in scholarly work from the field, namely the contradictory statement that people 

somehow do not perceive the depicted world to be unreal, but nonetheless know it is: 

 

It should be noted that this illusion does not represent a perceptual or psychological 

malfunction or psychosis, in which the mediated experience is consciously confused with 

what is nonmediated or "real." Clearly when asked, users of any current or likely future 

medium can accurately report that they are using a medium (the "holodeck" in the "Star 

Trek" television series and films is an exception; see in particular the episode of "Star Trek: 

The Next Generation" titled "Ship in a Bottle"). (Lombard and Ditton 1997)16 

 

I question whether it is possible to separate bodily perceptions and rational cognition in this manner. 

It seems an almost Cartesian schism between mind and body, between our mental faculties and our 

perceptive organs. According to Presence Theory, perception operates independently from our ratio. 

Even though I consciously know something is not real, my perception is apparently still fooled into 

believing it is, and I act accordingly. This proposition does not seem convincing. When I play a game, 

for example, my eyes see a digitally constructed world that is not real; my mind accordingly knows it 

is not real. I continuously register its status as artificial mediation. Nevertheless, I do feel present in 

this artificial world. Is it not exactly our continuous awareness of mediation that makes spatial 

presence possible? I feel present in the game world, and the fact that I will always approach this 

environment as a game world already indicates my continuous awareness that I am present in a 

world that is “mediated”. In other words, unlike the premise of Presence Theory, the medium will 

always be perceived as existing in our experience of spatial presence as the medium is a priori 

existing in our perception of that medium. After all, if the medium disappears during the experience 

of spatial presence, what exactly do I experience as present then? Should one follow the common 

understanding of presence as the illusion of non-mediation, I could never perceive a game character 

as simply a game character because perceiving this character as game-like already qualifies it as a 

thing “mediated”, thus making the feeling of presence, according to the consensus in Presence 

Theory, impossible or at least less probable.  

                                                           
16

 Reeves, Detenber, and Steuer make a similar remark: ‘This is not to say that people are “fooled” into 
believing that TV or other mediated experiences are “real.” However, two distinct research programs currently 
underway at Stanford under the general rubric Social Responses to Communication Technologies have 
demonstrated that in certain contexts, people respond to mediated stimuli in ways similar to their real-life 
counterparts’ (1993). 
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In the end, the strict mimetic logic of Presence Theory creates an indefensible position. According to 

this logic, there seems to be no essential difference between stimuli deriving from “natural” 

environments and those originating in artificial environments. Media need only to mimic the stimuli 

deriving from “natural” environments to make the media user feel present. The extent to which they 

succeed in doing this determines the extent to which one feels present in the VE environment: 

 

Importantly, multisensory stimulation arises from both the physical environment as well as 

the mediated environment. There is no intrinsic difference in stimuli arising from the 

medium or from the real world–the fact that we can feel present in either one of the other 

depends on what becomes the dominant perception at any one time. (IJsselsteijn and Riva 

2003: 6)   

 

Again, the problem with this approach is that it erases the medium as an important factor in the 

production of spatial presence. In line with the logic of mimesis, the proposition here is that media 

simulate or imitate the stimuli that arise from the real world.17 The medium becomes a Jakobson-like 

conduit that neutrally produces and transports these simulated stimuli. Whether the stimuli derive 

from the medium or the real world does not matter to our perceptual organs as they process the 

stimuli as if they were similar. This proposition remains unconvincing since there seems to be an 

intrinsic difference between these stimuli, namely, the former derive from the medium and the 

latter from the “natural” world. Calleja also emphasizes the importance of this distinction when he 

writes: ‘By removing the distinction between stimuli arising in virtual and physical environments 

IJsselsteijn and Riva ignore the fundamental notion of virtual environment as designed media 

artefact’ (2007: 85). In the next subsection, the notion that no intrinsic difference exists between 

“mediated” and “unmediated” stimuli will be contested further. 

                                                           
17

 In the examination of Presence Theory, I found one scholar who foregrounds the importance of the medium 
in the production of presence. Frank Biocca writes: ‘But is transparency, the elimination of mediation, the only 
goal of the engineering of presence?’ He continues, ‘Presence is not just about the illusion of being there, but 
also about how the simulation of future, past, or imaginary space can sharpen the mind’s performance when 
flying a plane; considering the architecture, space, and function of the Roman forum; exploring the sinewy 
bonds of a DNA molecule; identifying with the life experience of a character in a novel or a film; or accessing 
the “thoughts and emotions” of a virtual agent in a collaborative virtual environment’ (2003: vi-vii). Biocca’s 
interest here is with augmentation, the ability of media to improve upon the perceptual abilities of human 
beings. Though this study theorizes the influence of the medium in another way, focusing on its production of 
alternative forms of presence, Biocca rightfully questions if the elimination of the medium is the necessary 
precondition to produce the feeling of presence.      



THE CONCEPT OF PRESENCE 

30 

 

1.3.  Phenomenology of perception 

 

The aim of this subsection is to elaborate on Presence Theory by expanding on its mimetic logic; 

although some media recreate “natural” perception, others deviate from “natural” perception, 

which does not necessarily mean they produce less spatial presence. To build this argument, the 

subsection employs theoretical notions from the fields of phenomenological philosophy and 

phenomenological media theory. These notions will broaden the analytical range of the concept of 

spatial presence. To be more specific, the notions make the concept of spatial presence applicable to 

all media, such as books, plays, movies and games, and consequently also applicable to all story-

based, avatar-driven, 3D computer games. First-person computer games have no monopoly on 

spatial presence, which is produced by third-person games as well.  

 

1.3.1.  Beyond internal representation 

 

Let us first recapitulate the presumptions discussed in the previous subsections. To reconceptualise 

the concept of spatial presence, this chapter needs to critically address three presumptions inherent 

in the work of scholars from the field of Presence Theory: 

 

1) Presence depends on the feeling of non-mediation 

2) The ultimate presence technology pursues high fidelity; it simulates “natural” perception 

completely 

3) There is no intrinsic difference in stimuli arising from the medium or from the real world 

 

These presumptions are logically intertwined by one overarching notion, namely the idea that the 

feeling of presence derives from an internal representation, sometimes referred to as a mental 

model (Schubert and Crusius 2002), a mental representation (Gysbers, Klimmt, Hartmann, Nosper 

and Vorderer 2004), or a state of consciousness (Slater and Wilbur 1997). The presumption that 

presence resides solely in the mind makes it possible to conceptualize presence as essentially 

medium-independent. The notion of an internal representation being responsible for the feeling of 

presence implies a clear boundary between the environment itself and the environment as 

envisioned in perception. Once the representation has been mentally constructed, the environment 

on which the representation is based has no significance for the feeling of presence since the feeling 

derives from the representation of the world, not directly from the world itself. From this 

perspective, it does not matter whether the perceptual stimuli responsible for the construction of 
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this representation derive from an artificial source since the makeup of the mental representation 

stays the same. The feeling of presence gets triggered either “naturally” or artificially. The more 

lifelike and convincing the artificial mental representation is in relation to the mental 

representations one constructs in “unmediated” perception, the more present one feels. In this 

respect, the mental mechanism responsible for constructing the representation turns the medium-

specific into the medium-independent. The figure below (fig. 1) illustrates this particular logic. 

 

 

Figure 1 

The figure appeared in Being There: Concepts, Effects and Measurements of User Presence in 

Synthetic Environments. The authors of the opening chapter introduce the figure as follows:  

 

In Figure [1], we have summarized the main factors that are likely to play a role in 

determining the presence experience. In this diagram, the continuous perceptual-motor 

loop reflects the ongoing process of real-time action-based perception, i.e. perception that 

changes dynamically as we move through and interact with the world in real-time. […] Both 

bottom-up and top-down processes will play a significant role in determining this–presence 

in a mediated environment will be enhanced when the environment is immersive and 

perceptually salient, as well as when attentional selection processes are directed towards 

the mediated environment, thus allowing the formation of a consistent environmental 

representation. (IJsselsteijn and Riva 2003: 6; my emphasis) 

 

According to these authors, presence derives from consistent environmental representations. 

IJsselsteijn and Riva’s proposition can be improved upon with inquiries into perception from 
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phenomenologically oriented media scholars. The next subsection expands on Figure 1 from the 

perspective of phenomenological media theory. 

 

1.3.2.  Phenomenological media theory 

 

This subsection discusses the phenomenological approaches to perception as found in the work of 

media scholars such as Alva Noë and Mark Hansen. These scholars do not reject the idea of mental 

representations; they question whether mental representations are the source of our perception. In 

the introduction to his book Action in Perception (2004), Noë writes:  

 

...we ought to reject the idea–widespread in both philosophy and science–that perception is 

a process in the brain whereby the perceptual system constructs an internal representation 

of the world. No doubt perception depends on what takes place in the brain, and very likely 

there are internal representations in the brain (e.g., content-bearing internal states). What 

perception is, however, is not a process in the brain, but a kind of skillful activity on the part 

of the animal as a whole. (2) 

 

According to Noë, perception does not simply happen to us but is something we enact in the 

environment. In other words, there is no perception without action. At first glance, IJsselsteijn and 

Riva do not contest this particular idea. They also emphasize the primacy of action in perception (i.e. 

“real-time action-based perception”). However, Noë, unlike IJsselsteijn and Riva, conceptualizes 

perception as action in the world, not as deriving from the world in which one acts. As the arrows in 

Figure 1 indicate, IJsselsteijn and Riva theorize the feeling of presence as deriving from a one-

directional feedback loop between action and perception. Noë conceives one-directional feedback 

loops like these to be too simplistic as representations of the perceptual process. Following Susan 

Hurley, he refers to them as the input-output picture: ‘Perception is input from World to mind, 

action is output from mind to World, thought is the mediating process’ (3). According to the input-

output picture, media users perceive the medium; this perception invites them to act; their action 

alters the medium in form or content; which produces new perceptions; and consequently, produces 

new actions. 

 

The key difference between the conceptualization of perception in Presence Theory and 

phenomenological media theory is what one could refer to as the externalization of perception. 

From a phenomenological perspective, perception happens not solely in the body-mind (i.e. the 
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embodied mind) but also in the world. Our perceptual mechanism does not reside in the body-mind 

but somewhere in-between our body-mind and our environment. Our environment is not simply 

perceived by our perceptual system but is, in a sense, our perceptual system. Noë defends the 

existence of external perception from the perspective of evolutionary efficiency:   

 

If the animal is present in the world, with access to environmental detail by movements– 

that is, if it is active, embodied, environmentally situated–then why does it need to go to the 

trouble of producing internal representations good enough to enable it, so to speak, to act 

as if the world were not immediately present? (22) 

 

In terms of “mediated” perception, this approach has considerable implications. The medium is no 

longer simply something we perceive but something that becomes part of our perceptual system. 

We do not simply perceive an artificial environment, but the “mediated” environment makes our 

perception artificial. Again, this argument strengthens the hypothesis of the chapter that games 

allow forms of presence not encountered in “unmediated” perception.  

 

Intentionality 

 

Phenomenological media theory finds its roots in the phenomenological inquiries of philosophers 

such as Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty. While it is not the intent of this study to thoroughly discuss 

the history of philosophical investigations into the nature of perception, it does borrow one key idea 

from these investigations, namely the concept of intentionality. The Oxford English Dictionary 

defines intentionality as: ‘the distinguishing property of mental phenomena of being necessarily 

directed upon an object, whether real or imaginary’ (Simpson and Weiner 1989; see also Mohanty 

2006). In other words, there is no perception without something to perceive, or in the context of our 

investigation, there is no feeling of presence without something to be in the presence of. The feeling 

of presence needs to be directed at something in order to exist. This implies that presence is not 

simply a mental representation but a shared construct of our perceptual faculties and an object 

towards which our perceptual faculties are intentionally directed. As Richard Shusterman writes in 

The Cambridge Companion to Merleau-Ponty (2005): ‘it is our basic unreflective intentionality that 

silently and spontaneously organizes our world of perception without the need of distinct perceptual 

representations and without any explicitly conscious deliberation’ (161). Consequently, presence is 

not a mental state waiting to be triggered by either “natural” or artificial perceptual stimuli. Simply 

put, presence resides in the body-mind and the medium. Should a medium intervene in our 
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perception of the world around us, the medium will become an integral part of the perceptual 

process. Accordingly, multisensory stimulations that arise from the “mediated” environment can be 

seen as distinctively different from those arising from the physical environment as the “mediated” 

environment is distinctly different from its physical counterpart.  

 

Of particular interest here is the work of Mark Hansen. Like this investigation, Hansen recognizes an 

ambition apparent behind technologically oriented studies of presence technologies, such as virtual 

reality, namely the desire for what I have referred to earlier as the Holodeck experience. Research 

on virtual reality has focused on creating an experience of complete technological simulation of 

“natural” perception, Presence Theory being no exception. However, for mixed reality theorists such 

as Hansen, computer games and VE technologies do not represent our “natural” perception but 

rather expand it: ‘the mixed reality paradigm radically reconfigures a trait that has characterized 

virtual reality from its proto-origin as the representationalist fantasy par excellence: namely, a desire 

for complete convergence with natural perception’. He continues, ‘the functional homology [of the 

mixed reality paradigm] linking virtual reality technologies with natural perception supports a 

prosthetics that functions to expand the scope of natural perception, to tap the technics at its core’ 

(2006: 4). For theorists in mixed reality, VE technologies do not imitate “natural” perception but 

rather allow us to enact forms of perception one does not encounter in “unmediated” perception. 

Following Francisco Varela (1991), Hansen writes:  

 

The mixed reality paradigm differs most saliently from this fantasy in its deployment of the 

functional homology between virtual reality technologies and perception: rather than 

conceiving the virtual as a total technical simulacrum and as the opening of a fully 

immersive, self-contained fantasy world, the mixed reality paradigm treats it as simply one 

more realm among others that can be accessed through embodied perception or enaction. 

(5) 

 

Rather than immersing the media user in a self-contained fantasy world, virtual reality technologies 

blend “natural” perception with the perceptual abilities pertinent to their technological abilities, 

opening up the possibility to experience one’s surroundings in other ways.  
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Prosthetic bodies 

 

By emphasizing the interventional role of media in the perceptual process, phenomenological media 

theory allows us to expand on the mimetic concept of presence. In his seminal PhD thesis, Gordon 

Calleja questions if the word “transportation” should be the preferred metaphor to describe the 

phenomenon of presence. Rather than ‘the notion of a uni-directional plunge into the virtual 

environment’ (2007: 213), the phenomenon of presence seems to derive from the internalization or 

incorporation of the digital medium by the participant’s consciousness (ibid). With Calleja, this study 

questions the metaphor of transportation. Experientially speaking, the metaphor of transportation 

implies that computer games transport the player’s body to the virtual environment. This metaphor 

overlooks the fact that the “transported” body is not the body of “natural” perception. Following 

McLuhan’s notion of media as mechanical extensions or amputations of the sensorial body (2003 

[1964]), the body of the media user seems to be a “prosthetic” or a “mediated” body. When 

engaging with “mediated” environments, the abilities of our sensory bodies18 become extended or 

amputated in particular ways. The perceptual abilities of media address our bodily senses, 

(over)stimulating and enhancing some, while neglecting others. To give an example, cinematic close-

up allows us to see visual details we could never perceive in “unmediated” perception. Likewise, the 

super slow motion, used in the popular television program Time Warp (Discovery Channel 2009), 

stretches one second of physical movement to ten minutes, presenting details the human eye 

cannot register without the intervention of high-speed cameras. 

 

Only when one takes the “unmediated” body as point of departure, can computer games and VE 

technologies be said to produce more presence than books or movies. The “mediated” body of 

computer games seems more like the “unmediated” body of “natural” perception since it abides 

some form of motor-perceptual engagement. Not surprisingly, scholars of Presence Theory have an 

interest in technologies that make the media user perceive as one would without the intervention of 

media, hence the Holodeck fascination. However, from the perspective of media prosthetics, 

“natural” perception becomes only one way for human bodies to perceive the world around them. 

When engaging with media technologies, bodies start perceiving the world around them differently. 

In effect, the “mediated” body experiences other forms of spatial presence than the “unmediated” 

                                                           
18

 In addition to the ability to hear, see, smell, taste and touch, some scholars distinguish a sixth sense, namely 
the ability of kinesthesia, that is, the ability to be aware of the position and the movement of (parts of) the 
body (e.g. Petit 2003). The term kinesthesia is often used interchangeably with the term proprioception, 
designating the ability of bodies to orientate themselves in space (e.g. O’Shaughnessy 1995). 
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body. For example, the following chapter will describe how movies can make spectators feel as if 

they are consciously present but physically absent in an environment, becoming ghost-like entities. 

 

Prosthetic media 

 

Phenomenology-inspired scholars have extensively explored the way media and art transgress rather 

than mimic our normal, “unmediated” perception. Movies, books, theatre and games present 

places, people and objects to us in a way we would never encounter in real-life. The extreme close-

up in cinema (Casebier 1991; Sobchack 1991), the stream of consciousness in literature (Natanson 

1998), the fourth wall in theatre (Garner 1994; States 1985), the shoulder cam in games (Nitsche 

2008); all these abilities of presence, pertinent to specific technologies, do not so much imitate our 

“natural” perception as seem to alter it. The things presented may well resemble real-life 

phenomena, but they find their character in the fact that they are not the same as these 

phenomena. A painting of a tree could present me with a perception of a tree I would never obtain 

when looking at a living example, and vice versa. To judge a painted tree based solely on the extent 

to which it resembles real-life would dismiss its qualities as a phenomenon in its own right, that is, as 

a painted tree. To exist in the presence of a painted tree is different from existing in the presence of 

a narrated tree,19 a photographed tree, a filmed tree, a digital tree, or a living tree. To give another 

example: though a photograph of a horse on a racetrack simply represents a horse on a racetrack, 

the photo allows me to see this horse in a manner I would never encounter in real-life, namely as 

frozen, captured in one moment in time and space. In the article ‘What novels can do that films can’t 

(and vice versa)’ (1980), Seymour Chatman writes: ‘writer, filmmaker, comic strip artist, 

choreographer–each finds his or her own ways to evoke the sense of what the objects of the 

narrative look like’ (140). According to Chatman, verbal description allows the narrator to present 

the most salient details of an event to the reader, whereas an image allows spectators to explore the 

details of an event for themselves, with the possibility of the salient details remaining unnoticed 

(126-127). Likewise, crosscutting devices allow viewers to witness events simultaneously happening 

in multiple locations, and the navigable camera allows players to view events from multiple 

perspectives. 

 

                                                           
19

 When objects are narrated, the voice of the narrator becomes constitutive for the mental images we 
construct as listeners. For example, the performance House on Mars: PIXEL RAVE (URLAND 2012) begins with a 
storyteller who repeats the same line about a person owning a boat. In each repetition, the storyteller changes 
his accent, consequently changing the images the audience imagines; a posh accent evokes an image of a 
yacht; a farmer’s accent evokes an image of a simple rowboat, and so on.  
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This subsection has not argued against the idea that some media resemble more accurately the kind 

of spatial presence we experience in real life. It has argued, however, that by abandoning the strict 

comparison with “unmediated” perception, the abilities of media in terms of presence can be 

theorized in a novel way. From the phenomenological perspective, a medium cannot completely 

simulate real-world perceptions as a medium is always already in the perceptions it produces, 

making these perceptions essentially distinctive from “unmediated” perceptions. In short, the 

moment a medium moves into our intentional consciousness we start perceiving differently. Our 

perceptual faculties do not simply perceive the world but are formed by the world in perception. 

This approach opens a perspective where media do not trigger the same form of spatial presence 

but where media create different forms of spatial presence, depending on the intrinsic qualities of 

the media involved. It seems plausible, then, that movies or books do not create less spatial 

presence but create other forms of spatial presence. From this perspective, games have not replaced 

older media, but have added a new form of spatial presence to the spectrum of presence-producing 

technologies. The Holodeck is not the ultimate presence-producing medium but solely one amongst 

many. Even if the Holodeck were to become reality, it is not unthinkable that people will still read 

novels as the novel allows for a form of spatial presence not allowed by the Holodeck (Turner and 

Turner 2011). Interestingly enough, Captain Picard still enjoys reading books in the Star Trek 

universe.  

 

In a McLuhan-esque fashion, then, it seems that media create rather than recreate bodily 

perceptions. It seems there is no ultimate form of “mediated” presence or “being there”. Virtually 

endless varieties of “mediated” presence exist, actualized in various interactions between the 

human body-mind and the perceptual abilities of media, media genres and single media artefacts. 

This investigation, then, prefers the logic of phenomenology over the logic of mimesis. Spatial 

presence is understood as “mediated” presence not as the simulation of real-life presence; it is a 

phenomenon in its own right instead of a representation of a phenomenon. I feel present in a 

“mediated” environment as “mediated” environment not as simulation of a “real” environment. This 

implies that not the illusion of non-mediation but the illusion of mediation lies at the heart of spatial 

presence. I cannot perceive the environment in a game in any way other than a game environment, 

as an environment that is created in the game medium. 
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1.3.3.  Performance theory 

 

Let us further examine the way media produce other forms of presence. Media change our 

perception of environments not simply by extending our senses, but by changing our actions in 

response to environments as well. Looking again at the importance of action for perception (Noë 

2004), we see that there is no feeling of presence without the constitutive action of making 

something appear in our presence. Human beings approach their environment a priori from an 

inclination to act; perception is not formed simply by the senses but by our active engagement with 

the surrounding world. It is not sufficient, then, to study how media extend our senses. We should 

also study how media make us act differently; the aesthetic merits of “mediated” environments 

change our inclination to act, consequently producing forms of presence not encountered in 

“unmediated” presence. In short, computer games and VE technologies allow players to enact 

different forms of being in an environment, different forms of presence. 

 

Intentional arc 

 

Coming back to the notion of intentionality, Merleau-Ponty argues that the relation between the 

action of the human body and the perception of one’s environment depends on what he refers to as 

the “intentional arc”. In the The Cambridge Companion to Merleau-Ponty (2005), Hubert Dreyfus 

describes this intentional arc as ‘the capacity of an embodied agent to feed back what it has learned 

into the way the world shows up’ (136). Through the acquisition of skills, human beings change how 

they perceive the world around them. What shows up in our perception of the world derives from 

our intentional orientation towards the world, that is, from our inclination to act20 in a particular 

manner, formed by past experiences and present needs, plus the qualities of the world one exists in. 

In one of his other discussions of the intentional arc, Dreyfus writes:  

 

The intentional arc names the tight connection between the agent and the world, viz. that, 

as the agent acquires skills, these skills are “stored”, not as representations in the mind, but 

as more and more refined dispositions to respond to the solicitations of more and more 

refined perceptions of the current situation. (2004) 

 

For Dreyfus, the intentional arc arises from the inevitable connection between an acting embodied 

mind and the environment this embodied mind inhabits. The intentional arc connects the skills one 
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 Acting should be understood here in the broadest sense, including both physical and intellectual activities.  
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has acquired in time with the affordances in space: ‘Past experience is projected back into the 

perceptual world of the learner and shows up as affordances or solicitations to further action’ (2005: 

132). The intentional arc makes certain phenomena in the environment show up as affordances for 

action in our perception, inviting us to act in a particular way, often repetitively and reflexively. 

Should the affordances for action pertinent to an environment change, or should one’s inclination to 

act change, one starts perceiving the environment and one’s position in it differently (see also 

Gibson 1977; 1979).  

 

To further examine, then, how media and art make the player enact different forms of presence, this 

chapter borrows a concept from theatre studies that centres on the notion of repetitive and 

reflexive action, namely the concept of performance. As will be shown, the concept of performance 

revolves around the alteration of one’s behaviour in space and time in order to produce pleasurable 

or other intense perceptions; this alteration can happen voluntarily but is often guided by the 

perceptual intervention of media and art. In short, media and art reveal other affordances for action 

than the environments of our daily lives.  

 

On a side note, the concept of performance is an ‘essentially contested concept’ (Carlson 1996: 5) 

and has been employed far beyond theatre studies. It has become popular in a wide range of 

academic disciplines from cultural studies to marketing economics and social psychology. This 

popularity has blurred the concept considerably; it has been used for studying so many different 

phenomena that its analytical meaning and purpose have been subject to divergent and sometimes 

conflicting interpretations. Therefore, I confine myself here to an understanding of performance as 

encountered in those academic disciplines that study art in general and theatre in particular. 

Moreover, I focus on one specific aspect of performance, namely the notion of repetition.  

 

Repetition  

 

One of the scholars who examines the conceptual underpinnings of performance is Richard 

Schechner. In Performance Studies: An Introduction (2002), he describes the essence of 

performance, following the work of Erving Goffman, as twice-behaved or restored behaviour:  

 

Restored behaviour is the key process of every kind of performing, in everyday life, in 

healing, in play, and in the arts. Restored behaviour is “out there,” separate from “me.” To 



THE CONCEPT OF PRESENCE 

40 

 

put it in personal terms, restored behaviour is “me behaving as if I were someone else,” or 

“as I am told to do,” or “as I have learned.” (28) 

 

The general definition of performance as restored behaviour allows us to form some initial ideas on 

how player actions relate to the production of presence. We can approach player behaviour in 

games as restored behaviour, as actions performed repeatedly and reflexively. Though this may 

seem evident, it is essential as it also implies some form of knowledge of the effects of one’s actions. 

Only once an action has been undertaken can one reflect upon this action. Consequently, if one 

reproduces this action, one already has some prior knowledge, consciously or subconsciously, of the 

effects of this particular action. This would not be possible if the action were truly original. 

Therefore, twice-behaved behaviour is not only reflexive (ibid) but also reflective (Kattenbelt 2010). 

Simply put, one acts because one can assess the effects of one’s actions; these actions can become 

reflexive patterns of behaviour in time. 

 

These particular qualities of twice-behaved behaviour are essential to playing games. In repeating 

certain acts over and over again, one learns to master the game; one explores game rules and 

mechanics and begins to understand what actions are necessary to successfully complete the game 

(Salen and Zimmerman 2004: 340-342; Atkins and Krzywinska 2007: 6). After some time, some 

solutions for challenges appear without much deliberate thought, in accordance with the notion of 

the intentional arc. Like a soccer player, we immediately see what needs to be seen in order to 

successfully advance the game and act accordingly, almost intuitively. The reflexive and reflective 

repetition of action is what allows us to master the game. In the beginning, the rules of the game 

help us to determine what to do. Dreyfus writes: ‘Beginners, who have no experience in a specific 

skill domain, must rely on rules and predetermined relevant features’ (2005: 130). When the learner, 

through repetition, becomes accustomed with the rules, ‘the learner’s representations of rules and 

prototypical cases are gradually replaced by situational discriminations’ (131). In effect, ‘one 

becomes an expert, the world’s solicitations to act take the place of representations as a way of 

storing and accessing what one has learned’ (131-132). The solutions for challenges appear in our 

perception of the environment, without us deliberately having to delve into the things we have 

learned first.  

 

The constitutive role of repetitive action in terms of perception also holds true for the 

spatiotemporal experience of computer games. Players train not solely to win the game; they also 

train in order to create fulfilling experiences. With Järvinen, I agree that the attraction of games 
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resides in the mental states they allow us to evoke: ‘The premise is that games are played in search 

of certain short-term mental states, especially emotional responses such as joy and comfort, but also 

long-termed mental states, i.e. moods, such as happiness or pride’ (2008: 33). In addition to the 

moods Järvinen mentions here, the feeling of presence belongs on the list. To give an example, when 

I play a multiplayer match in Battlefield: Bad Company (EA Digital Illusions CE 2008), my choices of 

certain weaponry, or my decisions to move to certain locations on the map, are based not solely on 

the desire to win the game but also on the desire to experience the game in a certain way. As a 

sniper, I observe from a distance, through my scope; I see but I am not seen. When I play as a medic, 

I follow my teammates from behind, avoiding direct contact with the enemy, paying close attention 

to teammates as they might need my assistance. As a grenadier, I rush into the fray, running straight 

into an enemy bunker, trying to take it out while dodging incoming fire. These three different ways 

of acting result in different ways of “being-in-the-world”, to use phenomenological terminology. 

Even though I know certain actions will not necessarily increase my chances of winning, I still choose 

to pursue them because I like the spatiotemporal experience they produce. Though these examples 

relate to spectacular actions, the desire to enact fulfilling experiences also applies to less spectacular 

ones: walking up a cliff to get the best view on a beautiful landscape for example. 

 

From the perspective of performance, it seems that games facilitate twice-behaved behaviour 

particularly well. In a sense, they intensify and exploit the conditions of twice-behaved behaviour in 

the service of pleasurable experiences. Through properties such as force feedback, short-term 

learning curves and safe systems, we learn in relatively short time spans the effects of our actions, 

and are allowed to re-adjust them accordingly. Games allow us to perform and perfect with relative 

ease those forms of spatiotemporal experience we enjoy, making games particularly fun and maybe 

even addictive. With a push of a button, I am allowed to position myself pleasurably in the world of 

the game.  

 

Not coincidentally, games have been equated with the art of dance and game design with 

choreography (Jenkins 2004; 2005). Like music, games invite our bodies to move willingly. Like 

dancers, players alter the experience of the world around them through their physical movement. 

The significance of our proactive engagement in aesthetic or other sensory experiences is not new to 

academic thinking. The ability to incite one’s senses through bodily action has traditionally been 

regarded as an affordance of games: think of Caillois’ notion of vertigo (2001 [1961]). There also 

exists a long tradition of studying art not solely on the basis of what it represents but also on what it 

does in experiential terms. In his famous Harvard lectures on the experience of art, John Dewey 
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described the constitutive role of human action for aesthetic perception: ‘The urge to action 

becomes an urge to that kind of action which will result in an object satisfying in direct perception’ 

(2005 [1934]: 52). According to Dewy, aesthetic perception is not simply something that happens to 

us but something we enact.  

 

In terms of performance as restored behaviour, we can say that we are conditioned to enact 

aesthetic perception. In the museum or in the theatre, we have an aesthetic orientation and know 

how to open ourselves to an aesthetic object or practice. We know the conventions, the rules, 

where to look and what to do. In traditional theatre, one does not run onto the stage since these 

plays are not designed to be participatory. In the traditional museum, one does not touch the 

artefacts on display since the artefacts are usually not made to be touched. For Schechner, restored 

behaviour applies not only to art but also to many other aspects of our society: ‘Restored behaviour 

can be actions marked off by aesthetic convention as in theatre, dance, and music. It can be actions 

reified into the “rules of the game,” “etiquette,” or diplomatic “protocol”–or any other of myriad, 

known-beforehand actions of life’ (2002: 28). In each case, restored behaviour alters our experience 

of reality: ‘restored behaviour can bring into play non-ordinary reality’ and determines how events 

are ‘deployed in space and disclosed in time’ (ibid). Patterns of behaviour determine how reality–our 

spatiotemporal perception of the world around us–comes to us. Media and art make us alter our 

experience of reality by altering our patterns of behaviour, inviting or making us act differently, 

reworking our conventional ways of conduct. From the perspective of performance, media and art 

change our experience of reality, if only for a brief moment. This kind of engagement with media 

and art is unique to human beings. The instinctive behaviour of animals is always matched to the 

concrete demands of survival. Consciousness enables human beings to reflect upon their behaviour 

and change it for purposes other than basic survival (Csikszentmihalyi 1991).  

 

1.3.4. Expressive amplification 

 

Unlike dance, architecture or experience theatre, audiovisual media depend on the presentation of 

kinesthetic images and sounds to make the body of the participant move. Computer games seem to 

succeed particularly well in making players feel as if the action displayed on the screen is their own 

bodily action. In ‘Games, the new lively art’ (2005), Jenkins writes:  

 

Watch children play games and they sway with the movement of the figures on the screen, 

bouncing with the action, totally engaged with the moment. One could argue that such 
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responses reflect the degree of control they feel over what happens on the screen. We 

speak not just of controlling the characters but of “owning” the space of the game. (183) 

 

Not surprisingly, Jenkins discusses the artistic merits of games in terms of performance. In games, 

we do not really walk but nonetheless feel as if we are walking; we do not sprint but feel as if we are 

sprinting; we do not actually jump but feel as if we are jumping.21  

 

Moreover, the audiovisual qualities of games support the exaggeration of bodily action. According to 

Jenkins, ‘players need to feel they can run faster, shoot more accurately, jump further, and think 

smarter than in their everyday life and it is this expansion of the player’s capacity that accounts for 

the emotional intensity of most games’ (182). In line with my own argument, Jenkins believes that 

the aesthetics of games do not mimic but rather expand the abilities players possess in everyday life. 

While Jenkins focuses on particular capacities such as running, shooting and jumping, I believe this 

argument also holds true for the more general feeling of presence. Games not only hand us an 

amplified experience of running, shooting and jumping but in general constitute another way of 

being-in-the-world (Atkins and Krzywinska 2007: 5).  

 

Jenkins ascribes particular importance to game designers who, without the player being aware of it, 

carefully shape the spatiotemporal experience: ‘The game designer’s craft makes it possible for the 

players to feel as if they are in control of the situation at all times, even though their game play and 

emotional experience is significantly sculpted by the designer’ (ibid). The game designers need to 

intensify the player’s experience without making the intervention too obvious. One particularly 

useful technique game designers have at their disposal is expressive amplification. Jenkins borrows 

the notion of expressive amplification from David Bordwell’s work on Hong Kong martial arts 

movies. Bordwell writes: 

 

These films literally grip us; we can watch ourselves tense and relax, twitch or flinch. By 

arousing us through highly legible motion and staccato rhythms, and by intensifying their 

arousal through composition and editing and sound, the films seem to ask our bodies to 

recall elemental and universal events like striking, swinging, twisting, leaping, rolling. 

(Bordwell 2000, in: Jenkins 2005: 183) 
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 Recent developments in interface technologies such as the Kinect, Wii Remote and PlayStation Move have 
opened up more possibilities for the player’s physical action in the “natural” environment.  
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Martial arts movies incite our bodies by triggering bodily motions we are all familiar with. Jenkins 

writes about Bordwell’s description:   

 

Bordwell’s account of the Hong Kong martial arts movie, here, suggests two intertwined 

factors; first, the ways that commonly staged actions appeal to bodily memories, and 

second, the ways that various aesthetic devices can intensify and exaggerate the impact of 

actions, making them both more legible and more intense than their real world 

counterpoints. (ibid) 

 

Expressive amplification, according to Jenkins, is the capability of media technology to present us 

with exaggerated bodily motions; he suggests two intertwined factors of relevance here.  

 

In the first place, media can simply show a body in action. Seeing this action might evoke in our 

bodies the feeling as if we ourselves are undertaking the action displayed22 since it triggers bodily 

memories of similar actions one has experienced in the past, particularly when the movement is  

exaggerated by the body.23 This applies, however, to screen-dependent media as well as “live” 

media, like theatre and dance. Unlike theatre or dance, screen-dependent media present the body in 

action with recorded or rendered images. In the second place, then, visual presentation allows 

screen-dependent media to amplify the perception of bodily action. To give an example, a static 

camera shot could show a character running; we see the character moving from left to right in a 

motionless frame. Seeing the character run might incite a feeling of movement in the viewer. 

Alternatively, a dolly camera could follow the character; we see the character run in a frame that 

moves as well. The fast movement of the images enhances our feeling of movement as the images 

resemble the movement of our perceptual field when we start running ourselves.   

 

                                                           
22

 In current studies on the perception of movement, and the perception of dance in particular, the ability of 
spectators to experience bodily movement, even though they are only watching the bodies of other human 
beings move, is discussed as kinesthetic empathy (e.g. Foster 2011; Hagendoorn 2004). 
23

 The importance of bodily memories shows us that “mediated” presence will always be grounded in 
“unmediated” perception to some extent. Our bodily memories of lived experience are the precondition to 
trigger and enhance feelings of movement, even when one does not actually move. From this perspective, it 
seems our “mediated” perceptions always find some resonance in “unmediated” experience. Our general 
frame of reference is our existentially lived, embodied existence. For example, a medium is not likely to 
simulate the feeling that we consist of several bodies, simultaneously perceiving the world from multiple 
locations at once, as this experience would simply be too far removed from our physically determined 
existence. Even in mediation, one perceives from a single moment in space and time since media enhance our 
bodies, which will always be spatiotemporally anchored. So, it is important to emphasize that media do not 
construct forms of presence out of thin air but elaborate on known spatiotemporal experiences by altering, 
exaggerating or amplifying them (see also Klevjer 2006: 149). 
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Not only the “mediated” body in the “mediated” environment, but also the “mediated” environment 

itself, makes our bodies move. The same intertwined factors become relevant here. Firstly, screen-

dependent media construct environments, similar to architecture, garden design or theatrical 

installations. As phenomenological scholars have extensively argued, the design of an environment 

determines how one’s senses become addressed, inviting certain patterns of behaviour (e.g. 

Norberg-Schulz 1980; Seamon and Mugerauer 1985). Likewise, games stimulate and enhance the 

player’s senses with their level design, revealing certain affordances for action to the player, thus 

steering the perception of the game environment and the player’s physical position in it. Secondly, 

screen-dependent media, unlike buildings, gardens or installations, present the environment with 

images. The quality of the presentation reveals affordances for action in perception as well, again 

stimulating and enhancing our senses in particular ways. Think for example of the behaviour of the 

camera, how it frames and colours the environment. 

 

1.4.  Theoretical model 

 

This chapter has elaborated on the logic of presence in Presence Theory with phenomenological 

approaches to perception. This subsection will recapitulate its main argument with the aid of a 

theoretical model that I have developed.  

 

The fallacy of Presence Theory is its medium-independent approach to perception; it becomes 

arbitrary in Presence Theory which medium produces the feeling of spatial presence since the 

feeling derives from a mental representation exclusively: ‘As a user experience, the feeling of “being 

there”, or presence, is not intrinsically bound to any specific technology–it is a product of the mind’ 

(IJsselsteijn and Riva 2003: 5).24 I have translated the logic of Presence Theory into a basic theoretical 

model (fig. 2). The model represents the notion of medium-independent perception by using the 

same black colour for perceptual stimuli deriving from games, movies and books. The lack of colour 

variation denotes the homogeneity of these media. The extent to which a medium produces a 

feeling of spatial presence becomes determined by the extent to which the artificially created 

mental representation resembles the mental representation of natural perception, including the 

extent to which the medium disappears out of perception. According to Presence Theory, presence 

in VE technologies more closely resembles presence of natural perception in comparison with 
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 Schubert and Crusius make a similar remark: ‘not the presented stimuli make us present, but [...] we 
ourselves build a model in which we feel present, and that this model can be built effectively on very different 
bases’ (2002: 3-4). 
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movies and books. Therefore, the model makes the feeling of presence in computer games 

strongest; the circle is white for the most part, denoting a close resemblance to the mental 

representation of natural perception; it contains almost no black, denoting the perceptual illusion of 

non-mediation. In contrast, the model makes the feeling of presence in books weakest; the circle is 

black for the most part, denoting almost no resemblance to the mental representation of natural 

perception; it contains black for the most part, denoting the perceptual awareness of the 

intervention of a medium. In this manner, the theoretical model maps different degrees of presence, 

not different forms of presence, in line with the logic of presence in Presence Theory. 

 

 

   Figure 2: Different degrees of spatial presence           Figure 3: Different forms of spatial presence 

 

The phenomenological approach to perception enables us to think of presence in terms of 

“difference” rather than “degrees”. The main advantage of the phenomenological approach is the 

notion of perception as intentional action; it allows us to move beyond the notion of medium-

independent presence, stemming from the theoretical correlation between mental representation 
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and perception. In the words of Noë: ‘Once we adapt an active approach to perception, treating the 

active animal as the subject of perception, we are led to question the assumption [...] that vision is a 

process whereby the brain produces an internal representation of the world (of what is seen)’ (21). 

The embodied mind does not need to make a mental representation of the world before 

determining its relevance for action because the intentional arc, formed by past experiences and 

present needs, directly feeds back what is relevant for action into the way the world shows up. From 

the perspective of the phenomenology of perception, one feels less present only when one 

approaches the “mediated” environment as “natural” environment. Should a person have the 

inclination to act in the “mediated” environment as if this environment were “natural”, a movie 

would indeed make this person feel less present. However, with the notion of media as extensions 

of the senses in mind, it seems media make us perceive differently. Keeping in mind the notion of 

perception as intentional action as well, it seems media consequently enable us to act differently. In 

other words, because media redefine our perceptual faculties, they invite us to act in new ways. 

Media stimulate and enhance our bodily senses in particular ways; they make us see, hear, smell, 

taste, touch, and position25 in ways impossible without the intervention of these media, making 

certain possibilities for action apparent to consciousness, while others disappear. Consequently, it 

becomes “natural” to us to temporarily engage the perceived world in another manner. In short, 

media produce different forms of presence, that is, different ways of perceiving the world around us 

and our own position in it: other ways of being-in-the-world, to use phenomenological terminology. 

 

I have translated this alternative logic of presence into the theoretical model (fig. 3). Taking the 

notion of perception as intentional action as theoretical point of departure, the model shows the 

relationship between medium and presence to be mutually dependent. In the phenomenology of 

perception, the medium affects presence, hence the shades of grey. Different media allow us to 

perceive places, people and other phenomena differently, thus it matters from which medium the 

artificial stimuli derive. A medium does not simply produce artificial stimuli for one’s perceptual 

faculties to process; a medium redefines one’s perceptual faculties. In effect, the model approaches 

the spatial presence produced by media a priori as “mediated” presence, not as the simulation of 

“natural” presence. As the shades of grey in the model denote, the feeling of presence does not 

derive from the imitation of the mental representation of “natural” perception. The extent to which 

media recreate this mental representation does not determine whether or not somebody feels 

present in the “mediated” environment. There is not a single, “natural” mental representation in the 

mind generating the same feeling of spatial presence over and over again, when triggered correctly. 
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 In addition to these five senses, this study includes our vestibular senses that determine our awareness of 
the position and movement of our bodies.  
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The presence we experience in the real world stems from the real world as much as from our own 

minds. In other words, the feeling of spatial presence in the real world cannot exist without the 

perception of the real world. Consequently, when one replaces these real-world stimuli with ones 

artificially created, the feeling of “real” spatial presence disappears and reconstructs itself in 

accordance with the new stimuli, opening up a novel form of spatial presence.26 To sum up, the 

feeling of presence derives not from a mental representation but from the intentional arc, 

essentially connecting embodied mind and (mediated) environment.  

 

The phenomenological approach to presence has considerable advantages over Presence Theory. 

This chapter has reconceptualised the concept of presence; the concept no longer applies solely to 

VE technologies and computer games but to other media as well. The reconceptualization allows us 

in the next chapter to study the relationship between presence and narrative from a comparative 

perspective, comparing presence and narrative in books, movies, games and plays as a strategy to 

better comprehend the specificity of the medium of computer games with respect to this 

relationship. From a phenomenological perspective, one can describe what kinds of presence 

different games produce, instead of describing what kinds of games produce more or less presence. 

The approach thus allows us to make distinctions between different games and game genres. 

Although we know from research on player motivation (e.g. Bartle 2005; Yee 2003) that players like 

games because the medium produces a feeling of presence, we know less about what kinds of 

presence different players prefer. Personally, I am drawn to games where I am the main character 

and my feeling of being physically present in the game world is never interrupted, while other 

players like to have a main character to empathize with. These different preferences relate to the 

different forms of presence games allow, as will be shown in the following chapters. For game 

designers, it can be helpful to know how these forms of presence can be established and how 

players evoke different forms of presence through their actions. This chapter has described in 

general terms how media and art make us perform perceptions one does not encounter in 

“unmediated” perception. Chapter three will investigate in detail how computer games make us 

enact perception. Focusing on the player’s control of the avatar and the virtual camera, the chapter 

explains how games invite the player to produce different forms of presence. 
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 On a side note, the model does not exclude the possibility of comparing “natural” presence with different 
forms of “mediated” presence. The different shades of grey still lie closer to or further away from the white 
colour of natural perception. Some media imitate more closely how one perceives the world in “unmediated” 
presence; however, this does not mean that other media produce less presence.  
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2.  The concept of narrative 

 

This chapter discusses the relationship between presence and narrative. Media are capable of 

producing different forms of presence, as we have seen in the prior chapter. This chapter explores 

what kinds of presence media produce when they aim to express stories or fictional worlds. The 

chapter starts with a general investigation into the relationship between narrative and presence, 

particularly with respect to the notion of medium-specificity (2.1.). Then, we examine from a 

comparative perspective what kinds of presence books, movies, theatre and games produce, 

focusing on the modalities of recounting (2.2.), showing (2.3.) and participation (2.4.). Critical 

debates on the ability of these media to express stories will be studied with the concept of presence 

in mind. The insights of this investigation will be translated into a general theoretical model, 

explaining how narrative media in their substance and form produce different forms of presence. 

The chapter ends with an elaboration on this theoretical model, discussing the specificity of the 

relationship between narrative and presence in computer games (2.5.). 

 

2.1. Narrative and presence   

 

To understand the relationship between narrative and presence, we turn again to the work of media 

scholars who employed the (existential) phenomenology of philosophers such as Heidegger and 

Merleau-Ponty to study media and art. The intention of what is sometimes referred to as semiotic 

phenomenology or phenomenological semiotics is to move beyond the semiotics of the (post-

)structuralist movement and to theorize media not solely as semiotic vehicles of (metaphysical) 

meaning but also as existential phenomena, producing perceptions unlike those encountered in 

“unmediated” existence. In film theory, the work of Vivian Sobchack has become synonymous with 

this approach. In The Address of the Eye: A Phenomenology of Film Experience (1991), she writes: ‘A 

film simultaneously has sense and makes sense both for us and before us. Perceptive, it has the 

capacity for experience; and expressive, it has the ability to signify’. She continues, ‘A film presents 

and represents acts of seeing, hearing, and moving as both the original structures of existential being 

and the mediating structures of language’ (11). Though Sobchack does not concern herself 

specifically with narrative, her approach to cinema offers us an initial insight into the relationship 

between perception and signification in narrative-based media. In what Sobchack refers to as ‘the 

dialectics of double vision’ (270), the art of cinema exposes the essential condition of narrative, that 
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is, narratives, when manifested in particular media formats, do not only communicate a story or a 

fictional universe27 but inevitably also create perception.  

 

Let us look at a simple example to illustrate this conceptualization. Imagine a movie scene of a 

character, named John, walking down a street, named Cambridge Avenue. On the one hand, the 

cinematic image represents movement; the character of John walks down Cambridge Avenue (i.e. 

the articulated story). At the same time, the cinematic image presents movement; we see somebody 

walking down the street, thereby perhaps even feeling as if we move ourselves (i.e. the experienced 

perception). This example hints at the essence of the interdependent relationship between narrative 

and perception. The mediated perceptions animate the story (i.e. the images of a man walking down 

a street become the condition to communicate “John is walking down Cambridge Avenue”), and vice 

versa, the story informs the mediated perception (i.e. the communication of “John is walking down 

Cambridge Avenue” inevitably produces images of a man walking down a street and possibly the 

feeling of movement). In short, the representation of a story creates perceptions, and the 

presentation of perceptions articulates a story. 

 

By including perception in modalities of signification, such as narrative, semiotic phenomenology 

differs from (post-)structuralist semiotics in that narrative is theorized not solely in terms of the 

meaning it expresses but also in terms of the perception it produces. Consequently, it broadens our 

understanding of “media texts”; they are not only systems of signs, in the semiotic sense but also 

perceptual phenomena, in the phenomenological sense.28  

 

Some phenomenology-inspired media scholars even argue that the signified story is only a by-

product of the perceived experience. Bert States in Great Reckonings in Little Rooms: On the 

Phenomenology of Theater (1985) describes the importance of studying the experiential affordances 

of media and art, referring to the literary scholar Sigurd Burckhardt. According to States, a purely 

linguistic approach to the study of theatre is blind to the sensory appeal that theatrical 

performances possess: 

 

This seems to me the primary limitation of a strictly semiotic perspective as we find it being 

applied to the study of theater. It is perhaps best expressed by Sigurd Burckhardt’s idea that 
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 For a discussion on the difference between story and fictional universe, see subsection 2.1.2. 
28

 For similar arguments concerning theatre, see Garner (1994) and States (1985); for cinema, see Casebier 
(1991); for literature, see Natanson (1998) and Gerrig (1999); and for architecture, see Norberg-Schulz (1980) 
and Seamon and Mugerauer (1985). 
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“the nature and primary function of the most important poetic devices”–among which we 

could include the devices of theater–“is to release words in some measure from their 

bondage to meaning, their purely referential role, and to give or restore to them the 

corporeality which a true medium needs.” In other words, what speech would be saying, in 

Burckhardt’s sense, is that it isn’t so much a carrier of a content (a story, a signified) as a 

medium that can only be animated by a content. (7-8; my emphasis) 

 

What States seems to imply is that some media possess stories that have arisen not out of the 

intention to be communicated (“to be carried”). They function instead as the condition to make 

certain experiences possible. Indeed, if we want to enjoy the beauty of a voice reciting a poem, this 

voice cannot escape pronouncing something (a content) in order for us to experience its beautiful 

timbre. Similarly, if a game wants to give players the sensation of walking on the fields of Verdun, 

this game cannot escape articulating a story of a soldier moving through no man's land, basic as this 

story may be. The content seems to be the necessary requirement to animate the feeling of spatial 

presence. States’ remark seems to be influenced by Gadamer, a philosopher who makes a similar 

argument regarding the aesthetics of poetry: 

 

But–can we really assume that the reading of such texts is a reading exclusively concentrated 

on meaning? Do we not sing these texts [Ist es ein Singen]? Should the process in which a 

poem speaks only be carried by a meaning intention? Is there not, at the same time, a truth 

that lies in its performance [eine Vollzugswahrheit]? This, I think, is the task with which the 

poem confronts us. (Gadamer 2000; translated by Gumbrecht 2004: 64) 

 

Though the importance of academic attention for the affective affordances of media and art cannot 

be underestimated, I believe one should not denounce semiotic signification. Returning to the work 

of Gumbrecht once again, I understand the experience of media and art to consist of ‘an oscillation 

(and sometimes as an interference) between “presence effects” and “meaning effects”’ (2004: 2). In 

line with Gumbrecht’s ideas, this study expands on the (post-)structuralist approach by theorizing 

narrative not only as construct of meaning but also as construct of presence:  

 

1. Presence effect: The production of presence; narrative makes us feel present to–positions us in 

the presence of–people, places and other phenomena. (Being in the presence of events) 

2. Meaning effect: The expression of meaning; narrative communicates–cues us to imagine–a story 

or a fictional universe. (Understanding the meaning of events) 
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Narratives position us in the presence of events and need to make sure that we as media users 

understand the meaning of the events in our presence.29 To return to the example of John walking 

down the street, it could well be that nothing in the projected images explicitly tells the spectator 

that this character is John and that the street is Cambridge Avenue. It is because of narrative 

meaning cued prior to the scene that we tend to “read” the character as John and the street as 

Cambridge Avenue–perhaps we have previously seen John introducing himself to another character. 

The scene in isolation produces solely perceptions of a man walking down a street. Through 

information communicated prior to the scene, the spectator is able to transpose an additional layer 

of meaning over the images they subsequently perceive.  

 

Gumbrecht suggests that the relation between presence effects and meaning effects in narratives 

seems to be described best as an oscillation. At some moments, narrative media foreground effects 

of presence; at other moments, they foreground effects of meaning. For example, games make 

players feel as if they roam around freely in exciting landscapes, but games also introduce moments 

to explain to players the significance of their actions. As Klevjer writes: ‘Yes, we want to be free, to 

play, to master and to conquer, but we also want our actions to be meaningful within a mythical 

fictional universe’ (2002: 197). Especially for players with an interest in the stories and fictional 

worlds of computer games, play experiences become more meaningful (and often more engaging) 

when these players know the implications of their actions for the fictional world they inhabit. 

Therefore, in addition to the production of presence, the narrative communicates meaning, more 

specifically, information that helps us to understand the storyline and the inner logic of the fictional 

universe. To give some examples, the narrative can inform the player about the desires of 

characters, the background of the conflict or the history of the setting. Chapter four will reveal in 

greater detail how games are able to communicate narrative information without denying players 

the feeling of embodied presence. This chapter will explore the relation between presence and 

narrative from a broader, comparative perspective, beginning with the importance of the inherent 

qualities of media. 

 

 

 

                                                           
29

 In the book Half-Real: Video Games between Real Rules and Fictional Worlds (2005), Jesper Juul theorizes 
computer games as being real and fictional at the same time: ‘To play a video game is […] to interact with real 
rules while imagining a fictional world, and a video game is a set of rules as well as a fictional world’ (2). While 
Juul’s research focuses on the interdependent relationship between rules and fiction, this study focuses on the 
interdependent relationship between presence and fiction. To rephrase Juul’s introduction, to play a video 
game is to experience presence while imagining a fictional world.  
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2.1.1.  Medium-specificity  

 

The phenomenological approach allows this research to conceptualize narrative as medium-specific. 

In general, scholars study narrative along two parameters, that is, the content of the narrative (the 

story) and the discourse of the narrative (the expression of the story). The discourse can be divided 

again into substance and form (Prince 1987: 21; Chatman 1978: 26). While the substance of 

narrative expression reveals something about the inner qualities of the medium (written or spoken 

words, moving images, physical gestures, etc.), the form relates to the aesthetics of the medium and 

describes how artists convert inherent qualities into formal structures.  

 

In contrast with phenomenological media theory, (post-)structuralism invites a medium-

independent approach to the study of narrative. To understand this medium-independent approach, 

let us briefly focus on the narratological endeavour of (post-)structuralist scholars. Though the 

narratologists of the (post-)structuralist school concern themselves primarily with literary works, 

they do not limit the scope of their research to literary texts. In principle, they understand all media 

as narrative texts. In the introduction of a special issue of the French journal Communications, 

entitled ‘Introduction à l'analyse structurale des récits’, Roland Barthes writes: 

 

The narratives of the world are numberless. Narrative is first and foremost a prodigious 

variety of genres, themselves distributed amongst different substances–as though any 

material were fit to receive man's stories. Able to be carried by articulated language, spoken 

or written, fixed or moving images, gestures, and the ordered mixture of all these 

substances; narrative is present in myth, legend, fable, tale, novella, epic, history, tragedy, 

drama, comedy, mime, painting (think of Carpaccio's Saint Ursula), stained glass windows, 

cinema, comics, news item, conversation. Moreover, under this almost infinite diversity of 

forms, narrative is present in every age, in every place, in every society; it begins with the 

very history of mankind and there nowhere is nor has been a people without narrative. 

(1977: 79)30 

 

According to Barthes and his fellow narratologists, the ability to carry stories goes beyond literary 

texts and when Barthes asks himself how to master the immense varieties in narrative, he answers: 

‘is not structuralism's constant aim to master the infinity of utterances [paroles] by describing the 

“language” [“langue”] of which they are the products and from which they can be generated’ (80). 
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 See for the original in French: Barthes (1966: 1). 
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As Barthes writes, structuralism seeks to reveal those semantic structures (“langue”) underneath 

narrative expressions (“paroles”) that allow us to recognize these expressions as narrative, whether 

an expression manifests itself in a book, a movie or a play.  

 

The (post-)structuralist’s concern with the identification of the underlying semantic structures of 

narrative expressions has given rise to an understanding of narrative as medium-independent. From 

the perspective of (post-)structuralism, the substance and form of signs have little effect on the 

content they signify; narratives may vary in substance and form but still articulate the same story, 

since they share the same fundamental semantic makeup. The work of Bremond has become 

synonymous with this argument:  

 

So any sort of narrative message (not only folk tales), regardless of the process of expression 

which it uses, manifests the same level in the same way. It is only independent of the 

techniques that bear it along. It may be transposed from one to another medium without 

losing its essential properties; the subject of a story may serve as argument for a ballet, that 

of a novel can be transposed to stage or screen, one can recount in words a film to someone 

who has not seen it. These are words we read, images we see, gestures we decipher, but 

through them, it is a story that we follow; and this can be the same story. (1964: 4)31 

 

The medium-independent understanding of narrative as articulated here by Bremond derives from 

what could be termed a transmissive conceptualization of narrative. The narrative is broken down 

into a form (a discourse; a signifier) that communicates or expresses a content (a story; a signified). 

In line with Roman Jakobson’s model of communication, the medium functions as the pipeline that 

transports its content from sender to receiver. As propagated by scholars such as Claude Bremond 

and Roland Barthes, the story in this approach exists independently from the medium as the 

medium operates solely as the conduit responsible for the transportation of the story. The story 

becomes encoded into a specific system of signs (whether cinematic, theatrical, etc.) without losing 

its essential properties.  

 

This particular logic has been criticized to some extent as it seems unlikely that the same story can 

be expressed in a novel, a movie or a game. However, this critique has never addressed the 

perceptual merits of the medium as conduit. It only proposes that the formal qualities of media 

determine what kinds of stories can and cannot be communicated. Simply stated, the formal 
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 The translation is by Seymour Chatman. 
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structure of the medium determines the shape of the pipeline through which some types of content 

can and other types cannot pass (Herman, Jahn and Ryan 2005).  

 

In keeping with the ideas of Gadamer and Burckhardt, this study emphasises the corporeality of 

media and art. Narratives do not simply communicate stories to media users for them to retell; 

narratives position us in the presence of places, people and objects. Unlike (post-)structuralist 

narratology, then, this study examines the relationship between narrative and presence. In principle, 

the substance and form that express the story are the same substance and form that produce 

presence. Therefore, the intention to express a particular story, with a particular substance, and in a 

particular form, potentially steers the presence that a medium can produce. Or vice versa, the 

intention to produce a particular form of presence potentially steers the substance and form of the 

narrative. To unravel how the substance and form of narrative relate interdependently to the 

production of presence, the next subsections will compare a variety of narrative practices in various 

media formats. To be more precise, it will investigate the relationship between the substance, the 

form and the position of the media user in relation to the articulated story. This comparison will be 

conducted by focusing on the academic discussions on the nature of narrative. These discussions are 

particularly well suited to reveal the relationship between substance, form, and presence. As will be 

shown, each new medium comes with a new substance, thus inviting formal experimentations, 

which consequently create narratives that do not always comply with older concepts of narrative. 

Because these discussions foreground the inherent qualities of narrative media, they offer a 

theoretical point of entry to investigate the relationship between these inherent qualities, the 

narrative, and the production of presence. Concretely, the end goal of the chapter is to provide this 

research with a theoretical model that functions as a mapping tool to unravel how different 

narrative substances and forms produce different forms of spatial presence. Before starting this 

investigation, let me briefly explain why I use the term story as well as fictional world when 

describing the meanings narratives express.   

 

2.1.2.  Stories and fictional worlds  

 

In the introduction, I proposed both a narrow and a broad definition of narrative. In the narrow 

sense, narrative refers to the expression of stories. Following the traditional definition of stories 

from Gerald Prince, narrative can be conceived of as the expression of ‘a causal sequence of events 

pertinent to a character or characters seeking to solve a problem or reach a goal’ (1987: 91). In the 

broad sense, narrative refers to the expression of a fictional world: an imaginary universe inhabited 
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by people, places, objects and other phenomena, governed by its own inner logic, which is often 

similar to, but not the same as, our actual world (Schaeffer 2009).  

 

The narrow definition of narrative as the expression of stories derives from structuralist narratology. 

In the structuralist orientation, stories become the product of the textual act of recounting, as will 

be discussed in the next subsection in detail. This understanding of stories has contributed to the 

persistent notion of stories as fixed, temporal constructs since the act of recounting creates a linear, 

chronological order of events in time (i.e. this happens, then this happens, then this happens, and so 

on). The distinction between plot and story, designating the difference between the order of the 

telling and the order of the events told, is an exemplary exponent of this logic (Forster 1969 

[1927]).32 The events of the story already happened; thus their order cannot be changed, only the 

order of their telling.  

 

The notion of stories as fixed, temporal constructs becomes problematic when transposed too 

strictly to the medium of games. As scholars in game studies have extensively argued, the events in 

games do not seem to be causally predetermined in time, mainly because of the interactivity the 

medium allows. Unlike (mainstream) novels or movies, games do not present a single static chain of 

events (e.g. Juul 2001b; 2005b). Therefore, scholars have offered alternative terms to describe the 

narrative potential of games. Juul prefers the term fictional worlds (2005a: 122). Likewise, Jenkins 

talks about fictional universes (2003). In both cases, these scholars seek to offer an alternative to the 

traditional notion of stories. The notion of the fictional world or the fictional universe, deriving from 

the philosophical concept of possible worlds (e.g. Pavel 1986; Ryan 1991)33, seems less burdened 

with ideas of linearity and causality. Fictional worlds do not necessarily consist of chronological, 
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 The plot is commonly defined as ‘the arrangement of incidents; the situations and events as presented to 
the receiver’ (Prince 1987: 71). Instead of plot, some scholars refer to the phenomenon of emplotment as 
syuzhet (e.g. Shklovsky 1990 [1925]: 170; see also 1973 [1919]) or discourse (e.g. Todorov 1980 [1966]). 
Instead of the term story, these scholars use the terms fabula (ibid) or histoire (ibid), respectively. Although it 
suffices for this subsection to equate the notions of plot, syuzhet and discourse, it is important for a more 
thorough treatment of the subject to differentiate between these notions as they differ in their analytic range 
and implication. For a detailed description of the differences, see Neitzel (2005). 
33

 Using the term “possible world” instead of “fictional world” has a theoretical benefit; it avoids the 
ontological discussion over whether something is or is not fictional. The term “possible world” does not specify 
to what extent the world constructed in the narrative is real or fictitious, that is, a possible world can be real or 
imagined. I have chosen to use the term “fictional world”, because it is more common in game studies, and it 
matters less in the context of this research to what degree the world constructed in the narrative is real or 
fictional.    
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causally related sequences of events. In a fictional world, places, people and events exist 

meaningfully beside each other (a spatial order) as well as after each other (a temporal order).34  

 

The broad definition of narrative as the expression of fictional worlds provides a solution to the 

linear connotation of stories. However, in line with the proposition of Fernández-Vara in her PhD 

thesis on adventure games, it seems games still express stories. Not the medium, but the player 

constructs linear chains of events in the fictional world: ‘The fictional world can also host a story, a 

series of events that unfold as the player plays with the world. The actions of the player cause 

different events to take place—those events make up the story of the game’ (2009: 5). Therefore, 

this study proposes not to exclude the notion of stories from the conceptualization of narrative, but 

neither does it make it a requisite. When broadening the definition of narrative as the expression of 

a fictional world, it no longer becomes a requirement, but rather a possibility, for the narrative to 

express how events relate meaningfully to each other in time. Fictional worlds can contain stories–

they can contain series of causally related events–but the narrative does not necessarily have to 

articulate these causal and temporal connections. In practice, some narratives tend to foreground 

one (relatively fixed) chain of events in the fictional world for the player to enact, for example in 

games like Uncharted 2: Among Thieves (Naughty Dog 2009) or Enslaved: Odyssey to the West (Ninja 

Theory 2010). Other narratives focus more on the expression of the fictional world in general–its 

inhabitants, its settings, its micro stories–and leave it up to the individual players to create their own 

personal stories within this fictional context, for example in open-world games like The Elder Scrolls 

V: Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios 2011) or Fable III (Lionhead Studios 2010).35  

 

2.2.  Narrative as recounting  

 

The upcoming subsections will explore the academic discussions on the nature of narrative to 

identify what kinds of presence various narrative-based media produce.  
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 In this respect, the concept of spatial stories (Jenkins 2004) offers another alternative to the notion of fixed 
stories, albeit stories should not be theorized as exclusively spatial since stories will always be temporal as 
well, at least from a human-centered, cognitive perspective (e.g. Mandler 1984). 
35

 In game studies, scholars have proposed various terms to describe narratives that make the player enact a 
(relatively) fixed story, and games that make the player construct their own stories. The former have been 
described as structures of progression (Juul 2005a: 72), embedded narratives (Salen and Zimmerman 2004: 
383), scripted narratives (Calleja 2011: 115), enacted narratives (Jenkins 2004: 124) or the designers’ stories 
(Rouse III 2005: 204). The latter have been described as structures of emergence (Juul 2005a: 73), emergent 
narratives (Salen and Zimmerman 2004: 383; Jenkins 2004: 128; Pearce 2004: 145), alterbiographies (Calleja 
2011: 115) or the players’ stories (Rouse III 2005: 204).  
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Let us start with the concept of narrative as developed by the first narratologists, such as Barthes, 

Eco, Metz, Brémond, Greimas, Genette and Todorov. Although the scholarly interest in storytelling 

has a long history and can be traced all the way back to Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Poetics, the 

study of narratives as an autonomous academic discipline came into existence only in the 1960s. 

Termed ‘narratology’ by Todorov (1969: 10) in his work  rammaire du   cam ron, the theory of the 

narratological aims to present a logical and structural description of the way in which stories are 

told. The narratologist dissects the narrative phenomenon into its component parts and attempts to 

determine functions and relationships (Jahn 2005). As becomes clear from this description, the 

shared episteme of these first narratologists is strongly rooted in the discourses of French 

structuralism and Russian formalism. The semiology of Saussure and semiotics of Peirce have been 

particularly influential. Though the exact terminology may vary, in essence, narrative is conceived of 

as sign consisting of signifier and signified. Genette in Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method 

(1980) proposes, for example: ‘to use the word story for the signified or narrative content [and] to 

use the word narrative for the signifier, statement, discourse or narrative text itself’ (27).36  

 

Though scholars in what is often referred to as structuralist narratology disagree about the exact 

definition of narrative, their works unanimously conceive narrative as representational in nature. As 

explained by Marie-Laure Ryan in Narrative Across Media (2004), these narratologists believe the 

standard conception of narrativity to be manifested in the act of ‘telling somebody else that 

something happened, with the assumption that the addressee is not already aware of the events’ 

(13). Also, the etymological root of the word narrative defines it as a form of recounting, as it derives 

in part from the Latin verb narrare, which means ‘to recount’. According to these narratologists, a 

narrative, recounts, or tells, real or fictitious past events in the present.37  
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 As pointed out by Genette in the preface to Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method (1980), the meaning of 
the word narrative is ambiguous: ‘A first meaning—the one nowadays most evident and most central in 
common usage—has narrative refer to the narrative statement, the oral or written discourse that undertakes 
to tell of an event or a series of events […] A second meaning, less widespread but current today among 
analysts and theoreticians of narrative content, has narrative refer to the succession of events, real or 
fictitious, that are the subjects of this discourse, and to their several relations of linking, opposition, repetition, 
etc. […] A third meaning, apparently the oldest, has narrative refer once more to an event: not, however, the 
event that is re-counted, but the event that consists of someone recounting something: the act of narrating 
taken in itself’ (25-26). According to Genette, some of the complexities of narratological discourse can be 
attributed to the different meanings the term narrative carries. In popular language, the term seems to have 
even more interpretations and is often used interchangeably with the word story.  
37

 The term “past” refers here to the notion that the events depicted already happened; it does not refer to 
the time and place of the fictional setting. A science fiction novel can recount past events, even though the 
fictional setting places these events in the future. Genette distinguishes the following temporal modalities in 
narrative: story time (time of the events told), discourse time (time of the telling), and reading/viewing time 
(1980: 33-34). The term “past” refers here to the discourse time, that is, to the temporal expanse between the 
moment an event unfolds and the moment when somebody tells about the event that has unfolded.  
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2.2.1.  The classical novel   

 

The question of why these first narratologists understand narrative in essence as a form of 

recounting can be answered by looking at one of their most constitutive publications. In 1966, the 

French journal Communications published a special issue, entitled ‘L’analyse structurale du récit’. 

With contributions by many leading narratologists, the publication has been referred to as the 

manifesto of the first narratologists’ endeavour. With the exception of Metz, a film scholar, the 

narratologists who contributed to the special issue were literary critics with an interest in literary 

texts and theory. The objects of their study include 18th- and 19th-century novels by Charles Dickens 

and Choderlos de Laclos (Todorov), works by Honoré de Balzac (Genette) and books by the James 

Bond author, Ian Fleming (Eco). In terms of theory, many of the contributions refer to the work of 

Vladimir Propp, the Soviet formalist who studied Russian folktales, particularly the seminal 

Morphology of the Folktale (1928) (Herman, Jahn and Ryan 2005: 574-575).   

 

The conceptualization of narrative as recounting can be explained by looking at the literary texts 

under study (see also Lee, Park and Jin 2006: 265). These texts contain explicit narrators telling the 

story, that is, the narrator is apparent in the text. The classical early 19th-century novel exemplifies 

this model of storytelling. Books by authors such as Charles Dickens or Jane Austen portray without 

exception the story as a thing recounted. When telling the story to the reader, the narrator explicitly 

emphasizes its ‘pastness’. Narrators establish the story as something that happened in the past by 

using the past tense when discussing, summing up and commenting on the events pertinent to it 

and by employing specific temporal tropes (Rimmon-Kenan 2005: 110; see also Stam 2005: 90). The 

following famous sentence from A Christmas Carol (Charles Dickens 1843) illustrates this practice: 

‘Once upon a time–of all the good days in the year, on Christmas Eve–old Scrooge sat busy in his 

counting-house’ (5; my emphasis). Like the oral storyteller, the narrator often addresses the reader 

directly, in phrases such as: “Dear reader, I am going to tell you a story of…”. The explicit presence of 

narrators describing past events to readers makes the concept of narrative as recounting feasible.  

 

The legacy of the first, primarily French, narratologists can be clearly seen in the work of prominent 

contemporary narratologists such as Seymour Chatman, Gerald Prince and Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan. 

In the Dictionary of Narratology, Prince gives the following definition of narrative:   

 

The recounting (as product and process, object and act, structure and structuration) of one 

or more real or fictitious events communicated by one, two, or several (more or less overt) 
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narrators to one, two, or several (more or less overt) narratees. Such (possibly interesting) 

texts as “Electrons are constituents of atoms,” “Mary is tall and Peter is small,” “All men are 

mortal; Socrates is a man; Socrates is mortal,” and “Roses are red / Violets are blue / Sugar is 

sweet / And so are you” do not constitute narratives, since they do not represent any event. 

(1987: 58; my emphasis) 

 

Like the first narratologists, Prince understands narrative as a form of recounting, that is, through 

narration, the narrative represent past events in the present. Should a medium not comply with this 

logic of recounting, it cannot be theorized in terms of narrative. He continues, ‘Moreover, a dramatic 

performance representing (many fascinating) events does not constitute a narrative either, since 

these events, rather than being recounted, occur directly on stage’ (1987: 58; my emphasis). 

However, there seems to be disagreement amongst narratologists on whether or not theatrical 

performances can be theorized as narrative. Unlike Prince, Chatman as well as Rimmon-Kenan seem 

to include theatrical performances such as ballet, dance and pantomime as legitimate forms of 

narrative discourse, even though these practices are not literally involved in the act of recounting 

(Chatman 1978: 26; Rimmon-Kenan 1983: 2).       

 

It seems the conceptualization of narrative as recounting becomes problematic when transposed to 

media that do not literally tell stories. While the early 19th-century novel or the oral storyteller tells a 

story to the reader or listener through the presence of an explicit narrator, many other media, like 

television, movies or games, lack this kind of narration. While some of the novels in the second half 

of the 19th-century, such as Madame Bovary (Gustave Flaubert 1856), and modernist novels like 

Ulysses (James Joyce 1922), begin to question the logic of recounting, as they do not always present 

an apparent narrator, media such as cinema and television really bring the concept of narrative as 

recounting under scrutiny. This shift also has its implications with respect to the production of 

presence.  

 

In terms of presence, the definition of narrative as recounting implies a particular relationship 

between the narrator and the narratee. Though spoken or written words can produce spatial 

presence just as visual media do (Turner and Turner 2011), the narrator can choose to disrupt the 

production of spatial presence at any moment. Only when the narrator chooses to describe the 

events, does it become possible for the narratee to image himself present in the events. By 

describing the events in detail, the narrator can make readers feel as if they are present to the 

narrated characters, places, and so on. At any time, however, the storyteller can interrupt the 
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description of events for the purpose of exposition or even for more moralistic or philosophical 

reflections. When the narrator starts explaining or introducing past events, the narratee exists in the 

presence of the narrator. At this moment, readers may lose the feeling of spatial presence. As will be 

explained in the following subsection, the medium of cinema positions the spectator quite 

differently.  

 

2.3.  Narrative as showing  

 

At this point, I propose to offer a helpful distinction between two concepts of narrative that have 

arisen out of (post-)structuralist narratology: narrative as the literal telling of a story and narrative as 

the analogical telling of a story. While the former refers to an explicit narrator using spoken or 

written words to express past events in the present, the latter, refers to an implicit narrator (or 

narrating instance) using any kind of substance to express past events in the present, including 

physical gestures, static images, moving images, and so on.  

 

In film theory, the discussion over whether or not movies tell stories, analogically speaking, has been 

going on since the 1950s. While it is not the intent of this chapter to present this debate in all its 

complexity, I will point out some of the main arguments. What can be witnessed in this debate is 

how the substance of the cinematic medium invites scholars to rethink the concept of narrative and 

how experiments with narrative form influence the production of presence.  

 

As pointed out, the term narration is controversial in film studies. Analogically speaking, does 

cinema tell us stories? The cinematic medium does not consist of written language but rather of 

fixed sequences of moving images. The controversy arises when scholars use, rather uncritically, 

words such as “telling” or “recounting” to describe how movies express stories. Though movies 

sometimes possess explicit narrators–think of the voice-over–the presumption that movies in their 

overall structure “tell” stories can be questioned. Who or what is telling the story after all? The 

spectator is presented with sequences of images without an apparent narrator to whom the 

presentation can be attributed. This distinction between what is commonly referred to as telling 

versus showing has been made since the time of Plato and Aristotle (Bordwell 1985: 16; Rimmon-

Kenan 1983: 109). These philosophers introduced the concepts of mimesis (i.e. showing) and 

diegesis (i.e. telling) to differentiate between different forms of artistic expression. The concepts 

allowed them to distinguish oral poetry from performed drama. As will become clear below, the 

modality of telling comes with a different form of presence than the modality of showing.  
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2.3.1.  Diegesis versus mimesis  

 

In film theory, the concepts of mimesis and diegesis have been associated with two distinctive 

theoretical approaches to narrative. In Narration in the Fiction Film (1985), David Bordwell writes: 

‘Diegetic theories conceive of narration as consisting either literally or analogically of verbal activity: 

a telling [...] Mimetic theories conceive of narration as the presentation of a spectacle: a showing’ 

(3). According to Bordwell, mimetic theories on film viewing from scholars such as Bazin and 

Pudovkin conceptualize the camera lens as representation of the eyes of an implicit observer who 

witnesses events (9). For these scholars, film mimics ordinary experience. The projected images 

imitate the perceptions of an attentive spectator who perceives the action from an ideal vantage 

point. A change in a camera shot represents a turn in attention. Likewise, ‘camera movement could 

be compared to bodily mobility: a pan or tilt represented a turning of the head, a tracking shot 

corresponded to striding forward or travelling back’ (10). For scholars of the mimetic school, cinema 

presents events to us as if they were happening right in front of our eyes, in our direct presence, 

without any intermediaries. We see things the way we would see them in real life, with the 

exception that the affordances of cinema allow us to view things from the most optimal point of 

view.  

 

In Narrative Comprehension and Film (1992), the film scholar Edward Branigan discusses the work of 

Julio Moreno as representative of mimetic logic. For Moreno, cinema places the spectator in the 

direct presence of the facts depicted, without any linguistic intervention. He therefore believes 

cinema to involve no form of recounting as it presents events as if happening right in front of our 

eyes: ‘in cinema it is not possible to speak, in the strict sense, of a narrator. The film does not 

narrate, but rather it places the spectator directly without intermediaries, in the presence of the 

facts narrated’ (Moreno 1952, in: Branigan 144). As in Prince’s comments on theatre, Moreno 

specifically uses the word “directly” to point towards the modus operandi of the medium of cinema 

in terms of the representation of events. Unlike the early 19th-century novel, cinema seems to place 

us in the direct presence of the events represented. For scholars of the mimetic tradition, the 

seemingly directness of the physical gestures on the stage or the moving images on the screen 

prevent these media from being theorized in terms of recounting. Branigan, however, seems to 

nuance this presumption. The direct presence suggested in the images, he believes, can be achieved 

only through codes and conventions, i.e. through (internalized) language: ‘the spectator encounters 

facts only under a description and through a practice, not directly though a quality of “presence” on 

the screen’ (145; see also Branigan 1984: 192).  
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Branigan’s argument mirrors the comments of scholars of the diegetic tradition, a school of thought 

born specifically to critique the mimetic understanding of cinema. Introduced to film theory in 1953 

by Étienne Souriau, the term diegesis foregrounds the idea that cinema is susceptible to processes of 

recounting (Bordwell 1985: 16). Like the narrator in the 19th-century novel, cinema seems to 

describe events. Unlike Bazin and Moreno, film scholars such as Souriau propose a linguistic 

perspective to film viewing. Cinema does not really put us in the presence of first-hand events (i.e. 

mimesis) but rather places us in the presence of recounted events (i.e. diegesis). Though not literally 

present, the narrator in movies resides in the systematic codes and conventions such as editing, 

framing and cinematography, as also suggested by Branigan. For instance, editing, particularly 

ellipses, flashbacks and flash-forwards, can be understood as the cinematic equivalent of the past 

tense in literary texts; these techniques suggest the presence of a narrating instance, recounting 

past events in the present. Similarly, the close-up can be seen as the equivalent of the narrator’s 

voice, channelling our attention to those elements most important to the story. Therefore, we as the 

audience see phenomena not as we would see them in real life but only through the filter of some 

recounting instance. Diegetic theories thus emphasize that spectators are never witnessing the story 

events directly but solely the communication of these events. Though it seems that spectators 

observe events first-hand, de facto they are observing only the representation of these events, i.e. 

the events already happened yet find themselves re-presented in the cinematic medium. This 

particular approach introduces language, the inevitable condition of human communication. As the 

product of the linguistic turn in 20th-century philosophy, partly instigated by (post-)structuralists 

such as Barthes, the diegetic approach allows narrative in the cinematic medium to be theorized as a 

form of analogical telling, despite the fact that cinema literally shows people, places and other 

phenomena through moving images. From this perspective, the modes operandi of cinema represent 

past events in the present through an implicit narrating instance.  

 

For this research, both the mimetic and the diegetic approach reveal something essential about the 

nature of narrative and presence in audiovisual media. Mimetic theories remind us that an essential 

difference between audiovisual and language-based media exists. Because cinema does not need 

words to evoke the feeling of presence, the narrating instance will always be less visible than the 

narrator in language-based media formats. In this respect, the cinematic medium creates a form of 

presence that lies closer to natural perception. Like our material surroundings, the cinematic 

medium presents our eyes and ears with audiovisual sensory information. Since the processing of 

this information into mental images does not rely on verbal description, the created images become 

less subjected to the (apparent) interruption of narrators, explaining, introducing or reflecting upon 
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events.38 However, without the use of language, it becomes impossible for the medium to explain 

the meaning of events. Diegetic theories teach that cinema needs an audiovisual language to inform 

the spectator. In this respect, the camera functions not solely as an extension of the spectator’s eyes 

but also as device for the narrating instance to communicate the meaning of events.39 As will 

become clear, the mimetic and diegetic dimensions of movies can become apparent to varying 

degrees, influencing the extent to which spectators feel as if they are witnessing the events first-

hand. Before turning to this phenomenon, we will first elaborate on the feeling of being present as 

an observer and introduce yet another form of presence that can be encountered in cinema as well 

as in games.   

 

2.3.2.  Disembodied observer 

 

In theories on film viewing the position cinematic devices like close-ups and flashbacks construct has 

been commonly described as the position of the disembodied observer (e.g. Schubert and Crusius 

2002: 2) or the invisible onlooker (e.g. Bordwell, Staiger and Thompson 1988: 214). Though open for 

discussion, this position can be conceptualized as an omnipresent consciousness with a ghostly 

ubiquity (Bordwell 1985: 10). By showing what is happening at different moments in time and space, 

the narrating instance allows the spectator to exist everywhere at once: a disembodied presence, 

consciously present, but physically absent, able to travel through temporal and spatial barriers. To 

show the events that are relevant to the story the narrating instance propels us forwards or 

backwards in space and time. In only a couple of hours we are mentally transported through many 

different moments while visiting various places. The spectator can even learn what characters 

thought and felt at certain moments. Of course, this all happens within the confines the narrating 

instance determines. The “storyteller” can choose what is told to the spectator; the “storyteller” can 

also choose to represent events differently from how they actually unfolded. In short, he can tell 

what has happened but also what could have happened or what has not happened, with or without 

informing the spectator.  

 

                                                           
38

 In the article ‘What novels can do that films can’t (and vice versa)’ (1980), Seymour Chatman points out an 
interesting contradiction. While movies are commonly seen as a visual medium, books can evoke more 
detailed images of story events in the mind of the reader. Words can describe each element of a story event in 
detail, while movies distract the spectator from exploring these details since the images follow each other in 
relatively rapid succession.  
39

 The phenomenological perspective of scholars like Gumbrecht and Sobchack carves out a middle-ground 
position between diegetic and mimetic approaches. The audiovisual qualities of the medium seem to carry 
meaning and presence effects. Close-ups, but also editing techniques, such as flashbacks, ellipses, and flash-
forwards, help the spectator to understand the story, and in doing so, position the spectator in a manner not 
encountered in natural perception. 
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On a side note, the term “disembodied” should be approached with caution. Though addressed as a 

disembodied observer, the cinematic spectator nevertheless becomes physically touched by the 

things happening on the screen. We identify with characters and their struggles, empathize with 

them and thus go through all sorts of emotions and affects during a movie screening. Moreover, as 

convincingly argued in phenomenological media theory (e.g. Sobchack 1991; States 1985), our 

understanding of what happens on the screen or on the stage always presupposes our physical 

presence. Without a mortal body, anchored in space and time, nothing in the story would make 

sense in the first place. In a sense, a phenomenon such as disembodiment does not exist as we 

simply cannot escape our “flesh”. Therefore, the term “disembodied observer” discloses nothing 

about whether or not somebody feels physically touched but refers to the positioning of the 

spectator as physically absent in the story expressed.40 

 

2.3.3.  Embodied participant  

 

Though the position of the spectator as disembodied observer is common to mainstream cinema, it 

is not the only position the cinematic medium can construct. As we will see, some movies 

experiment with another form of presence and consequently contain different narratives, both in 

terms of expression and content. Again, there seems to be a mutually dependent relationship 

between narrative and presence; if the one changes, the other changes with it.  

 

Body genres 

 

In the article ‘Film bodies: Gender, genre and excess' (2003), Linda Williams proposes the concept of 

‘body genres’ (142) to describe movies that position the spectator differently. Body genres are 

movie genres that do not resemble classical Hollywood narratives, that is, ‘efficient, action-centred, 

goal-oriented linear narratives driven by the desire of a single protagonist, involving one or two lines 

of action, and leading to definitive closure’ (ibid). Body genres alternatively prioritise the 

presentation of spectacles, often driven by excessive sex, violence or emotions. Williams particularly 

examines horror movies, melodrama and porn. The success of these genres ‘often seems to be 

measured by the degree to which the audience sensation mimics what is seen on the screen’ (145). 

Unlike classical Hollywood cinema, where the spectator’s position becomes disembodied and 

                                                           
40

 To reintroduce the example of the dolly camera; when a camera moves along with a character walking on 
the pavement, the presented images can evoke a feeling of movement in the spectator, even though the 
movie positions the spectator not necessarily as physically present.  
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ubiquitous, these genres position the spectator as the physically present subject of the presented 

spectacle. The surprise encounter in horror movies, for instance, works because the spectator’s 

position merges, if only for a moment, with the protagonist’s position. We see nothing more and 

nothing less of the surroundings, thus ideally shudder in fear, as the character does, when a monster 

suddenly jumps out of the darkness. Not only those genres examined by Williams but also other 

genres such as the special-effects-driven action movie or the disaster movie seem to position the 

spectator as physically present participant (Villarejo 2006). Cinematic experiments like Cloverfield 

(Matt Reeves 2008), Lady in the Lake (Robert Montgomery 1947) and Enter the Void (Gaspar Noé 

2010) take this form of positioning to its extreme; the genres mentioned above employ it 

sporadically, while these movies maintain the feeling of embodied presence throughout the whole 

screening. For that reason, they employ strikingly fewer (extreme) close-ups, ellipses, flashbacks and 

flash-forwards. These narrative devices would disrupt the feeling of being physically present on the 

scene, anchored to one particular location in space and time.  

 

In sum, even though movies consist of the same substance (i.e. fixed images), they can still position 

the spectator rather differently in their form. As explained by Bordwell, Staiger and Thompson in The 

Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style & Mode of Production to 1960 (1988), the position of the 

invisible onlooker can be understood best as an invention of classical Hollywood cinematography: 

 

...the omnipresent narration of the classical cinema situates the spectator at the optimum 

viewpoint in each shot. Staging, composition, and editing combine to move that viewpoint 

instantly as the action shifts. There arose the enduring Hollywood image of the spectator as 

an invisible onlooker present on the scene. (214) 

 

The position of the spectator as an omnipresent consciousness with a ghostly ubiquity is pervasive in 

contemporary cinema, especially in conventional Hollywood cinema but does not seem to be 

essential to the medium itself.41  

 

In prioritizing embodied presence over disembodied presence, body genres and experimental 

movies like Lady in the Lake inevitably create a narrative that deviates from classical cinema. The 

movies still express stories; however, these stories become less plot-driven. They foreground the 

                                                           
41

 Some scholars have argued for the existence of an essential connection between the ontology of a medium 
and the experience of its users. For example, Metz in The Imaginary Signifier: Psychoanalysis and the Cinema 
(1982), has theoretically explored the relationship between the psychological act of projection and the 
technological act of projection.    
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staging of spectacular events where spectators feel as if the presented events are unfolding around 

their physical bodies, as if they have become the subjects of the unfolding action. As Williams 

explains, the low cultural status these genres enjoy derives partly from the way the ‘body of the 

spectator is caught up in an almost involuntary mimicry of the emotion or sensation of the body on 

the screen’ (144). Indeed, in the prioritization of spectacle, these movies deviate from the aesthetic 

standard of classical narratives, which concerns itself primarily with the teleology of emplotment 

and character development (e.g. Ricoeur 1984; Chatman 1987)42. Most games, likewise, do not 

comply with this aesthetic standard, and thus enjoy similar critique, as some authors in game studies 

observe (e.g. Jenkins 2004: 122; Aarseth 1997: 106-107). In turn, the influence of games on cinema 

has also been understood as undesirable: ‘Some critics of contemporary Hollywood cinema cite 

games, along with other formats such as film-based theme-park rides, as a potentially deleterious 

influence on films, contributing to a process in which narrative, particularly, is said to be undermined 

in favour of the production of spectacle and sensation’ (King and Krzywinska 2002: 16). These critics 

understand narrative as necessarily plot-driven; they do not view spectacle as an alternative form of 

narrative where emplotment becomes less important.  

 

Body genres and experimental movies like Lady in the Lake seem to be interested more in the 

production of embodied presence than in emplotment. For these movies it not only becomes less 

important to explain the inner logic of the storyline since they are less plot-driven, but it becomes 

harder as well. In order to produce the feeling of embodied presence, the movies have to employ 

camera and editing in a particular way. The cinematic image should evoke the feeling that the 

spectator is anchored to one particular location in space and time, which means one cannot 

frequently employ devices such as (extreme) close-ups, crosscutting and flashbacks, which in turn 

makes it harder to develop the plot and the characters. For example, it becomes more challenging to 

                                                           
42

 According to Ricoeur, the ‘paradigmatic tradition of emplotment’ is rooted in the Aristotelian idea of 
muthos, which means ‘an imitation of an action that is whole and complete in itself’ (1984: 20). For Aristotle, 
unity and completeness are central to the plot: ‘an action is whole and complete if it has a beginning, a middle, 
and an end; that is, if the beginning introduces the middle, if the middle with its reversals and recognition 
scenes leads to the end, and if the end concludes the middle’ (ibid). In effect, the logic of the plot is essentially 
teleological. A well-devised plot consists of a narrative structure in which every situation or event is relevant to 
the effect of closure. Actions without teleological function are not admitted, or at least compromise the 
credibility of the story, as Chatman explains: ‘Of course certain events or existents that are not immediately 
relevant may be brought in. But at some point their relevance must emerge, otherwise we object that the 
narrative is “ill-formed”’ (1978: 21). Thus, the teleology of emplotment has a normative effect. Tying the loose 
ends of a story together at its ending is expected and when done in ingenious ways, even praised, as is the 
case in both popular culture, think of J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series (1997-2007) or Bryan Singer’s The Usual 
Suspects (1995), and canonical art, for example Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina (1877) or Wagner’s magnum opus 
Der Ring des Nibelungen (1853-1874). From the perspective of the aesthetic logic of emplotment, stories 
without any form of denouement are considered bad, experimental, artistic, postmodern, and in essence, 
illogical.   



THE CONCEPT OF NARRATIVE 

68 

 

audiovisually explain the background of character without flashbacks, to inform viewers how events 

relate to each other without crosscutting, or to show how characters emotionally experience events 

without close-ups. Again, the substance and the form of media are responsible for producing 

presence and expressing the story. If one changes presence through experimentation with the 

formal structuring of images and sounds, the narrative changes. Likewise, if one experiments with 

narrative through experimentation with the formal structuring of images and sounds, presence 

changes. Whether artists start working with the presence a medium potentially produces or with the 

story it potentially expresses is not an easy question to answer, however.  

 

Practices of presence  

 

Initially, it seems artists and craftsmen explore the new forms of presence a medium can create 

before employing the medium to express stories or fictional universes. The first experiments in 

cinema were less narrative-driven but seemed to have been oriented towards exposing audiences to 

spectacular or extraordinary scenes, famously referred to as the ‘cinema of a rac on’ by the noted 

 lm scholars André Gaudreault and Tom Gunning (1989; see also Gunning 1986; Strauven 2006). One 

needs only to cite the famous example of the Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat (Lumi re Brothers 1895) 

to bring to mind one of these experiments. While it remains uncertain whether the people attending 

the first viewings really jumped in panic when the train rushed towards them on the movie screen, 

the anecdote illustrates cinema-induced, viscerally felt impulses we are all familiar with. Though the 

film presented the audience with a small story of a train entering a railway station, it was not the 

explicit intention of the creators to tell a story. On the other hand, early films such as Méli s’ Le 

Voyage dans la Lune (1902) or The Story of the Kelly Gang (Charles Tait 1906), widely recognized as 

the world’s first feature film, explore the narrative potential of the cinematic medium, albeit not to 

the same extent as contemporary movies do. As Gunning writes about Le Voyage dans la Lune: ‘The 

story simply provides a frame upon which to string a demonstration of the magical possibilities of 

the cinema’ (1986: 58).43 The same evolution can be witnessed with respect to computer games; the 

first arcade games also experimented with narrative but only in the most basic manner: 

 

Even though they provided some rudimentary tacit narratives (e.g., protecting the Earth, 

rescuing a princess, and so forth), the major gratification derived from playing these games 

was not based on emotional engagement in the narratives but on the simple perceptual 
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 In a similar manner, Ken Dancyger writes about Le Voyage dans la Lune: ‘[it is] no more than a series of 
amusing shots, each a scene unto itself. The shots tell a story, but not in the manner to which we are 
accustomed’ (2002: 3). 
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(e.g., music, graphics) or motivational (e.g., earning the highest point) engagements in game 

modalities and rules. (Lee, Park and Jin 2006: 260) 

 

The first 3D computer games started out with minor narrative intentions too, at least in comparison 

with modern-day shooters. The famous Wolfenstein 3D (id Software 1992), credited with being the 

first FP-shooter, and even predecessors such as Battlezone (Atari 1980), focused primarily on 

offering players the feeling that they could actually move through environments inhabited by 

opponents for them to eliminate. Compared to the narrative-driven shooters of the last decade, 

such as those in the Half-Life or BioShock series, the story of Wolfenstein 3D consists of nothing 

more than a simple storyline: an American spy trying to escape a German prison, set in the Second 

World War.  

 

To some scholars, even stories in contemporary games fulfil a minor function; they operate in the 

service of the gameplay and seem less significant than stories in movies: 

 

In film, story is king. Stunning cinematography and amazing action set pieces may help sell 

the movie–but if they’re not working in the service of the story, the film will fall flat with 

viewers. Not so in videogames. The gameplay isn’t there to serve the story; it’s the other 

way around. The purpose of the story is to support and enhance the gameplay. (Mechner 

2007: 112) 

 

This comment may be true for earlier games, but in contemporary games, the story and the 

gameplay seem to be evenly important. The gameplay informs the story, and the story informs the 

gameplay (Costikyan 2007: 6; see also Rouse III 2005: 203). From this perspective, the stories of 

games are not necessarily subordinate to amazing action; neither is the amazing action of movies 

subordinate to their stories. Whether in a game or a movie, the media user desires to be positioned 

in the presence of exciting events but also wants to understand the meaning of these events in the 

context of a fictional universe. It seems the exploration of the merits of media in terms of presence 

and narrative evolves gradually, yet interdependently.  
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2.3.4.  Initial theoretical model  

 

At this point, it becomes helpful to capture the relationship among presence, narrative substance 

and narrative form in a theoretical model (fig. 1). Because the form produces presence 

independently from the substance, but the substance still determines in essence what kind of 

presence media produce, the model becomes rather complex. For the sake of conceptual clarity, I 

propose to make a distinction between telling and showing in analogical sense, and telling and 

showing in a literal sense.44 With respect to the substance, books tell, in the literal sense, and movies 

show. The former uses written words, the latter images and sounds. However, with respect to the 

form, books can also show, and movies can also tell, analogically speaking. To illustrate further, in 

contemporary writing, the rule “show, don’t tell” is one of the main lessons for aspiring writers. One 

should not explain to the reader what happens but show it. For example, one should not say “Johnny 

is sad” but should evoke an image of Johnny, showing his sadness: “Johnny walks down the street, 

his head low, face pale, and eyes barely dry”. Likewise, movies tell, analogically speaking, when the 

narrating instance becomes obviously present. For instance, when the voice-over becomes (too) 

dominant, or when certain scenes or characters have the sole purpose of informing the spectator. 

An example of such a character is popularly named “Mr. Exposition”: ‘A character whose purpose is 

to explain the plot. Ostensibly, this is for the benefit of the protagonists, but most of the time their 

real reason for existing is to provide exposition to the audience, sometimes to the point of an 

infodump’ (tvtropes.org).  

 

With the concept of body genres in mind, I propose a third modality with respect to narrative form: 

the modality of participation. Analogically speaking, movies can tell the story to the spectator, they 

can show the story to the spectator, or they can position the spectator as participant in the story. To 

clarify the relationship between these forms and the spatial presence they produce, let us make a 

simple comparison. Let us say, a friend bought a new tennis racket. If I am interested in how this 

racket handles and what it looks like, there are several options. The friend could tell me about the 

racket even though the object is not present. This modality implies that I am not in the physical 

presence of the object, and that the information told comes from my friend’s previous encounter 

with the object. The friend could show me the racket while he handles it. This modality presupposes 

that I am in the physical presence of the object, looking to my friend playing. Finally, he could hand  

                                                           
44

 In popular as well as academic discourse, the words “telling” and “showing” are often used interchangeably, 
without much consideration for the conceptual implications of this confusion. Sometimes telling refers to the 
act of literal showing, and showing to the act of literal telling.  
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Figure 1 

 

the racket to me and invite me to play. This final modality presupposes that I am in the physical 

presence of the object while engaging in some form of participation. The same logic applies to the 

analogical modalities of telling, showing and participation. Story events can be told, presupposing 

my physical absence in the story world, and my presence to the narrator; story events can be shown, 

presupposing my physical presence in the story world as observer; story events can be participated 

in, presupposing my participation in the story events as physically anchored entity.  

 

These three modalities can be encountered not only in movies, but also in other media formats, such 

as books, games and plays. For example, Choose Your Own Adventure novels position the reader as 

physically present participant, even though they literally tell the story. Experiential plays position the 

visitor as physically present participant, unlike classical theatre. One should bear in mind, however, 

that these modalities can be understood best as ideal types, in the spirit of Max Weber, as 

hypothetical concepts with no pure reference in reality (1949).45 In practice, media meander among 

                                                           
45

 Max Weber describes the concept of the ideal type as follows: ‘An ideal type is formed by the one-sided 
accentuation of one or more points of view and by the synthesis of a great many diffuse, discrete, more or less 
present and occasionally absent concrete individual phenomena, which are arranged according to those one-
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these modalities, sometimes with an apparent preference. To give an example, most special-effects-

driven movies position the spectator as a physically present participant in some scenes and as a 

physically absent observer in others, while an experiment like Lady in the Lake clearly tries to 

maintain the production of embodied spatial presence.  

 

2.3.5.  Here-and-now or there-and-then 

 

To further theorize the difference between telling, showing and participating, specifically in terms of 

presence, let us make a brief sidestep to narratological theories on drama. In theatre studies, 

scholars make a distinction between presentation and representation to emphasize the difference 

between theatre and books. Theatre presents events since theatrical events unfold in the immediate 

presence of the audience, while books re-present events since books recount past events 

linguistically. In The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative (2008) Abbott questions this distinction:  

 

Those who favor Aristotelian distinctions sometimes use the word presentation for stories 

that are acted and representation (re-presentation) for stories that are told or written. The 

difference highlights the idea that in theatre we experience the story as immediately present 

while we do not when it is conveyed through a narrator. My own view is that both forms of 

narrative are mediated stories and therefore involved in re-presentation, conveying a story 

that at least seems to pre-exist the vehicle of conveyance. A good counter-argument to my 

position asks: Where is this story before it is realized in words or on stage? The answer, so 

the argument goes, is: Nowhere. If that is the case, then all renderings of stories, on the 

stage or on the page, are presentations not representations. […] I will stick to the term 

‘representation.’ I do this in part because the word is so commonly used in the way I am 

using it and in part because it describes at least the feeling that we often have that the story 

somehow pre-exists the narrative, even though this may be an illusion. (2008: 15) 

 

According to Abbott, theatre and books both re-present stories; plays as well as movies create the 

feeling that the stories expressed pre-exist their expression. Their narratives make the audience feel 

as if they are watching or reading events that do not belong to the here-and-now of their physically 

lived existence.46 Abbott’s approach seems productive when analysing classical forms of theatre, 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
sidedly emphasised viewpoints into a unified analytical construct. In its conceptual purity, this mental 
construct cannot be found empirically anywhere in reality’ (1949 [1904]: 90). 
46

 Whether one reads a book, watches a movie, or plays a game, in the end, the story is always constructed in 
the act of respectively reading, watching and playing, as will become clear in the subsection on cognitive 
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such as Shakespearean drama, or 19th-century novels, but should one investigate alternative 

theatrical practices, or mainstream computer games, the conceptualization of narrative as re-

presentational becomes problematic. Of course, any cultural expression represents something in the 

semiotic sense of the word, but when representation refers specifically to the re-presentation of 

past events in the present, experiential forms of theatre seem to contest the conceptualization of 

narrative as being re-presentational.  

 

In Characters and Viewpoint (1988), Orson Scott Card proposes another conceptualization of 

representation and presentation which is more fruitful when studying these alternative practices. He 

does not discard the concept of presentation but proposes a clear distinction between 

representation and presentation: 

 

There are two ways of relating to the audience during the performance of a story. The 

difference is clearest in theater. In a representational play, the actors all act as if there were 

a fourth wall between them and the audience. If they look in the direction of the audience, 

they give no sign of seeing that anyone is out there looking at them. Instead, they pretend 

that they’re seeing only what would be there if the play were real–another wall of the 

drawing room, or the rest of the Forest of Arden [. . .] Presentational theater, on the other 

hand, tears down that imaginary fourth wall. The actors don’t just admit the audience is 

there, they make constant contact with the audience. (Card 1988: 134-35) 

 

The distinction Card proposes between representation and presentation describes the different 

ways in which the performance of a story can addresses the audience. The fourth wall becomes 

temporarily transparent in a representational play when the performance acknowledges the 

spectators as invisible observers (“we know you are watching this story”).47 Presentational plays tear 

down the fourth wall to the extent that the spectators become physically present in the story 

expressed (“you are here with us in the story”).  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
narratology. This subsection, then, employs the difference between re-presentation and presentation not to 
discuss whether stories pre-exist their manifestation but whether these two modalities affect our 
spatiotemporal experience of the events in the story; does one’s spatiotemporal experience of events change 
when stories derive from the intention to present (i.e. stage) new events in the present instead of the 
intention to re-present (i.e. recount) events from the past in the present?  
47

 In most theatrical performances, the fourth wall is abandoned to some degree since acting as if the audience 
does not exist can become too alienating for the audience, for example, when the performers act with their 
backs to the audience during the whole play.    
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In a representational story performance, the audience feels as if they are looking at events that 

belong to some other time and place, even though the performance happens in the here-and-now. 

The actions on stage ‘stand for’ or ‘re-present’ actions that unfold in another spatial and temporal 

moment. Sceneries, actors and props all portray places, people and objects belonging to this 

dimension of the there-and-then. In his much-praised exploration of the semiotics of theatre and 

drama, Keir Elam describes the dramatic world in this kind of theatre as a ‘spatio-temporal 

elsewhere represented as though actually present for the audience’ (2005: 61).48 We as audience, 

consequently, have a strong feeling that we do not belong to this other construct of space and time; 

we observe it hidden behind the fourth wall but do not have our place within it. Even though we 

experience the unfolding of the story in the here-and-now, we still feel as if the story itself happens 

somewhere other than the here-and-now of our own physical, lived existence. We move away from 

the here-and-now of our physically lived existence towards a there-and-then, not so much a there-

and-then in the sense of a spatiotemporal past, but more a parallel here-and-now, which can be set 

in the past, the present or the future.49 In other words, our consciousness seems to move towards 

another time and place, without being physically grounded in that other time and place.  

 

The exact opposite seems to happen when the narrative is steered by a presentational logic. While 

we move away from the here-and-now towards the there-and-then of the story in what I have 

referred to as the representological modality of discourse (Dubbelman 2011a; Dubbelman 2011b), 

we seem to stay in the here-and-now and the there- and-then of the story moves towards us in the 

presentological modality of discourse (think also of mainstream games, re-enactments, augmented 

reality or LARP) (ibid). In a presentational story performance, events do not seem to pre-exist their 

manifestation but seem to happen in the spatiotemporal here-and-now of our direct, first-hand or 

lived experience, even when mediated through a screen or some other means of transmission. The 

moment the performers acknowledge our presence by making eye contact with us, we change from 

                                                           
48

 This kind of theatre shares its spatiotemporal modality with classical novels, Elam writes: ‘The states of 
affairs stipulated [. . .] in novels are at an evident remove from the stipulater’s or reader’s immediate context, 
so much so that classical narrative is always oriented towards an explicit there and then, towards an imaginary 
“elsewhere” set in the past and which has to be evoked for the reader through predication and description’ 
(2005: 67). 
49

 To reemphasize, representational narratives express events belonging to a “there-and-then”, but they do 
not make media users feel as if they are witnessing events that already happened, even when these events are 
set in the past. Ryan writes: ‘A movie can […] flash the titles “England, 1941,” “Los Angeles, 1950,” or “New 
York, 2002” (The Hours), and the spectator will realize that the events took place at various points in the past. 
But once the pictures begin to move, the spectator experiences the events as taking place in the present. The 
same phenomenon occurs in novels. Written narrative uses tense, a device unique to language, to express 
temporal remove, but immersed readers transport themselves in imagination into the past, and they 
apprehend it as “now” regardless of the tense used. Even when stories are ostentatiously told by looking 
backward, they are experienced by readers, spectators, and arguably players by looking forward, from the 
point of view of the characters’ (2006: 187; see for a similar argument Grodal 2003: 137).  
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being a physically absent observer to a physically present participant.50 We are made aware of our 

physical presence and through this contact are drawn back to the here-and-now of our own bodily 

condition: physically anchored to one location in space and time. Consequently, the semi-

omnipotent, ubiquitous position of the spectator (the disembodied observer), associated with 

narrative re-presentation, ceases to exist. Contrary to the representational logic, we do not move 

away from the here-and-now towards the there-and-then of the story but, as stated above, seem to 

stay in the here-and-now while the there-and-then of the story moves towards us. In effect, our 

position as a media user becomes defined inside rather than outside the story world. We still feel as 

if existing in some other spatiotemporal moment but one that aligns with our experience of being 

physically anchored to one location in the here-and-now of the story world.  

 

In summation, in the performance of a story with a representational logic, the media user moves 

away from the here-and-now towards the there-and-then of the story. This logic complies with the 

analogical modality of showing. The performance positions the audience as if they become 

consciously present but physically absent when things happen to others in a there-and-then, a 

spatiotemporal elsewhere removed from the physically lived here-and-now. Alternatively, in the 

performance of a story with a presentational logic, media users stay in the here-and-now and the 

there-and-then of the story moves towards them. This logic complies with the analogical modality of 

participation. Things seem to happen in a time and place aligned with the here-and-now of our own 

physically anchored existence, even though we are not always literally present (think of audiovisual 

media like cinema and games).  

 

2.3.6.  Cognitive narratology  

 

Before focusing on the medium of games, we need to clear a conceptual obstacle out of the way. 

Should we really speak of narrative when referring to practices that do not literally tell? Should we 

not reserve the word narrative for the actual recounting of stories and describe related phenomena 

with other terms? The previous subsections have elaborated on theories that explain how media 

                                                           
50

 These performances employ various techniques to position the audience as physically present in the story 
world; sometimes the performers explicitly acknowledge the physical presence of the audience, sometimes 
the performers acknowledge the audience’s presence more implicitly. The audience can become part of the 
setting (e.g. factory workers), or the audience shares the story world with the performers because the setting 
is an actual location (e.g. outdoor theatre). The performers do not always explicitly address the audience as 
present, but sharing the same moment in time and space with the performers still makes the audience a 
physically anchored presence, be it invisible. The audience can also become physically present by inhabiting 
the perceptual position of performers, for instance, through the use of media technology. I once witnessed a 
“real-life” Second Life experiment, where spectators controlled the performers, seeing the world from their 
position with the aid of head-mounted cameras, streaming the recorded images on the Internet.  
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objects can “tell” stories without actually employing written or spoken words, but are these theories 

still valid from the perspective of the media user? Can we speak of stories when the events feel as if 

happening in the here-and-now of our physically lived existence instead of in a there-and-then? To 

be concrete, can I describe my experience in games in terms of narrative? In the strict sense, there 

should be a narrator if one wants to speak of a narrative. In the structuralist approach of scholars 

such as Prince and Rimmon-Kenan, narrative relies on narrators who communicate past events to 

narratees in the present. According to this approach, narratees can reconstruct a story because 

narrators tell narratees what has happened. If there is no storyteller explicitly present, how can 

narratees reconstruct a story?  

 

Possessing narrativity 

 

The work of Marie-Laure Ryan offers some initial answers to the questions posed above. In Narrative 

across Media: The Languages of Storytelling (2004), Ryan discusses the problem of applying 

narrative theory to media that depend less on spoken or written language. For Ryan, spoken or 

written language would be without exception the preferred medium of choice for storytelling. 

Informing the reader about what has happened can be done best with language since language can 

unambiguously communicate what has happened. Borrowing E. M. Forster's well-known example of 

the king and queen, Ryan explains that ‘only language can make it explicit that the queen died of 

grief over the death of the king’ (11). Indeed, if one sets out to tell the story of the queen’s 

departure, only words can leave absolutely no question about the exact cause of her death. 

Although many could infer the story from images alone, it would always leave room for 

interpretation. In this respect, it comes as no surprise that Ryan believes that ‘narrative has a 

medium of choice, and this medium is language’ (13). Consequently, with the strict concept of 

narrative in mind, media that find their expressive potential not primarily in written or verbal 

language but, for instance, in visual imagery–think of cinema or games–will always be flawed as 

narrative medium. According to Ryan, these media, though flawed in terms of narrative, compensate 

for this flaw by expressing meanings no language-based medium could express:  

 

But this does not mean that media based on sensory channels cannot make unique 

contributions to the formation of narrative meaning. There are, quite simply, meanings that 

are better expressed visually or musically than verbally, and these meanings should not be 

declared a priori irrelevant to the narrative experience. (12) 
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To conceptualize how non-verbal substances contribute to the expression of stories, Ryan proposes 

two modalities of narrative that co-exist side by side, namely “being a narrative” and “possessing 

narrativity”:  

 

Rather than locating narrativity in an act of telling, my definition anchors it in two distinct 

realms. On one hand, narrative is a textual act of representation–a text that encodes a 

particular type of meaning. The definition remains unspecific about what type of signs are 

used to encode this meaning. On the other hand, narrative is a mental image–a cognitive 

construct–built by the interpreter as a response to the text. Once again, this representation 

may be induced by various types of stimuli. But it does not take a representation proposed 

as narrative to trigger the cognitive construct that constitutes narrativity: we may form 

narrative scripts in our mind as a response to life, which is definitely not a representation 

(though, of course, we experience it through cognitive processes that produce mental 

images). To describe these two modalities, I propose to make a distinction between “being a 

narrative” and “possessing narrativity.” The property of “being” a narrative can be 

predicated on any semiotic object produced with the intent of evoking a narrative script in 

the mind of the audience. “Having narrativity,” on the other hand, means being able to 

evoke such a script. In addition to life itself, pictures, music, or dance can have narrativity 

without being narrative in a literal sense. The fullest form of narrativity occurs when the text 

is both intended as narrative and possesses sufficient narrativity to be construed as such, 

though the story encoded in the text and the story decoded by the reader can never be 

extracted from the brain and laid side by side for comparison. (9-10) 

 

With this proposition, Ryan includes the media user in the conceptualization of narrative. Narrative 

consists of the textual act of representation, as well as the mental image constructed cognitively in 

response to this textual act of representation. Ryan’s reconceptualization of narrative as cognitive 

construct opens up the possibility to speak of narrative outside language-based media. To avoid 

confusion, I refer to the cognitive construct as a mental story, not as a mental narrative, as Ryan 

does. In this study, narrative refers specifically to the expression of stories, not to the stories 

expressed.51 In line with Ryan’s proposition, the narrative text cues the story, but the mind of the 

media user is where the story becomes constructed. 

                                                           
51

 The word “narrative” has two distinctive meanings in Ryan’s proposition, which can be confusing. 
Sometimes she uses the word to refer to the expression, and other times she uses the word to refer to the 
expressed. This study refers to the latter as the story, reserving the term narrative for the former. However, it 
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Ryan’s argument is indebted to the writings of David Bordwell (Ryan 2006: 185). Bordwell has 

become known for his concern with the spectator and the conceptualization of stories as cognitive 

constructs, thereby going beyond strictly mimetic as well as diegetic film theories: ‘Perspectival 

accounts tend to treat the viewer pointillistically, as the sum total of ideal vantage points shifting 

from shot to shot. [...] Diegetic theories, for all their apparent concern with narrational effects, also 

tend to downplay the viewer’s role’ (1985: 29). According to Bordwell, stories do not explicitly reside 

somewhere in the cinematic text for the spectator to acquire but come into being through processes 

of narrative comprehension and interpretation. Imagine again the movie scene of John walking 

down Cambridge Avenue. As discussed, nothing in the projected images could explicitly tell the 

spectator that this character is John and that the street is Cambridge Avenue. It is because of 

narrative meaning cued prior to the scene that we tend to “read” the character as John and the 

street as Cambridge Avenue–perhaps we have previously seen a shot of a street sign. Though 

created with narrative intention, the scene in isolation produces solely perceptions of a man walking 

down a street. With the perspective of cognitive narratology in mind, it becomes possible at this 

point to explain why spectators infer a story nevertheless. Rather than being contained in the “text”, 

the narrative can only be “told” by virtue of the interpretative actions of the spectator. The story 

becomes an additional layer of meaning that spectators cognitively transpose over the images they 

perceive.  

 

Multimedia construct 

 

Narrative meaning resides not solely in the media text but also derives from the interpretative 

practice and perceptual engagement of the media user.52 Ryan’s cognitive approach allows sensory 

stimuli without apparent narrative intentions to be theorized as part of the narrative. These stimuli 

‘enrich the total representation in ways that remain inaccessible to language’, making the story ‘the 

mental equivalent of a “multimedia” construct’ (12). Like the phenomenological media scholars 

previously discussed, Ryan includes the perceptual impact of audiovisual sensory stimuli in her 

conceptualization of narrative, rather than theorizing these stimuli as solely the means to 

communicate a story. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
is not uncommon to use the word narrative interchangeably with the word story (Genette 1980: 25-26; Juul 
2005a: 156-157). 
52

 This awareness has materialized not only in cognitive narratology but has found translations in other 
academic discourses as well, such as the post-structuralist movement of the late 1960s, embodied particularly 
in works of Jacques Derrida on absence and presence (1980 [1967]). 
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From this perspective, audiovisual media that produce embodied presence can be studied in terms 

of narrative. As in “natural” perception, audiovisual sensory stimuli make us feel physically present 

but also contain narrativity, that is, they cue us to construct stories out of our spatiotemporal 

experiences. So, the mental capacity of storification, implied by the modality of “possessing 

narrativity”, concerns not only our ability to reconstruct events from the past but also our ability to 

make sense of events in the present. Consequently, narrative does not have to presuppose the 

concept of recounting, either literally or analogically. Again, stories are not explicitly contained in the 

textual properties of media texts but are the product of cognitive mechanisms of the media user, 

interpreting and correlating the images and sounds perceived.53  

 

To return to the questions of this subsection, should we really speak of narrative when referring to 

practices that do not literally tell? And can we speak of stories when events feel as if happening in 

the here-and-now of our physically lived existence, instead of a there-and-then? From the cognitive 

perspective, it becomes legitimate to discuss these practices in terms of narrative. Events unfold 

either in the there-and-then or in the here-and-now; the cognitive mechanisms responsible for 

storification operate in the context of past events as well as present events. In effect, even when a 

media text does not have an apparent storyteller, it can still evoke stories in the mind of the media 

user, and even when media users feel as if events are happening in the here-and-now of their 

physically lived existence, these events can still be described in terms of stories. 

 

2.3.7. Computer games 

 

But how do games express stories and fictional worlds? Do they show or tell? And what kinds of 

presence do they produce? Interestingly enough, one of the main ludological arguments against 

theorizing games in terms of narrative has been the discrepancy between the spatiotemporal 

experience games produce and that produced by mainstream cinema or theatre. In one of his more 

polarizing publications on the question of storytelling in games, entitled ‘Games telling stories?’, 

Jesper Juul makes the following, often-cited comment:    

 

                                                           
53

 The cognitive approach of Ryan and Bordwell does not stand on its own but leans on a considerable  
academic tradition. In the fields of cognitive psychology, communication studies, and cognitive linguistics, 
scholars have extensively studied the role of narrative in processes of sense-making; human beings seem to 
employ narrative schemata to make sense of the world around them (e.g. Schank and Abelson 1977; Mandler 
1984; Sarbin 1986; Fisher 1987; Bruner 2002; Green, Strange, and Brock 2002; McAdams, Josselson and 
Lieblich 2006; Herman 2003).  
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Although movies and theatre do not have a grammatical tense to indicate the temporal 

relations, they still carry a basic sense that even though the viewer is watching a movie, now, 

or even though the players are on stage performing, the events told are not happening now. 

(2005b: 222) 

 

Unlike cinema and theatre, the medium of games gives us the feeling as if events are happening 

now: ‘Now, not just in the sense that the viewer witnesses events now, but in the sense that the 

events are happening now, and that what comes next is not yet determined’ (2005b: 223; see also 

Juul 2001b). For Juul, games should be disqualified as a narrative medium since games evoke the 

sense that events are happening now; they do not represent past events, but stage new events in 

the present. We can find similar claims in other publications from the field of game studies (e.g. 

Eskelinen 2001; Juul 2001a) as well as in publications from the other fields of media and cultural 

studies. Narratives concern the “there-and-then” and thus suppress the spatiotemporal condition of 

the “live” or the “here-and now”; see for film studies Metz (1974: 22); for theatre studies Carlson 

(1996: 124-126) or Lehmann (2006: 68); for narratology Abbott (2008: 13).  

 

As we have seen in the previous discussion on cognitive narratology, the claim that stories a priori 

concern the spatiotemporal there-and-then is incorrect. The idea of narrative as the recounting of 

past events in the present derives from structuralist narratology and applies to some media formats 

but certainly not to all of them. In an attempt to counter the ludological argument, Marie-Laure 

Ryan exposes its conceptual weakness in Avatars of Story (2006). According to Ryan, the ludologists’ 

claim can only be sustained when holding the structuralist’s definition of narrative in mind:  

 

In their campaign against a narrative approach to games, ludologists have struck a surprising 

alliance with narratologists of the classical school. Narratology developed as the study of 

literary fiction, and the definitions of narrative proposed by its founding fathers reflect this 

exclusive focus. The most widely endorsed definitions among literary scholars present 

narrative as “the representation by a narrator of a sequence of events,” or “telling 

somebody that something happened.” Both of these definitions, if interpreted literally, 

presuppose a verbal act of storytelling and exclude consequently the possibility of mimetic 

forms of narrative, such as drama and movies. (184) 

 

Though Ryan argues against the ludological argument here, an interesting discrepancy appears. 

While Juul mentions movies and theatre to support his claim that games cannot be theorized in 
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terms of narrative, Ryan mentions these same media to support her claim that games can be 

theorized in terms of narrative. The question, then, is whether games really contain a mimetic form 

of narrative? Does the concept of showing really offer a viable answer to the objections of 

ludologists? As we have seen in chapter one, many of the popular games sold today no longer 

position the media user as physically absent, as an invisible onlooker, but on the contrary as 

physically present, as a visible participant. From this perspective, the concept of showing seems less 

applicable to, and beneficial for, studying these games. When the events feel as if being constituted 

in the here-and-now of our physically lived existence through participation, the concept of showing 

loses its validity. Nonetheless, many academics, particularly in the early years of game studies, 

proposed the concept of showing to address the narrative merits of the medium. Barry Atkins in 

More than a Game (2003) makes this point:  

 

As a primarily visual form, like most drama or film, the game-fiction inevitably prioritises 

showing over telling, but it is the extent of that prioritisation within Half-Life, and its 

consequences, that we need to be alert to here. The very extent to which ‘telling’ is 

subordinated allows for the illusion of readerly freedom to be constructed, and an apparent 

liberation to be had from the tyranny of the prescriptive narrator who would condition 

meaning. (73) 

 

According to Atkins, computer games prioritize showing over telling since the medium consists 

(primarily) of images rather than spoken or written words. In terms of their audiovisual substance, 

however, it seems computer games do not simply show. Unlike cinema, games do not present fixed 

sequences of moving images. That is, games allow the player to codetermine the quality of the 

images displayed. When broken down to its essence, interaction in computer games resides in the 

player’s ability to codetermine what kinds of images the screen presents to us. The substance of 

games consists, then, of interactive (real-time) rendered images and sounds. From this perspective, 

the word “participation” seems a more precise way to describe how games express stories. Not 

surprisingly, in a more recent publication, Ryan no longer chooses to describe the discourse of 

games in terms of showing but rather in terms of a participatory mode (2009: 10).54 Let us further 

examine the notion of participation in the next subsection.  

                                                           
54

 Besides participation, Ryan mentions simulation as another term to describe the narrative merits of games, 
focusing more on the media system rather than the media user. In their rejection of the notion of 
representation, ludologists have embraced the notion of simulation too (Uricchio 2005: 333). A simulation 
does not re-present a fixed chain of events but in principle constitutes an endless variety of events, which can 
be conceived of as fixed stories in retrospect: ‘Unlike a representation, which tends to be fixed in nature, a 
simulation is a process guided by certain principles. Simulation is capable of generating countless encounters 
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2.4.  Narrative as participation  

 

The first step in thinking of narrative in games as participatory is the concept of narrative 

architecture.  

 

2.4.1.  Narrative architecture  

 

Henry Jenkins’ oft-cited article ‘Game design as narrative architecture’ (2004; 2007) can be seen as 

one of the first attempts in game studies to theorize narrative in games from a cognitive perspective, 

in terms of presentation, spectacle and narrative comprehension, thereby going beyond the 

ludology versus narratology debate:  

 

First, the discussion operates with too narrow a model of narrative, one preoccupied with 

the rules and conventions of classical linear storytelling at the expense of consideration of 

other kinds of narratives, not only the modernist and postmodernist experimentation that 

inspired the hypertext theorists, but also popular traditions that emphasize spatial 

exploration over causal event chains or that seek to balance between the competing 

demands of narrative and spectacle. Second, the discussion operates with too limited an 

understanding of narration, focusing more on the activities and aspirations of the storyteller 

and too little on the process of narrative comprehension. Third, the discussion deals only 

with the question of whether whole games tell stories and not whether narrative elements 

might enter games at a more localized level. Finally, the discussion assumes that narratives 

must be self-contained rather than understanding games as serving some specific functions 

within a new transmedia storytelling environment. Rethinking each of these issues might 

lead us to a new understanding of the relationship between games and stories. Specifically, I 

want to introduce an important third term into this discussion–spatiality–and argue for an 

understanding of game designers less as storytellers and more as narrative architects. (2004: 

120-121; my emphasis) 

 

In the spirit of Williams’ notion of body genres, Jenkins believes the aesthetic merits of games to be 

concerned with spectacle rather than emplotment. Not coincidently, he mentions horror and 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
that may subsequently be fixed as representations, fixed, that is, as narrative or image or data set summations 
of a particular simulated encounter; whereas representation does not necessarily generate or include within it 
simulation’ (ibid). By foregrounding the dynamic nature of narratives in games, the notion of simulation offers 
a feasible alternative to the notion of participation (see also Frasca 2003). 
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melodrama, amongst other things, as prime examples. Consequently, the practice of the game 

designer differs considerably from the practice of the storyteller. According to Jenkins, a game 

designer should be considered not a storyteller but rather a narrative architect.55 Indeed, designers, 

at least of mainstream games, concern themselves less with the communication of events that 

already happened, as storytellers do, but more with cueing players into comprehending their play 

experiences through processes of storification. To paraphrase Jenkins, environmental storytelling 

creates the preconditions for an immersive narrative experience (123).  

 

The narrative elements–enacted, embedded, evoked or emerging–in the mediated space allow 

players to assign meaning to the digital environment they move through and act in. This alternative 

understanding of game designers offers a viable answer to the initial critique of ludology. For 

ludologists, as previously discussed, the modus operandi of narrative diametrically opposes the 

modus operandi of games since ludologists theorize narrative as the recounting of events. Games, 

alternatively, constitute ever-changing events in the present by virtue of the player’s engagement 

with an interactive system, governed by specific rules and mechanics: ‘Games as activities and rules– 

games are not just representations of [past] events, they are events’ (Juul 2005a: 158; see also Juul 

2001a). The phenomenon of narrative architecture, as described by Jenkins, does not interfere with 

this ludological argument. Though Jenkins does not explicitly reconceptualise the concept of 

narrative as such, his argument implicitly seems to move the concept beyond telling and showing in 

the literal as well as the analogical sense. Narrative architecture allows events to be constituted in a 

here-and-now rather than a there-and-then; it allows narrative meaning to be expressed without 

evoking the feeling that events are not happening now, that is, without evoking the feeling of 

disembodied presence.   

 

2.4.2.  Bodily movement   

 

The concept of narrative architecture brings into focus an important aspect of narrative in games, 

that is, the imagined bodily movement of the player. In order to express their meanings, the 

narratives need the player to move through the digital space (Lammes and Verhoeff 2010; Neitzel 

                                                           
55

 Similar comments can be found in other publications. For example, Celia Pearce writes about game 
designers: ‘They are not so much storytellers as context creators, and what they are doing is nothing short of 
revolutionary’ (2004: 153). Rollings and Morris write in their book on game design: ‘Another thing to avoid is 
using your game as a vehicle to tell a story–another symptom of Frustrated Author Syndrome, and a very bad 
motive for wanting to be a game designer’ (2004: 37). Well-known game designers share this belief. For 
example, Ken Levine makes the following comment: ‘Whenever you hear a story about a game designer who’s 
got a notebook of his world which he’s been designing since he was 12 years old, get very nervous. He’s got a 
story to tell, and he should be writing a fantasy novel or something’ (Edge, October 2006). 
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2005: 234). To see what I mean, let us make an analogy with the act of walking in physical spaces. In 

The Practice of Everyday Life (1984), Michel de Certeau compares walking with the act of speaking: 

‘The act of walking is to the urban system what the speech act is to language or to the statements 

uttered’ (97). The act of speaking is the necessary condition for spoken language to actualize its 

potential meaning; similarly, the act of walking is the necessary condition for the urban system to 

actualize its potential meaning. In terms of narrative, one could thus understand the act of walking 

as form of narrative discourse, that is, by walking through the urban system the potential stories in 

this system become actualized or expressed. Because these stories depend on our physical presence 

and spatial movement in order to be “acted-out” or “actualized”, the spatiotemporal modality of 

this discourse can be only the here-and-now of our physically anchored existence. After all, one 

cannot be physically present in past events.  

 

When visiting a church, for instance, one often encounters the Passion of Christ displayed in 

fourteen paintings or sculptures, dispersed around the interior of the church, commonly referred to 

as the fourteen Stations of the Cross. Should one be unfamiliar with the Passion, one could only 

reconstruct the final hours of Jesus by walking through this interior. The physical presence and 

displacement of the visitor are the necessary conditions for the Passion to be expressed. A 

conventional movie on the Passion, though also dependent on our physical presence in the movie 

theatre, does not necessitate our physical movement, allowing the discourse to transport us 

experientially to the spatiotemporal there-and-then. Moreover, the Stations in the church do not 

simply tell the story of the Passion; the Stations intentionally add meaning to the visitor’s experience 

of the entire church. In a sense, they do not function autonomously but are part of what one could 

refer to as a medieval predecessor of the 19th-century “Gesamtkunstwerk” (Hollengreen 2004: 104).  

 

What this comparison shows us is that the narrative modality of showing turns into the narrative 

modality of participation when players become physically present participants. In the example of the 

fourteen Stations of the Cross, visitors act by moving through the church. The modality of 

participation finds its fullest fulfilment when our actions are no longer limited to movement alone 

but derive from our complete motor-perceptual engagement. We are not simply moving through 

events but take part in them and thus become responsible for their constitution. Many of the 

popular games sold today allow this level of participation. These games give players the feeling that 

they are performing physical actions in the digital world. The physical actions performed in the 

material world, mediated by interfaces such as controller, keyboard and mouse, strengthen this 

feeling considerably (Sheridan 1992).  
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2.4.3.  Bodily motor-actions  

 

According to Torben Grodal, the player’s ability to act in the story world physically adds a novel 

emotional dimension to narrative in games. It introduces an important shift in the kind of emotions 

narrative media usually evoke. In ‘Stories for eye, ear, and muscles: Video games, media, and 

embodied experience’ (2003) he notes: ‘The most fundamental emotions like love, hate, jealousy, 

curiosity, sorrow, and fear rely on a first-person perspective for a full experience of these emotions’. 

He continues, ‘but emotions also may be simulated in a third-person perspective in which these 

emotions are modulated by empathy, like pitying the tragic hero or admiring the superhuman hero‘ 

(135). Games barely simulate third-person emotions such as empathy, Grodal argues, but bring 

narrative media one-step closer to the simulation of genuine, first-person emotions: ‘The centrality 

of motor control in video games makes emotions supported by sympathetic reactions based on 

coping more probable than emotions supported by parasympathetic reactions based on acceptance 

and relaxation, and first-person emotions more probable than third-person emotions’ (136). Indeed, 

the motor-activity of players as physically present participants introduces another emotional 

relationship between player and story. The player rather than the main character receives the 

responsibility to act. The extent to which the player is capable of reacting successfully to the 

situation at hand determines the experience, Grodal writes:  

 

That video games are based on repetitive playing and on interaction has important 

consequences for the emotional experience in comparison with films. The player’s emotional 

experience is a personalized one. When a viewer is observing, say, how a monster is 

approaching a character, the possible arousal in the form of fear is not linked to the personal 

coping potential of the viewer, the viewer has to vicariously identify with the coping 

potentials of the endangered film character. The viewer cannot personally come up with 

specific coping strategies; like the rest of the audience, the viewer can only hope for a 

positive outcome and eventually make some more personal predictions. But a player of a 

video game is personally responsible for the outcome of such a confrontation. It is the 

player’s evaluation of his own coping potential that determines whether the confrontation 

with a monster will be experienced as fear (if the evaluation of his coping potential is 

moderate), despair (if he feels that he has no coping potentials), or triumphant aggression (if 

he feels that he is amply equipped for the challenge). (150) 
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Indeed, the interactive nature of games makes the medium ideal for making users feel as if they 

control their own fate in the story; players constitute the outcome of story events themselves. 

Contrary to Grodal’s claim, this situation does not hold true for all games. Some invite the player to 

identify with the coping mechanism of the main character instead, just as in mainstream cinema. 

Only when the player is positioned as physically present participant does the identification with the 

avatar as distinctive other, that is, as main character, become less likely. When players no longer 

identify with the coping mechanism of the main character, the possibility opens up for the 

articulation of personal coping strategies, allowing for another emotional experience of the story. 

Only then does the deindividuation often associated with the cinematic art form (e.g. Horkheimer 

and Adorno 2002 [1947]) turn into individuation. The media user no longer exists in relative 

anonymity and homogeneity, caused by the collective identification with the same character on the 

screen, but determines his own course of action.   

 

Grodal’s argument is on firmer ground when it makes a distinction between games that produce 

embodied and disembodied presence. A game like Heavy Rain (Quantic Dream 2010) clearly tries to 

evoke empathy for its main character, Ethan Mars, by making the player control the character from 

a position outside the story world. Games where the player becomes positioned as physically 

present do not refrain from evoking third-person emotions either. These emotions are often 

channelled through the characters closest to the main character, rather than through the main 

character itself, as we see in the case of the girl Alyx Vance in Half-Life 2 (Valve Corporation 2004).  

 

The distinction between embodied and disembodied presence in terms of emotional engagement 

with the narrative will be discussed further in chapter five. As will be argued, first-person games like 

Half-Life 2, Fallout 3 (Bethesda Game Studios 2008) or BioShock Infinite (Irrational Games TBR) rely 

on other principles to evoke the wide array of third-person emotions modulated by empathy. The 

chapter provides evidence that games are not intrinsically better at supporting certain emotions 

although the contemporary games industry does seem to prioritize certain emotions over others, 

generally preferring the simulation of first-person emotions to third-person emotions.  

 

Furthermore, one should a priori make a distinction between emotions evoked in our engagement 

with media and emotions evoked in daily living. I question whether games could express the entire 

spectrum of human emotions, as the Holodeck-model implies (e.g. Murray 1997). We must be 

careful not to confuse the simulation of first-person emotions or experiences with existentially lived, 

first-hand emotions and experiences. While it could be engaging to play as if one hates someone, or 
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loves someone, and one may even experience feelings similar to actually hating or loving someone, 

these emotions exist in the context of simulation, play, fiction, “as-if” experiences and the 

suspension of disbelief (Ryan 2001a; 2006; Grodal 2000). As explained in the previous chapter, our 

engagement with media is highly performative: a reflective and reflexive human activity dealing with 

the conscious repetition of actions (Schechner 2002; Kattenbelt 2010). In games, we comment on, 

play with, rework, and repeat actions from our daily, mediatized lives. It is not the aim of this thesis 

to delve too deeply into the difference between emotions evoked in daily living and those evoked in 

the context of games, particularly since the boundaries between the two become increasingly blurry 

in our mediated-saturated lives. This is a related yet different topic than the one pursued in this 

research, and thus falls largely outside its scope. It suffices here to state that, in line with the 

phenomenological argument, the experiences offered by computer games should not be theorized 

as completely similar to, nor completely different from, “unmediated” experiences but as 

phenomena in their own right. 

 

2.4.4.  Spatiotemporal (re)presentation  

 

To better grasp the difference between embodied and disembodied presence with respect to 

narrative in games, this subsection reintroduces the example of theatre, particularly the practice of 

experience theatre. Unlike classical theatre or certain experiential forms of theatre, experience 

theatre makes the audience not just an onlooker but allows them to engage with the performers, 

becoming actively involved in determining how events unfold. Most importantly, performers make 

the audience aware of their ability to act by inviting them into some form of interaction, thereby 

undoing the audience’s spectatorial and voyeuristic position. This is often accompanied by a focus 

on the execution of acts that are real in the here-and-now and find their fulfilment in the very 

moment they happen. What occurs in the interaction between performer and spectator could be, 

but is not necessarily, meaningful in comparison with what has happened in the past and is about to 

happen in the future, unlike plot-driven narratives (Lehmann 2006: 104-05). Also, the performers 

usually do not enact prescribed roles but carry out prescribed tasks. They can still assume fictional 

personalities but not in the representational sense; their actions do not signify the actions of 

protagonists. Rather than representing others personas, performers try to alter their own self, 

typically by changing their appearance and behaviour (Kostelanetz 1981: 8). As a result, the audience 

recognizes the performer through the fictional disguise. Performers lose their conventional function 

as an actor portraying a role and make their performativity an integral part of the theatrical 

experience, often introducing a strong element of role-playing and playfulness in general (Sauter 
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2004: 4-5). In his book on what he labels ‘postdramatic theatre’, Lehmann sums up rather precisely 

the various characteristics of presentological performances: 

 

[These performances] work on the physical, affective and spatial relationship between actors 

and spectators and explore possibilities of participation and interaction, both highlight 

presence (the doing in the real) as opposed to re-presentation (the mimesis of the fictive), 

the act as opposed to the outcome. (2006: 104) 

 

These characteristics also apply to many story-based games. In games such as Half-Life (Valve 

Corporation 1998), BioShock (2K Boston 2007) or Fallout 3 (Bethesda Game Studios 2008) the game 

characters, like performers in experiential theatre, make direct contact with players. They 

acknowledge our physical presence by looking into our eyes and direct their speech towards us. The 

opening scene of Half-Life 2 is particularly effective in making the player feel as if he is physically 

anchored in the story world. When the player steps off a train arriving at a station, a flying robot 

moves in front of the player and takes a picture of him (fig. 2). In this very moment, the game 

addresses us explicitly as present and perceivable within the story world that unfolds around us. 

 

Not surprisingly, this does not happen in a representological game like Heavy Rain. Characters do 

not look into the camera directly. Their eyes focus on the avatar the player is controlling, even in the 

case of a point of view (POV) shot. As in conventional cinematography, the camera in these POV 

shots positions itself near, but not along, the avatar’s line of sight (fig. 3). Rather than looking 

straight into our eyes, characters look slightly past us, thereby enhancing the sensation that these 

characters do not perceive us as being present. Also, in games like Half-Life 2 we find fewer temporal 

devices (ellipses, flashbacks and flash-forwards) than in games like Heavy Rain. The extensive use of 

these editing techniques makes the existence of a narrator recounting a story apparent behind the 

seemingly ‘presentness’ of visual presentation (Branigan 1992: 146-47). Thus, Half-Life 2 avoids 

these techniques as they would disrupt our feeling of being not only mentally but also physically 

grounded in the story world. As in the theatrical performances discussed, the focus is on the 

execution of acts in the here-and-now, as Juul also emphasizes: ‘Now, not just in the sense that the 

viewer witnesses events now, but in the sense that the events are happening now, and that what 

comes next is not yet determined’ (2005b: 223). Game characters play an important role in creating 

this focus. Like performers, they come equipped with a set of prescripted tasks. Their aim is not so 

much to represent certain events from a real or fictitious past but rather to create new events 

through interaction within the confines of the narrative context. The freedom fighters the player  
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Figure 2: Screenshot of Half-Life 2 

 

 

Figure 3: Screenshot of Heavy-Rain 
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encounters in Half-Life 2, for example, assist the player in various ways, based upon the situation at 

hand and the decisions the player makes. Every encounter results in a different outcome but stays 

meaningful within the story world.  

 

In computer games with the analogical modality of participation the interdependent relationship 

between narrative effects and presence effects seems to move towards the support of embodied 

presence. Most computer games, like experiential movies such as Lady in the Lake, seem to build 

their narratives around the positioning of the player as physically present participant. As discussed in 

chapter one, the feeling of embodied presence derives from a physical body acting in an 

environment. Not surprisingly, narratives in games with embodied presence become “spatialized”, 

as Jenkins noted. The spatial narrative seems to support the experience of embodied presence, 

rather than the other way around. We can see this clearly in modern-day shooters such as those in 

the Call of Duty series. These games have stories of Special Forces travelling all around the world 

mainly because this global theme allows the player to experience a variety of terrains for combat, 

such as ice, jungle or urban settings. As we have seen, most computer games no longer position the 

media user as physically absent, as an invisible onlooker, but on the contrary as a physically present, 

visible participant. By positioning the spectator as physically present, the modality of participation 

needs to approach the narrative rather differently. The events no longer seem to be recounted but 

seem to happen in the here-and-now. As we will discuss in chapters four and five, this phenomenon 

poses challenges to game designers, as they have to take another approach to story content and 

expression.   

 

To recapitulate, then, the narrative modality of participation describes the position of the player as 

physically present in the story expressed, anchored to one location in space and time, and in 

principle able to act as physical presence. The narrative modality of showing describes the position 

of the player as physically absent in the story expressed, an invisible observer. In chapters four and 

five, the influence of these modalities on the expression and the content of stories in games will be 

discussed in greater detail.  

 

2.5.  Theoretical model   

 

To conclude, this chapter ends with the final version of the previously developed theoretical model 

(2.3.4.). The goal of this chapter has been to understand how different narrative media produce 

different forms of spatial presence, in substance and form, with the end goal of better 
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comprehending the specificity of computer games with respect to the relationship between 

presence and narrative. For the sake of conceptual clarity, the concluding theoretical model divides 

the narrative modality of participation, like the modalities of telling and showing, into substance and 

form (fig. 4). As we have seen, games allow participation in their substance, yet this does not mean 

that all games position the player a priori as physically present participant. Participation as formal 

structure applies only to those games where the position of the player becomes defined by the 

feeling it creates that the player is performing motor-actions in the story world as a physically 

present entity, anchored to one location in space and time. The substance of games, that is, the 

interactive (real-time) rendered images and sounds, could also position the player as invisible 

observer. Interactivity–commonly reformulated as ‘ergodicity’ in the context of storytelling–

describes the condition of media objects where ‘nontrivial effort is required to allow the reader to 

traverse the text’ (Aarseth 1997: 1-2). Ergodicity informs the modality of participation as formal 

structure but does not apply solely to this modality. Also games that position the player as a 

physically absent observer (e.g. Heavy Rain) allow the reader to traverse the text. In the modality of 

showing, the actions of the player become the actions of an implied author, determining the fate of 

the characters from a position outside the story world; the player becomes the arbiter of the (main) 

character’s destiny (Neitzel 2005).  

 

As can be seen in the model, non-ergodic media like the Choose Your Own Adventure novel can be 

participatory in nature too. These novels can evoke the feeling in the media user as if he is acting 

within the story world, without the reader actually changing anything in terms of substance. In line 

with Lee, Park and Jin’s conceptualization of player engagement, the modality of participation as 

formal structure, not as substance, should be understood as a ‘perceived degree’, meaning that 

participation ‘is more concerned about the individual’s subjective perception than objective 

technology characteristics’ (2006: 263). Nonetheless, one could say that the substance of games is 

particularly well suited for positioning the media user as physically present participant. Not 

surprisingly, games that position the player as disembodied observer belong to the margins of the 

industry, while games that position the player as embodied participant have become mainstream. 

On the other hand, the substance of cinema–the fixed sequences of moving images and sounds–is 

particularly well suited for positioning the media user as physically absent observer. Not 

coincidentally, movies that position the spectator as disembodied observer are mainstream, while 

movies that position the spectator as embodied participant are exceptional.56   

                                                           
56

 One could even assume that the commercial failure of cinematic experiments like Lady in the Lake (and the 
commercial success of avatar-driven 3D games) show that the medium of cinema is less suited for positioning 
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Figure 4 

 

2.5.1.  A note on interactive images and sounds 

 

Up to this point, the chapter has contributed to the academic discussion on game narratives by 

developing a theoretical model that reveals the relationship between different forms of presence 

and different forms of narrative in games. An important question remains largely unanswered, 

however: if the analogical modalities of telling, showing and participating apply to all media formats, 

what then, is specific to the medium of computer games? Specifically, what makes the modality of 

participation unique when it appears in games, instead of experimental books, experience theatre or 

cinema? The substance of interactive images and sounds should contain some affordances that 

make the production of embodied presence in games different from novels, plays or movies. Avatar-

driven 3d games are not like real physical architectural spaces or like the landscapes of experience 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
the media user as physically present participant, at least in comparison with the medium of computer games 
(Raessens 2005: 379). 
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theatre. Our actions in space do not unfold in a material reality but in a digital one. As screen-

dependent medium, these games rely on images being rendered and displayed in real-time, partly 

controlled by the player’s input through interface technologies. Without this form of mediation, the 

player cannot experience the digitally constructed environments.  

 

Cinematic and architectural  

 

In his seminal book Video Game Spaces: Image, Play, and Structure in 3D Worlds (2009), Michael 

Nitsche addresses this particular question. The book is the first publication in game studies that 

explores in detail the benefits of a cognitive understanding of narrative for the study of games. The 

book elaborates on, but also deviates from, the ideas expressed by Jenkins on narrative architecture. 

First of all, it explicitly presents narrative as cognitive construct, necessary to comprehend the 

spaces games display: ‘For our discussion of video game spaces, narrative is best understood as a 

form of comprehension that can be triggered and affected by the game world. This book considers 

this comprehension as necessary in order to make sense of the game space’ (42). Game developers 

guide this form of comprehension by incorporating evocative narrative elements into the design of 

game spaces:     

 

Narrative is a way for the player to make sense of the in-game situation. The main process 

happens in the player, but it can be evoked and directed by evocative narrative elements, 

formed by encounters or situations in the game that prime some form of comprehension. 

Evocative elements are included in virtual environments to improve the meaning-building 

process of the player. The elements are not “stories” but suggestive markings. They are 

clustered in certain ways and aimed to trigger reactions in players in order to help them to 

create their own interpretations. One consequence of such a model is that the stories are 

never in the piece itself but in the mind of the player. (44) 

 

Nitsche’s approach resembles that of Jenkins to some extent; the evocative narrative elements in 

games provide, to paraphrase, the means for the player to comprehend the virtual space and the 

events within it, and generate context and significance in order to make the spatial experience more 

meaningful (45).  

 

Nitsche conceptualizes games as being architectural and cinematic. With this approach, he makes a 

significant contribution to the discussion on narrative architecture in game studies since he 
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convincingly conceptualizes game spaces not solely in terms of architecture but also in terms of 

cinema, something that Jenkins and other authors failed to do or even deemed desirable (Jenkins 

and Squire 2002: 65). Nitsche develops two fundamental frameworks for the study of game spaces, 

one informed by architecture, the other by cinema: 

 

The necessary eye of the virtual camera makes these spaces cinematic and the interaction 

makes them accessible much like architectural structures. The player experiences game 

spaces in a combination of both, continuous navigable space and cinematic space. Such a 

combination has far-ranging consequences for video game worlds. It defines two 

fundamental frameworks, architecture and film, that help us understand 3D games better. 

(85) 

 

Game spaces are unlike material spaces; they are digitally rendered, audiovisually displayed and 

player controlled, which gives them architectural as well as cinematic properties. They are presented 

to us cinematically; the virtual camera mediates the digitally constructed space from computer to 

user. And game spaces can be navigated through; the user partly controls the virtual camera through 

the cinematically presented, digitally constructed space (King and Krzywinska 2002: 4).57 Nitsche 

emphasizes that one should not confuse the architectural quality of material spaces with the 

architectural quality of digital spaces. Because the digital space needs the virtual camera in order for 

the media user to experience it, the spatiotemporal experience of the media user is de facto 

susceptible to the process of narration:  

 

It is in the nature of a camera (virtual or real) to select, frame, and interpret. Through this 

selection, the moving image infuses the virtual world with a perspective. It narrates the 

space to the player. Because every video game space needs a camera, there can be no 3D 

video game without such a narrating. Even if this camera strategy is limited to a single 

viewpoint throughout the whole user experience—as seen in the first-person shooting 

genre—it still constitutes a particular perspective that uses a specific expressive range and 

features a genuine narrative force. (77)  

                                                           
57

 In order to be experienced by the player, game spaces rely on the virtual camera. Nitsche holds on to the 
term “telling” to describe the discourse of games because this virtual camera cannot escape framing the game 
space in some particular manner; it imbues the game space with a narratorial perspective: ‘The discourse in 
video games comes to life through the interactive functionality, but also on the level of the presentation. 
Video games still tell. There is an inherent situation of narration in playing a video game because each game 
includes the mediated plane’ (55). In this study I prefer the more general terms “expressing” and “articulating” 
to “telling”, mainly to avoid confusion when “telling” becomes used interchangeably in the analogical and 
literal senses.  
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The substance of games, unlike the substance of architecture or experience theatre, consists of 

(real-time) rendered images (and sounds), which means that some narrating instance guides what 

the player perceives. However, because the player also guides perception, by steering the virtual 

camera, the substance of games also differs from that of other audiovisual media like cinema:  

 

Narrating in video game spaces differs from that of fixed literary or cinematic pieces. It 

occurs at the same time as the generation of the interactive event and is influenced by it. 

While literary, cinematic, and many oral forms of narrating build on events past and retold, 

real-time virtual worlds—like live television or radio broadcasts—narrate the events at the 

moment of their manifestation. (55) 

 

What makes the substance of computer games unique, then, in terms of narrative, is the 

combination of being architectural, yet not being the same as architecture, and being cinematic, yet 

not being the same as cinema. Games can evoke the feeling of moving and acting freely in an 

environment, like architecture, without the user actually being in this environment. Simultaneously, 

games can exploit the camera to narrate a fictional world, like cinema, without necessarily building 

on events past and retold.  

 

Camera and level design  

 

Taking the work of Nitsche as point of departure, this study tries to understand how games express 

stories by focusing on the game camera and the game space, to be more precise, on camera and 

level design.  

 

Nitsche seems to be interested primarily in the presence effects of narrative structures. He employs 

the concept of evocative narrative elements to discuss how game camera and game space influence 

the spatiotemporal experience of the player. Evocative narrative elements dramatize, or colour, the 

spatiotemporal experience of the depicted events. As an example, Nitsche mentions the perceptual 

trick of evoking acrophobia in non-acrophobes with camera movement and zooms:   

 

To evoke a […] dramatic effect of threatening height in a group of non-acrophobes, one has 

to dramatize the situation and the role of the player within it through special functionality 

and presentation. In order to provide the acrophobic effect to non-acrophobes, Hitchcock 

used complex sound and camera work in Vertigo (1958) that consisted of a careful 
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combination of camera movement and zooms to create a feeling of vertigo through the 

distortion of the space represented. Likewise, game worlds have to apply effective 

presentation to provide for comparably effective dramatization… (207) 

 

In Nitsche’s approach narrative becomes the construction of perspective in the perceptual sense.58 

The design of the game camera and the game space determines how one sees and hears the events 

in games, thus colouring the player’s experience of them. 

 

This research elaborates on Nitsche’s approach by investigating the presence effects of narrative but 

also the meaning effects, in the semiotic sense. How one understands the storyline and the inner 

logic of the fictional world becomes determined by game camera and game space as well. In order to 

explain to the player the desires of characters, the background of the conflict, the consequences of 

events, and so on, the design of the game camera and the game space become evenly important. In 

this respect, narratives not only construct perspective in the perceptual sense (i.e. presence effects) 

but also construct perspective in the sense of intelligibility (i.e. meaning effects). By sharing limited 

information, the narrative constructs a particular view on, or a particular understanding of, the 

storyline and the fictional universe.  

 

Jenkins work is relevant here. In his article on narrative architecture, Jenkins point towards another 

aspect of evocative narrative elements, that is, evocative narrative elements evoke pre-existing 

narrative associations: 

 

For example, American McGee's Alice is an original interpretation of Lewis Carroll's Alice in 

Wonderland. Alice has been pushed into madness after years of living with uncertainty about 

whether her Wonderland experiences were real or hallucinations; now, she's come back into 

this world and is looking for blood. McGee's wonderland is not a whimsical dreamscape but 

a dark nightmare realm. McGee can safely assume that players start the game with a pretty 

well-developed mental map of the spaces, characters, and situations associated with 

Carroll's fictional universe and that they will read his distorted and often monstrous images 

against the background of mental images formed from previous encounters with storybook 

illustrations and Disney movies. (2004: 123-124) 

                                                           
58

 For a similar argument, see Pause & Effect: The Art of Interactive Narrative (2002). In this book, Meadows 
writes: ‘All stories contain a perspective. In the case of movies, it’s a camera. In the case of writing, it’s the 
writer (consider Borges’ short story of nested perspectives “The Immortal”), and in the case of a narrative 
image, it is often the painter --- In the context of storytelling, perspective may be the only thing that exists’ (5). 



 NARRATIVES OF BEING THERE 

97 

 

Jenkins discusses evocative narrative elements as operating in the service of the reconstruction of 

fictional universes rather than the production of perceptual perspective. Evocative narrative 

elements trigger in the mind of the player, memories of settings, characters and events, gained from 

previous encounters with media such as books, movies and other games. Our media landscape, 

saturated with stories, makes, what Jenkins refers to as transmedia storytelling particularly effective 

(see also Jenkins 2003; 2006).  

 

In summation, Nitsche’s approach assists this research in disclosing the medium-specific substance 

of games in terms of narrative, that is, games are cinematic and architectural. The cinematic quality 

resides in the game camera, while the architectural quality resides in the game space. With the 

concept of evocative narrative elements, Nitsche describes the game camera and the game space as 

narrative instruments; they dramatize or “storify” the spatiotemporal experience of players. 

Alternatively, Jenkins employs the concept of evocative elements to discuss how games evoke 

narrative associations with pre-existing, transmedial fictional universes. In chapter four, we will 

combine and elaborate on both approaches. The chapter will discuss in detail how the design of 

game camera and game space communicate narrative information (see subsection 4.1.) as well as 

how game camera and game space construct spatiotemporal, narrative experiences (see subsection 

4.2.). Before focusing on the expression of narrative in games, we should look at the design of 

embodied and disembodied presence. To understand how the production of presence influences the 

expression and content of stories and fictional worlds, we need to learn how games design those 

forms of presence encountered in narrative-based media. 
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3.  The production of presence 

 

This chapter discusses the production of presence from the perspective of game design. How is the 

production of spatial presence designed? In line with the conclusions of chapter one, spatial 

presence is approached as constituted by action. This chapter will investigate how players enact 

different forms of spatial presence. These “mediated” forms of presence resemble “natural” 

presence in some respects and deviate from it in others. In line with the conclusions of chapter two, 

this chapter will focus particularly on the design of embodied and disembodied presence since this 

study is concerned with narrative media. The chapter expands on the phenomenological approach of 

chapter one, employing the work of Merleau-Ponty, amongst others, to describe how computer 

games create forms of spatial presence not possible without the intervention of the medium.  

 

The chapter begins with a discussion of the notion of player positioning (3.1.). Second, we look at 

how games make the player enact embodied presence, focusing particularly on the player’s control 

of the camera and the avatar (3.2.). Finally, the chapter explores how games make the player enact 

disembodied presence, again foregrounding how the player operates the controls of the avatar and 

the camera (3.3.). In the course of these investigations into presence, a theoretical continuum from 

embodied to disembodied presence develops, which helps to explain how actual games oscillate 

between these two forms of presence in their design.  

 

3.1.   Player positioning 

 

The distinction this chapter explores between embodied and disembodied presence is common to 

game design theory. The difference is often discussed in relation to the game camera; the first-

person camera allows the player to think of the avatar as “me”, while the third-person camera 

distances the player from the avatar and considers the avatar as “him” or “her” (Feil and 

Scattergood 2005: 178; Rogers 2010: 128). The first-person camera makes the player see what the 

avatar sees, thereby blurring the boundary between player and avatar, while the third-person 

camera turns the avatar into a visible entity, offering a stronger sense of identification with another 

person (Bates 2004: 39-41). This chapter will refine these initial ideas by showing that even a first-

person camera can make the player approach the avatar as an “other”, and vice versa, a third-

person camera can make the player approach the avatar as “me”. 
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In game studies, the ability of games to position players as physically present participants has been 

acknowledged by several scholars. In his thesis What is the Avatar? Fiction and Embodiment in 

Avatar-Based Singleplayer Computer Games (2006), Rune Klevjer describes the ability in terms of 

embodied make-believe: ‘Embodied make-believe is premised upon an environment within which 

the participant can become an acting body. Mediated by the avatar, the environment becomes our 

tangible world, our habitat’ (88). In his book In-Game: From Immersion to Incorporation (2011), 

Gordon Calleja proposes the term “incorporation” to describe the ability: ‘We can [...] conceive of 

incorporation as the absorption of a virtual environment into consciousness, yielding a sense of 

habitation, which is supported by the systemically upheld embodiment of the player in a single 

location, as represented by the avatar’ (169). In Avatars of Story (2006), Marie-Laure Ryan subdivides 

the ability into two variants, “internal-ontological interactivity” and “internal-exploratory 

interactivity”, respectively referring to games that ‘transport the user into a virtual body inside a 

virtual world, either by projecting her as a character or by displaying the virtual world from a first-

person, horizontal perspective that reflects the point of view of one of its members’ (111), or games 

where ‘the user is cast as a character situated in both the time and space of the virtual world’ (116). 

While the term “internal” refers to the player’s sensation of physically inhabiting the virtual 

environment, the distinction between “ontological” and “exploratory” refers to the extent to which 

the player alters the storyline.  

 

This chapter elaborates on the work of Klevjer in particular, for two reasons: first of all, Klevjer 

discusses how players actively construct embodiment, focusing on the player’s active engagement 

with the camera and the avatar. Secondly, Klevjer takes a phenomenological approach, employing 

the ideas of Merleau-Ponty to describe how games make the player feel physically present in the 

game environment. This chapter borrows insights from Klevjer’s thesis on embodiment, first, to 

disclose how games design embodiment and second, to study how games design disembodiment, 

thereby expanding on Klevjer’s project.59  

 

Before elaborating on Klevjer’s thesis, it is important to mention that this chapter works from two 

basic premises, namely the idea that players want to make progress in the game and that game 

designers want the players to make progress in the game. As discussed in chapter one, how one 

perceives the “mediated” environment and one’s physical position in it is determined by an 

                                                           
59

 In the conclusion of his PhD thesis, Klevjer writes: ‘A dedicated study of the relationships between avatar-
based [embodied] play and avatar-based formats of storytelling would be an obvious next step in the analysis, 
particularly with respect to the contemporary 3D action adventure’ (218). This research builds on Klevjer’s 
work by studying the relationship between (dis)embodied presence and narrative.  
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inclination to act and the affordances for action inherent in the construction and presentation of the 

“mediated” environment. This chapter assumes that the player’s inclination to act is intentionally 

directed by the desire to make progress.60 The common denominator of the games discussed is 

survival; these games are first and foremost about staying alive. The player enters a world full of 

perils and is tasked with making sure the game does not end, that is, continues to be played. In this 

respect, survival means not only making sure the avatar is not killed but also preventing the game 

from ending in any way, for example by failing a time trial or by failing to solve a puzzle. Though this 

chapter focuses on how the “mediated” environment, particularly its presentation, makes the player 

enact certain forms of presence, the action of the player with respect to the control of the camera 

and the avatar is codetermined by the player’s inclination. To be more precise, in order to make 

progress, the players need to make sure they see the perils in the environment, and respond to the 

perils in time, which codetermine how they operate the camera and the avatar. Should a player have 

another inclination, he or she could operate the camera and the avatar in a completely other way. 

For example, one could direct the game camera skywards while running frantically around in the 

environment. This does not produce a feeling of spatial presence but nevertheless constructs an 

experience. Since this research does not focus on the inclinations of players, but on game design, the 

argument it presents is based on the assumption that players want to make progress. Likewise, 

game designers could design a disruptive experience for the player, not allowing the player to have 

any orientation in the “game” environment. Normally, these kinds of games can be found in avant-

garde art games but not in the story-based, commercial and indie games discussed in this research.  

 

3.2.  Embodied presence  

 

Klevjer’s investigation takes a phenomenological perspective, particularly elaborating on Merleau-

Ponty’s seminal book on “natural” perception, Phenomenology of Perception (1962), which has 

become synonymous with the concept of “embodied perception”. For Merleau-Ponty, the human 

body structures how one perceives and consequently how one acquires skills and knowledge, 

building on the work of his predecessor, Martin Heidegger, who before him, argued against the 

Cartesian understanding of human existence as solely governed by the faculty of reason. The idea of 

embodied perception has gained much attention, for example in the fields of linguistics, where 

scholars have become more conscious of the constitutive role of embodied experience for the 

                                                           
60

 In the phenomenological philosophy of perception, how one perceives becomes determined by the goals 
one sets for oneself. Dreyfus writes: ‘To learn to cope in any complex skill domain, the learner must adopt a 
perspective or goal so that features of the situation show up as more or less relevant and then act on this 
interpretation of the situation so as to find out which goal leads to success and which to failure’ (2005: 131). 
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nature of our language (e.g. Lakoff and Johnson 1980; Johnson 1987; Turner 1996). Klevjer’s interest 

focuses on Merleau-Ponty’s elucidation of the relationship between the human body and external 

objects. Before elaborating on Klevjer’s discussion, I will shortly introduce Merleau-Ponty’s 

approach.  

 

Unlike the psychologists of his time, Merleau-Ponty rejects the idea of the human body as an 

external object: ‘the permanence of one’s own body, if only classical psychology had analysed it, 

might have led it to the body no longer conceived as an object of the world, but as our means of 

communication with it’ (80). For Merleau-Ponty, the human body can make our appropriation of 

external objects possible only when it is not an external object itself, at least from the perspective of 

the human subject:    

 

The body [...] is not one more among external objects, with the peculiarity of always being 

there. If it is permanent, the permanence is absolute and is the ground for the relative 

permanence of disappearing objects, real objects. The presence and absence of external 

objects are only variations within a field of primordial presence, a perceptual domain over 

which my body exercises power. Not only is the permanence of my body not a particular 

case of the permanence of external objects in the world, but the second cannot be 

understood except through the first: not only is the perspective of my body not a particular 

case of that of objects, but furthermore the presentation of objects in perspective cannot be 

understood except through the resistance of my body to all variation of perspective. (ibid) 

 

Despite its abstract formulation, the idea proposed by Merleau-Ponty is rather straightforward. The 

primordial presence that comes with embodied existence–“being stuck” with one’s own body–

allows us to relate to objects in the world as being external. Should one be able to “leave” one’s own 

body and see it as an external object, from all perspectives, one could no longer conceive the idea of 

externality since everything would exist externally, even our own bodies. In effect, one could no 

longer formulate one’s own position in space and time in relation to “other” objects. In other words, 

in order to engage with the world meaningfully as embodied mind, human beings need to perceive 

their position as being permanently located somewhere in space and time; they need an embodied 

subjective point-of-view from which objects can be conceived of as being external (e.g. close to us, 

far away from us, beyond our field of vision, etc.). Only the surrounding world can provide us with 

the perceptions necessary to infer this embodied point-of-view, continuously acknowledging our 
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permanent physically anchored existence. So, and this is essential to Merleau-Ponty’s argument, the 

world is inseparable from the subject, and the subject is inseparable from the world (383). 

 

Klevjer’s interest in Merleau-Ponty’s investigation can be explained by considering the dual 

condition of the avatar. On the one hand, the avatar can be approached as an external object; on the 

other, the avatar can be approached as an extended subjective point-of-view.61 The avatar can be an 

external object to look at, yet it can also be an embodied position to look from. To distinguish 

between these two dimensions of the avatar, Klevjer makes a distinction between the “objective” or 

“extended”62 avatar and the “subjective” avatar. The former refers to ‘an avatar that we relate to, in 

a phenomenological sense, as an object among other objects’ (146). The objective avatar is the 

avatar as commonly discussed in game design theory, that is, the digitally rendered character, 

explicitly or implicitly displayed on the screen. The latter refers to an avatar that ‘appropriates a 

navigable point of view as an apparatus of prosthetic perception, giving the player not just an 

extended fictional body, but also a re-centred perceptual subject-position’ (ibid). The subjective 

avatar hands the player a subjective point-of-view, which originates from the avatar’s body, that is, 

anchored, visible and vulnerable in the game environment. As discussed in chapter one, the 

subjective avatar allows the extension of the player’s bodily senses.   

 

Given the double status of the avatar as both a prosthetic subjective point-of-view and an external 

object, the avatar can both mimic as well as defer from “natural” embodiment. Like “natural” 

perception, the avatar becomes a body for us to control and to look from, while at the same time, 

unlike “natural” perception, the avatar becomes a body for us to control and to look at. According to 

Klevjer, the double status of the avatar accounts for much of its attraction: ‘One of the reasons why 

avatar-based games appeal to us is precisely because the principle of the avatar is grounded in, and 

plays with, the general phenomenology of the body’ (90). His remark reflects the general argument 

of this chapter, namely that popular, avatar-driven, 3D games allow forms of presence that differ 

from the ones encountered in “natural” perception but at the same time do not deviate from 

“natural” perception to such an extent that one can no longer meaningfully relate to the game 

environment and its inhabitants: ‘In most cases, the point is not to simulate the “configuration” of 

                                                           
61

 Point-of-view should be understood here literally as the camera’s line-of-sight rather than the camera’s 
ability to ideologically frame the events registered. It describes the angle from which the player sees the 
events portrayed.  
62

 I prefer the term “objective” avatar over the term “extended” avatar, as the latter can be easily confused 
with the “subjective” avatar, who extends the player’s point-of-view. Moreover, the term “objective” leaves 
open whether players conceive the body of the avatar as “their” body or as the body of “another”. This 
distinction becomes important later on, when the chapter expands on Klevjer’s argument with the notion of 
disembodiment. 
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our real bodies, but to simulate the configuration of some kind of body–some kind of vicarious 

embodiment that resonates with the [...] nature of our natural body in a fairly stable and predictable 

(and hence playable) fashion’ (149). As mentioned, some games do not resonate with our “natural” 

bodies in a fairly stable, predictable and playable fashion; these games commonly belong to the 

domain of avant-garde art (for examples see Clarke and Mitchell 2007; Flanagan 2009).  

 

Klevjer proposes the notion of “avatarial configurations” to describe the various relationships games 

constitute between ‘the player, the subjective point of view and the objective avatar’ (152). Klevjer 

distinguishes three forms, common to avatar-driven computer games: the “first-person avatarial 

configuration”, the “semi first-person avatarial configuration”, and the “dual-locus avatarial 

configuration” (153). In the course of this chapter, I will propose two other forms, the “semi third-

person avatarial configuration” and the “third-person avatarial configuration”. As will be explained, 

computer games design the relationship between the player, the subjective point-of-view and the 

objective avatar in various ways. At one end of the spectrum, we find the subjective avatar of 

embodied presence (i.e. the avatar as anchored location to look from), while at the other end, we 

find the objective avatar of disembodied presence (i.e. the avatar as external object to look at). 

Again, from the perspective of the experiencing subject, an external object cannot be the locus of his 

subjective point-of-view, and his subjective point-of-view cannot originate from an external object.  

  

3.2.1.  First-person configuration  

 

The “first-person avatarial configuration” makes players feel as if the position of the objective 

avatar’s body–visible, vulnerable and anchored in the game environment–becomes their own 

physical position. The design places the navigable point-of-view over the controllable objective 

avatar. This approach simulates “natural” embodiment in the sense that the body of the avatar is 

not an object to look at from an external position. When the player steers the body of the avatar, 

the movement is perceived from a position that corresponds to the location of this movement, 

thereby foregrounding the subjective dimension of the avatar. As in “natural” perception, the 

position from which one physically acts is the position from which one perceives: 

 

Unlike a purely objective avatar, the subjective avatar can never be, in Merleau-Ponty’s 

words, ‘completely constituted’ as an object, in so far that it is “that by which there are 

objects” (Merleau-Ponty 2002 [1962]: 105). Subjective avatars simulate natural embodiment 
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in the sense that they unify perception and action. When the player appropriates the 

prosthetic point of view, moving and perceiving come together in one vicarious body. (148)  

 

To make Klevjer’s argument concrete, let us focus on the design of control schemes with respect to 

the manipulation of camera and avatar. To understand how game design unifies action and 

perception in the first-person avatarial configuration, it helps to explain how the player, through the 

interface of the controller, navigates the virtual camera as well as the body of the objective avatar. 

As case in point, this chapter discusses the controller of the Xbox 360, but it could as well be the 

interface of some other console or computer device.   

 

With respect to the Xbox 360 controller, the controls of the virtual camera and the objective avatar 

are commonly mapped on the controller’s two analogue sticks, though the exact layout of the 

controls may vary from game to game. The control scheme follows this basic principle: one stick 

controls the forward, backward and sideward movement of the objective avatar in the game 

environment; the other stick controls the subjective point-of-view on the game environment, 

through the entity of the virtual camera. The player’s manipulation of the sticks happens through an 

intuitive scheme; to move the body of the avatar forward, the player has to point the stick in the 

forward direction, to move the body of the avatar backwards, the stick has to be pointed backwards, 

and so on (see fig. 1). The control of the subjective point-of-view follows a similar intuitive scheme 

(see fig. 2), though there exists a difference between players who prefer to push the stick backward 

to move the point-of-view upwards, and players who prefer to push the stick upwards to move the 

point-of-view upwards. While the former seems to be based on the movement of the head, the 

latter seems to be based on the movement of the eyes. When someone moves his head backwards, 

the point-of-view moves upwards; alternatively, when someone moves his eyes upwards, the point-

of-view moves upwards. The former control scheme, sometimes referred to as the “inverted y-as”, 

finds its origin in flight simulators, where steering the joystick backwards would make the plane 

move upwards, rather than downwards.  

 

The relationship between the manipulation of the two sticks maintains the following logic: when the 

player steers the body of the objective avatar forward, backward, or to the sides, the point-of-view 

moves along with this movement according to (some of) the laws of “natural” perception; when one 

moves forward things come closer; when one moves backward things move further away; and so on 

(see fig. 1). Alternatively, when the player steers the point-of-view in a particular direction, the body  
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Figure 1: Control of the avatar in first-person configuration 

 

 

Figure 2: Control of the camera in first-person configuration 
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of the objective avatar moves along with the indicated direction according to (some of) the laws of 

“natural” perception; when one looks to the right, one’s eyes, head or body moves to the right; 

when one looks to the left, one’s eyes, head or body moves to the left, and so on (see fig. 2). 

Because the player can change the direction the body of the avatar faces by manipulating the point-

of-view, the direction of the avatar’s forward, backward or sideward movement is commonly 

steered with the stick that controls the point-of-view; the other stick controls the speed of the 

movement. Often, the player manipulates the two sticks at the same time, determining the direction 

of the movement with the one and determining the actual movement with the other. Some control 

schemes even allow the player to move in one particular direction without changing the direction of 

the movement when manipulating the point-of-view, although this scheme is more common to 

keyboard and mouse interfaces than console controllers. This alternative control scheme simulates 

the possibility in “natural” perception to move one’s body in one direction while simultaneously 

looking in another direction. In order to do so, the control scheme no longer integrates the 

manipulation of the two sticks. The one stick determines the direction the avatar is moving to, while 

the other determines the point-of-view, without altering the direction of the avatar’s movement. 

When the player moves forward while watching sideways, the locus of the point-of-view still follows 

the forward movement since it attaches itself to the bodily subject, as is common in embodied 

perception. 

 

3.2.2.  Semi first-person configuration  

 

The control scheme of the first-person avatarial configuration does not apply solely to games with 

first-person cameras, common to the genre of the first-person shooter. As Klevjer emphasizes, the 

first-person avatarial configuration also applies to third-person cameras with an “over-the-shoulder” 

perspective:   

 

The ‘over the shoulder’ point of view in games like Max Payne (Remedy 2001) or Hitman 2: 

Silent Assassin (IO Interactive 2002) presents a looser variant of the integrated first-person 

configuration. This configuration detaches the extended avatar from the camera, as a 

playable character or avatar-character, but keeps the camera behind the extended avatar at 

all times, always moving and turning together with it in a fixed relationship. In physical 

terms, it is as if the camera is attached to the neck of the character, not on a flexible string 

but directly on a sturdy pole. (153)  
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The “over-the-shoulder” point-of-view should be understood as a looser variant of the first-person 

configuration; therefore, Klevjer refers to it as the ‘semi first-person configuration’ (ibid). The semi 

first-person configuration maintains the subjective dimension of the avatar to a great extent. On the 

one hand, the avatar becomes, more than in the first-person point-of-view, an external object. The 

design no longer places the navigable point-of-view over the objective avatar (i.e. extended avatar) 

since it detaches the avatar from the virtual camera. The player is allowed to observe the avatar’s 

body from a position one would never witness one’s own body from in embodied perception, that is, 

from the back. However, the relationship between the point-of-view and the avatar still follows the 

control scheme of the first-person configuration; the design keeps the camera, in the words of 

Klevjer, ‘behind the extended avatar at all times, always moving and turning together with it in a 

fixed relationship’ (ibid). In correspondence with the control layout of the first-person configuration, 

one stick handles the objective avatar’s movement, while the other handles the subjective point-of-

view. When the player steers the body of the avatar forward, backward or sideways, the point-of-

view moves in accordance with (some of) the laws of “natural” perception; when one moves 

forward, things become closer; when one moves backward, things move further away, and so on 

(fig. 3). When the player steers the point-of-view, one can see the body of the objective avatar 

turning in that direction (fig. 4). Should one imagine the objective avatar to be invisible, the point-of-

view would not differ much from an actual first-person point-of-view. To give an example, should 

one image the avatar to be absent in figures three and four, the figures would closely resemble 

figures one and two.  

 

As has been discussed, the first-person configuration configures the relationship among the player, 

the subjective point-of-view and the objective avatar so that players feel as if the position of the 

objective avatar’s body–visible, vulnerable and anchored in the game environment–becomes their 

own physical position. The semi first-person configuration comes close to this configuration; the 

body of the subjective avatar, that is, the embodied position connected to the player’s subjective 

point-of-view, anchors itself slightly behind the body of the objective avatar. The control scheme still 

anchors us physically to one particular location in the game environment, which approaches, but 

does not completely overlap with, the position of the objective avatar. Although this position is 

much like the position of the first-person configuration, one should also emphasize the difference. 

The “over-the-shoulder” point-of-view constructs a unique form of embodied presence, not possible 

in “unmediated” presence. Players witness their extended bodies in action while they act. In line 

with the notion of expressive amplification (Jenkins 2005) discussed in chapter one, seeing another 
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Figure 3: Control of the avatar in semi first-person configuration 

 

 

Figure 4: Control of the camera in semi first-person configuration 
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body act can evoke a strong feeling as if one is acting too.63 From this perspective, the semi first-

person configuration could be better in evoking the sensation of kicking or swinging a sword, in 

comparison with the first-person configuration since it allows players to control the action and 

observe “their” body performing the action.     

 

3.2.3.  Dual-locus configuration  

 

The dual-locus configuration differs from the (semi) first-person configuration; the virtual camera is 

no longer anchored to the position of the objective avatar but is rather, like a balloon, attached to 

the anchored position of the objective avatar through an invisible string. Klevjer writes:  

 

In Super Mario 64 (Nintendo 1996) and Tomb Raider (Core Design 1996), which are early and 

genre-defining games of the 3D action adventure, the navigable point of view works most of 

the time as a computer-controlled ‘follow-cam’ that keeps the extended avatar in view. It is 

as if the camera and the extended avatar are hooked up to each other with an invisible 

string, and the player is pulling the camera along via the extended avatar. At the same time, 

the player also has the opportunity to control the point of view directly in an alternate ‘look 

around’ mode. In neither case can the camera be detached from its umbilical connection to 

the extended avatar. We may call this a dual-locus configuration–or ‘nunchako’ 

configuration–of the avatar. The dual-locus avatar allows the prosthetic point of view to be 

controlled either directly or indirectly, via the extended avatar. (149)64 

 

The dual-locus configuration separates the place of action from the place of perception; the position 

from which one acts is no longer the position from which one perceives, hence the name “dual 

locus” or “two places” (see also Nitsche 2008).65 

 

In the dual-locus configuration, one can move the objective avatar (i.e. extended avatar) without 

necessarily changing the direction of the subjective point-of-view (fig. 5). Alternatively, one can 

                                                           
63

 As mentioned in the prior chapter, in current studies on the perception of movement, and the perception of 
dance in particular, this phenomenon is being discussed as kinesthetic empathy (e.g. Foster 2011; Hagendoorn 
2004). 
64

 For other detailed discussions of first- and third-person cameras, see Nitsche (2008: 92-95); Feil and 
Scattergood (2005: 175-178); Bates (2004: 39-41); Rogers (2010: 128-138), Meigs (2003: 95-99); King and 
Krzywinska (2002: 13-14).  
65

 Nitsche writes: ‘With the growing control of the player over the camera entity, the performance for the 
player becomes a dual one, simultaneously controlling the main actor as well as the camera’s point of view’ 
(113; my emphasis).  
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move the subjective point-of-view without changing the direction the objective avatar is facing (fig. 

6). This is not possible in the (semi) first-person configuration.66 In essence, the configuration creates 

two relatively independent positions: one to look from and one to act from. The player manipulates 

the game environment physically from the position of the objective avatar, yet the player perceives 

this manipulation not from the position of the objective avatar, as is the case in the (semi) first-

person configuration but from an external position. In effect, the objective and subjective 

dimensions of the avatar become more separated, as Klevjer writes: 

 

Dual-locus configurations imply a relative independence between the subjective and the 

objective dimension of the avatar, and a relative independence between action and 

perception. The player does act and perceive through the navigable camera, but in addition 

the player can also act through the extended avatar in relative independence from the 

actions of the prosthetic camera. (155) 

 

In the dual-locus configuration, the locus of action is no longer the locus of perception. This 

configuration deviates considerably from “natural” perception. Unlike “natural” embodiment, the 

configuration gives the player a body that can be externally observed from all directions (fig. 5 and 

6). Klevjer theorizes this form of prosthetic embodiment by quoting Merleau-Ponty: ‘I observe 

external objects with my body, I handle them, examine them, walk round them, but my body itself is 

a thing which I do not observe: in order to be able to do so, I should need the use of a second body 

which itself would be unobservable’ (2002: 104; in Klevjer 2006: 148). For Klevjer, the dual-locus 

configuration provides the player with this “second body”. He writes about Super Mario 64 

(Nintendo 1996): 

 

Following Merleau-Ponty, we could say that the camera takes the role of the ‘second body 

which would itself be unobservable’. This body receives its objective presence mainly from 

the extended avatar, who carries most of the burden, as it were, of objective embodiment. 

The competent player pulls (or pushes) the tangible ‘second body’ along, via the direct 

control of Mario, who is, in a sense, wearing his eyes on a string. (149) 

 

                                                           
66

 The difference between the dual-locus configuration and the semi first-person configuration becomes most 
apparent when the player makes the objective avatar walk towards the screen. In the dual-locus configuration 
one witnesses the front of the objective avatar, walking towards the screen; in the semi first-person 
configuration, the point-of-view moves along in the indicated direction; thus the player cannot escape 
witnessing the back of the objective avatar.  
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Figure 5: Control of the avatar in dual-locus configuration 

 

 

Figure 6: Control of the camera in dual-locus configuration 
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The second body of the dual-locus configuration manifests itself in the navigable camera. Our 

subjective point-of-view becomes located in an invisible “second” body, loosely attached to the 

anchored position of the objective avatar. This navigable camera makes the “first” body–the body of 

the objective avatar–more prominent as a body to observe: ‘the properties of humanoid or 

otherwise animated extended avatars are given more attention and significance […] as characters 

that the player controls, and whom the player may identify with in various ways’ (155). In role-

playing games like Fable III (Lionhead Studios 2010) or The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda Game 

Studios 2011), players tend to comprehend the “first” body as being “their” bodies, which they 

observe externally. Alternatively, the “first” body can be conceived of as the body of “another”, 

which players control, as in games with well-developed protagonists, like Uncharted 2: Among 

Thieves (Naughty Dog 2009) or Enslaved: Odyssey to the West (Ninja Theory 2010). In both cases, the 

configuration foregrounds the objective dimension of the avatar; the avatar becomes an external 

object to engage with from multiple perspectives. 

 

The dual-locus configuration maintains the subjective dimension of the avatar to some extent, 

although less strictly than the (semi) first-person configuration. For Klevjer, ‘the notion of the 

subjective avatar is to a certain extent a matter of degree’ (150). Though the first-person 

configuration is ‘more radically prosthetic than the dual-locus configuration’ (156), the dual-locus 

configuration still allows the player to be positioned as if physically present in the environment, 

anchored to one particular location in space and time. To understand how this is done, let us look at 

the design of the control schemes again. In the semi first-person configuration, turning the point-of-

view with the control stick always results in the body of the objective avatar turning in the indicated 

direction (fig. 4). In the dual-locus configuration, turning the point-of-view with the control stick 

does not result in the body of the objective avatar being moved. Rather, the point-of-view circles 

around the avatar, enabling us to view it from various angles (fig. 6). Similarly, turning the body of 

the avatar around with the other stick does not change the point-of-view. Rather, we see the 

objective avatar’s body from one particular angle, turning around in circles on the spot (fig. 5). Only 

when players manipulate both control sticks at the same time, does it become possible to recreate 

the “over-the-shoulder” point-of-view. When the player steers the objective avatar in one particular 

direction, the player needs to follow this particular direction with the other stick, which controls the 

point-of-view (fig. 7). Since it is important for the player to see the perils in the “mediated” 

environment and respond to the perils in time, the “mediated” environment invites the player to 

produce the “over-the-shoulder” perspective in moments when forward movement or forward-
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directed action, like firing weapons, becomes essential to survival.67 When the player engages in 

conversation with characters in the environment, the “over-the-shoulder” point-of-view becomes 

less important. It becomes inviting to turn the camera and witness how the objective avatar behaves 

in the interaction with the surrounding world.  

 

In some games, the control scheme is designed to accommodate both situations. To give an 

example, the game Alan Wake (Remedy Entertainment 2010) alters the response of the sticks in 

active and more passive situations. When the player needs to move from one location to another, 

fighting off opponents, turning the point-of-view makes the avatar turn to the indicated direction, 

allowing the player to observe the environment around the objective avatar (fig. 7). When there is 

no immediate danger, and the player engages with characters and objects in a passive manner, 

turning the point-of-view makes the camera turn around the objective avatar, allowing the player to 

observe how the objective avatar engages with the world around him (fig. 8). 

 

In this manner, the dual-locus configuration produces a form of presence that becomes embodied at 

certain moments and disembodied at others. In comparison with the (semi) first-person 

configuration, it does not allow the same grounded perspective of “natural” perception, but it does 

allow the player to witness the physical actions of the player-character68 in more detail and from 

more angles: 

 

Dual-locus configurations do not provide the same thrill (or anxiety) of focussed tunnel 

vision–and are less able to facilitate fast and precise aiming–but they open up for a broader 

variety of interactions and challenges. The player is given more overview, and has more 

alternatives in how to interact with the environment through the extended avatar–typically 

in acrobatic ways, as illustrated by Super Mario 64 and other platform-adventure games. 

(155)69 

 

                                                           
67

 When the player chooses not to operate the point-of-view, it often hovers back automatically behind the 
objective avatar, producing a perspective close to the “over-the-shoulder” point-of-view.  
68

 Player-character refers to the objective avatar, the digitally rendered, visually displayed entity whom the 
player controls via interface technologies such as a keyboard, mouse or controller. 
69

 With respect to platforming, an over-the-shoulder perspective becomes particularly impractical. When 
jumping from ledge to ledge, this perspective prevents a clear overview of the spatial situation. Therefore, 
games with a semi first-person or dual-locus configuration sometimes adopt a semi third-person configuration, 
attaching the camera in the environment (e.g. Enslaved: Odyssey to the West, Ninja Theory 2010; The Legend 
of Zelda: Ocarina of Time, Nintendo EAD 1998).  
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Figure 7: Screenshot of Alan Wake 

 

 

Figure 8: Screenshot of Alan Wake 
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Besides witnessing the emotional responses of the objective avatar to the surrounding world, the 

dual-locus configuration, in line with the notion of expressive amplification, allows players to feel 

physically present in the environment, while performing acrobatic manoeuvres. Even more than the 

semi first-person configuration, the configuration invites the player to witness “their” bodies jump, 

climb, sprint, dance, roll, swing, crawl, fall, kick, and so on (see also Nitsche 2008: 97-98).  

 

3.3.  Disembodied presence 

 

Klevjer’s research focuses primarily on avatarial embodiment. He investigates avatarial 

configurations that position the player as physically present in the game environment, anchored to 

one particular location in space and time. The avatar becomes a prosthetic extension of the player’s 

body.70 Besides the “natural” environment, players have an additional environment to perceive and 

act from, at least experientially speaking. In this respect, the first-person configuration is ‘more 

radically prosthetic than the dual-locus configuration’ (156). In the first-person configuration, ‘there 

is only one, unified avatarial prosthesis’ (157). Unlike in the dual-locus configuration, the subjective 

and objective dimensions in the first-person configuration strive for unification. As we have seen, 

the embodied position from which one perceives becomes the position from which one acts. The 

dual-locus configuration is less radically prosthetic since it introduces a relative independence 

between the subjective and objective dimensions of the avatar. The embodied position from which 

one perceives is not the position from which one acts; the player’s subjective point-of-view 

originates from a “second body” attached to the anchored body of the objective avatar. Though less 

prosthetic, the configuration still offers some form of physically anchored presence in the game 

environment.  

 

The following subsections will broaden Klevjer’s investigation. While Klevjer discusses those avatarial 

configurations that offer the player some form of physical presence–the prosthetic configurations–

this chapter examines avatarial configurations that position the player as physically absent. To 

explain the relationship between these different configurations, this chapter visualizes them on a 

continuum (fig. 9; 10). On the left, one finds the first-person configuration, while on the right, one 

finds what I refer to as the third-person configuration. In the middle, one finds the dual-locus 

configuration. On the left, the subjective dimension of the avatar becomes foregrounded, that is, the 

avatar is not an object to externally look at but strives to be a body to look from (it will always be an 

external object to some extent). On the other side, the objective dimension of the avatar becomes 

                                                           
70

 Klevjer writes: ‘The relationship between the player and the avatar is a prosthetic relationship; through a 
process of learning and habituation, the avatar becomes an extension of the player’s own body’ (10).  
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foregrounded, that is, the avatar is no longer a body to look from but strives to be a body to look at 

(it will always be an embodied subjective point-of-view to some extent). In between these two ends, 

the subjective and objective dimensions of the avatar exist side by side; the dual-locus configuration 

offers the player both a body to look at and a body to look from. Between the centre and either end, 

the continuum plots two transitory configurations: the semi first-person configuration and the semi 

third-person configuration. In this manner, the continuum follows the logic of Merleau-Ponty; if one 

perceives a body as an external object, the body cannot belong to the perceiver, so it must belong to 

somebody else; if one cannot perceive a body as an external object, this body must belong to the 

perceiver, so it must be one’s own body. The right side of the diagram moves towards, but never 

completely complies with, the first statement, while the left side of the diagram moves towards, but 

never completely complies with, the second statement. Moreover, in practice, some games employ 

more than one configuration, oscillating between the ends of the continuum. For example, games 

like The Darkness (Starbreeze Studios 2007) and Battlefield: Bad Company 2 (EA Digital Illusions CE 

2010) employ the first-person configuration most of the time, yet employ the third-person 

configuration in cutscenes. Likewise, games like Grand Theft Auto IV (Rockstar North 2008) and Alan 

Wake (Remedy Entertainment 2010) make use of the semi first-person configuration (for aiming 

weapons), the dual-locus configuration (for moving around), and the third-person configuration (for 

cutscenes).  

 

As we have seen in chapter two, the forms of presence produced towards the right end of the 

continuum can be encountered in media artefacts with traditional narratives such as those 

concerned with emplotment and character development. The forms of presence towards the left 

end of the continuum can be encountered in media artefacts that explore other forms of narrative 

including those concerned with spatiality and spectacle. As will be discussed in chapter five, in games 

with a prevalent first-person configuration the player becomes the main character; in games with a 

prevalent third-person configuration the main character is another person, controlled by the player. 
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Figure 9 

 

1. First-person configuration: Player’s subjective point-of-view originates in the objective avatar’s body. 

Action = perception; the movement of the body is fully integrated with the movement of the subjective point-

of-view. 

2. Semi first-person configuration: Player’s subjective point-of-view originates behind the shoulders of the 

objective avatar’s body (“over-the-shoulder”). Action = perception; the movement of the body is almost fully 

integrated with the movement of the subjective point-of-view. 

3. Dual-locus configuration: Player’s subjective point-of-view originates in an invisible “second” body, circling 

around the objective avatar’s body (still has “over-the-shoulder” possibilities). Action ≈ perception; the 

movement of the body is partly integrated with the movement of the subjective point-of-view. 

4. Semi third-person configuration: Player’s subjective point-of-view originates in an invisible “second” body 

located in the environment, tracking the movement of the avatar’s body either from a stationary position or 

along an invisible track. Action ≠ perception; the movement of the body is almost fully segregated from the 

movement of the subjective point-of-view. 

5. Third-person configuration: Player’s subjective point-of-view is detached from the objective avatar’s body; 

it does not move along with the body. Action ≠ perception; the movement of the body is fully segregated from 

the movement of the subjective point-of-view. 

Figure 10 
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3.3.1.  Semi third-person configuration  

 

In the semi third-person configuration, the virtual camera is no longer attached to the anchored 

body of the objective avatar. Rather, the virtual camera is anchored in the game environment. 

Nitsche refers to the perspective of these cameras as (fixed or moving) predefined viewing frames; 

the cameras have predefined behaviour in relation to the performance of the avatar at specific 

virtual locations (2008: 93). 

 

The camera can be fixed to one particular location in the virtual environment. From this location, it 

tracks the movement of the avatar by panning and/or tilting automatically or alternatively by 

presenting a static frame (fig. 11). Often, the camera is fully computer-controlled; players cannot 

navigate the camera in any way. Some games allow players to take control over the virtual camera, 

enabling them to survey the environment on their own accord. Because the fixed camera is no 

longer connected to the objective avatar, it differs considerably from the camera of the dual-locus 

configuration; the movement of the avatar has (almost) no effect on the subjective point-of-view. 

The player witnesses the avatar moving in the environment from one and the same location.   

 

Rather than being anchored, the camera can also move along an invisible track in the game 

environment. The movement along the track is determined by the movement of the objective 

avatar. The camera prevents the avatar from moving out of the frame (fig. 12). This variant lies 

somewhat closer to the attached camera of the dual-locus configuration; there still exists some 

(admittedly looser) connection between the movement of the objective avatar and the movement 

of the subjective point-of-view. When the objective avatar moves, the virtual camera follows its 

movement, but there exist some notable differences. 

 

The camera responds only when the objective avatar moves out of (the centre of) the frame. This 

does not happen continuously since the distance between the camera and the avatar is usually 

relatively large, at least in comparison with the dual-locus configuration. The camera commonly 

shows more of the environment around the objective avatar. When the objective avatar engages 

with his immediate surroundings, for example in melee combat, the camera does not move to any 

great extent, making the camera similar to the fixed camera. In effect, the player witnesses the 

avatar acting from a static point-of-view. The “second body” does not move along with the 

movement of the objective avatar, as is the case in the dual-locus configuration, but rather stays 

stationary.  
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Figure 11: Control of the avatar in semi third-person configuration 

 

 

Figure 12: Control of the avatar in semi third-person configuration 
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While the camera of the dual-locus configuration incites some feeling of movement in the player 

when moving the objective avatar, the camera in the semi third-person configuration does not, at 

least not to the same extent. When players steer the objective avatar towards themselves in the 

former configuration, the camera moves backwards, thus evoking movement visually. The backward 

movement of the camera incites the feeling of physical movement since it moves the frame, even 

when we imagine the objective avatar to be invisible (fig. 5). When players steer the objective avatar 

towards themselves in the latter configuration, the camera does not move, making the avatar 

appear larger in the frame instead (fig. 12). Consequently, the camera does not incite movement 

visually through its own movement; the frame does not move. Should we imagine the objective 

avatar to be invisible, nothing would happen in the image displayed. Only when the objective avatar 

moves towards the end of the frame, does the camera start evoking a sense of physical movement 

in the player. In this scenario, the player has an invisible “second body” following the objective 

avatar from the side-lines. 

 

In this respect, the semi third-person configuration approaches the non-prosthetic avatar more 

closely than does the dual-locus configuration. In the dual-locus configuration, the “second body” of 

the subjective point-of-view becomes an invisible body. Unlike the body of the objective avatar, it is 

not visible in the game environment. In the dual-locus configuration, the “second body” exists in 

close proximity to the objective avatar’s body; in some cases even approaching the “over-the-

shoulder” configuration. This proximity makes the player’s point-of-view more embodied than the 

player’s point-of-view in the semi third-person configuration; it is still attached to a visible, 

vulnerable and anchored body. In the semi third-person configuration, the proximity between the 

body of the objective avatar and the “second” body of the subjective point-of-view decreases 

considerably; the virtual camera is no longer attached to the objective avatar directly. In effect, the 

subjective point-of-view no longer belongs to a visible, vulnerable and anchored body in the game 

environment.  

 

As discussed, in the semi third-person configuration, the virtual camera is grounded in the game 

environment. When the objective avatar moves out of the frame, in the case of a fixed camera, or 

when there is no possibility to follow the avatar, in the case of an on-rail camera, the camera needs 

to reposition itself. Unlike the subjective point-of-view in the (semi) first-person and dual-locus 

configurations, then, the subjective point-of-view in the semi third-person configuration moves 
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though time and space without abiding by the spatiotemporal continuity of embodied perception.71 

The player’s point-of-view jumps from location to location, allowing the player to observe the avatar 

he controls from various locations, angles and distances.72  

 

However, in most games governed by the semi third-person configuration, the spatiotemporal cuts 

do not happen every few seconds. Often, the player has some task to perform within the framed 

environment before the camera repositions itself, be it to collect items, dispose of enemies, solve 

puzzles or overcome obstacles. In this sense, the player’s position moves towards the position of the 

disembodied onlooker, yet has some form of embodiment attached to it still. Players witness the 

events from one particular location in the environment, relocating themselves every now-and-then, 

maintaining some distance from the objective avatar’s body in order to keep an overview of the 

surrounding environment.73 Only when these spatiotemporal cuts happen at short intervals, every 

few seconds, does the player’s position lose this embodiment, moving (even) more towards the 

position of the disembodied observer. The player no longer has an anchored position in the game 

environment, becoming ephemeral like a ghost. As discussed in chapter two, this position can be 

described as the position of a (semi-)omnipresent consciousness with a ghostly ubiquity (Bordwell 

1985: 10). The media user perceives the “mediated” environment from continuously changing 

distances, locations and angles, unburdened by the spatiotemporal restrictions that come with an 

embodied, anchored point-of-view. This situation becomes most apparent in the third-person 

configuration.          

 

3.3.2.  Third-person configuration. 

 

In the third-person configuration the virtual camera and the objective avatar are disconnected from 

each other in all respects. The location of the avatar no longer determines the location of the virtual 

camera in accordance with some pre-established, mutually dependent relationship. In principle, the 

virtual camera operates independently from the avatar’s body; the camera changes its position in 

                                                           
71

 The subjective point-of-view deviates from one constraint of embodiment perception in particular, namely, 
the spatiotemporal continuity of human movement. The body of “natural” perception can be only in one 
location at a time and, moreover, its movements towards another location in a time span are restricted by the 
capabilities of the human body. Because the subjective point-of-view of “natural” perception grounds itself in 
the human body, the point-of-view has to abide by the same restrictions. One can perceive from only one 
location at a time and to perceive from another location, one needs to move in accordance with one’s physical 
capabilities. 
72

 Some games allow players to make these cuts in time and space themselves, altering the position of the 
camera with a push of the button (e.g. Fahrenheit, Quantic Dream 2005).  
73

 One could compare this situation with being in a sport stadium, relocating oneself every now-and-then to 
get a better view of the action on the field.  
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the game environment substantially and frequently without abiding by the spatiotemporal 

continuity of the avatar’s movement. In this respect, the third-person configuration belongs to the 

opposite end of the continuum. The first-person configuration connects the virtual camera with the 

avatar’s body entirely, creating an embodied subjective point-of-view, similar to that of “natural” 

perception. The third-person configuration does not connect the virtual camera with the avatar’s 

body, nor does it establish the “second body” of the dual-locus configuration. In effect, it creates a 

disembodied subjective point-of-view that would be impossible in “natural” perception.  

 

It should be noted again that the term disembodied must not be understood here as the absence of 

a body. After all, the disembodied subjective point-of-view can still touch the bodily senses of the 

player. The term signals something else; the subjective point-of-view does not derive from a body 

anchored in the game environment, visible and vulnerable, in accordance with the spatiotemporal 

continuity of “natural” embodiment. Rather, the subjective point-of-view derives from an ephemeral 

and lucid body with the ability to perceive beyond its immediate surroundings through time and 

space and from various positions, angles and distances. In short, the subjective point-of-view 

belongs to an observing (semi-)omnipresent consciousness, controlling the avatar from an external 

physical position.        

 

The avatarial configurations discussed here do not always need the player to manipulate the 

controller. There exist “non-interactive” variants of each configuration as well. The third-person 

configuration comes in the form of non-interactive cutscenes most of the time.74 However, when 

employed in a so-called quick-time event, the third-person configuration requires the player’s 

manipulation of the controller. A quick-time event can be seen as a cut-scene where the player has 

moderate control over the outcome of the scene (Rogers 2010: 183-185). The quick-time event 

consists of several animation sequences. Which animation the scene displays is determined by the 

input of the player. As the name indicates, the quick-time event requires quick timing. The player 

controls neither the avatar nor the camera directly but makes the cutscene unfold by pressing the 

right combination of buttons as they appear on the screen as prompts. Failing to do so in time, 

brings the cutscene to an end or, occasionally, takes the scene in an alternative direction. Often, 

there exists some logical correlation between the buttons that need to be pressed and the actions 

the avatar undertakes. For example, when the scene concerns an avatar on the run, the button-

combination involves arrows pointing in the direction of the avatar’s predetermined movement. 

 

                                                           
74

 Subsection 4.1. of the next chapter discusses another type of cutscene: the first-person cutscene.  
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As mentioned in the discussion of Merleau-Ponty’s work, the embodiment that comes with “natural” 

perception enables human beings to localize themselves in their environment, which accordingly 

enables them to interact meaningfully with the entities and objects around their location. In the 

avatarial configurations that reconstruct “natural” perception to varying degrees, the virtual camera 

has the same purpose. The virtual camera presents the player with a point-of-view on the 

environment that allows the player to infer the position of the avatar’s body in relation to the 

surrounding entities and objects, thus allowing the player to act meaningfully with these entities and 

objects. The camera in the third-person configuration does not have this burden since the player 

does not control the avatar’s body directly. The player only has to press the right combination of 

buttons for the avatar to follow a pre-defined path. Without the need to support localization, the 

camera is able to pursue another goal. Since the spatiotemporal movement of the avatar is 

predetermined–it follows one or more pre-rendered or real-time rendered paths in time and space–

the quick-time event, like the cutscene, can carefully orchestrate in advance how the camera 

registers the movement audiovisually.75 Often abiding by cinematic conventions, such as the 180° 

rule (Rouse III 2005: 207),76 cutscenes and quick-time events frame the action from ever-changing 

positions, angles and distances, allowing unique perspectives on the action, not possible in the other 

configurations (fig. 13).77 To give some examples, the third-person configuration lends itself to 

(extreme) close-ups of the avatar’s face, allowing the player to closely examine its facial expressions; 

it also allows (extreme) close-ups of physical gestures or objects in the environment; the 

configuration can show events happening at the same time in separate locations (i.e. crosscutting); it 

can erase dead time (i.e. ellipse); and so on. Rather than enabling the player to act as if physically 

present, the virtual camera observes the action from an external position, thereby positioning the 

player as a physically absent observer, sometimes with the ability to control the objective avatar, 

becoming the arbiter of its fate.   

 

                                                           
75

 Some notable games with quick-time events are Shenmue (Sega AM2 2000), Shenmue II (Sega AM2 2001), 
Resident Evil 4 (Capcom Production Studio 4 2005), Resident Evil 5 (Capcom 2009), Gears of War 2 (Epic Games 
2008), God of War (SCE Santa Monica Studio 2005), God of War II (SCE Santa Monica Studio 2007), Tomb 
Raider: Legend (Crystal Dynamics 2006), Spider-Man: Web of Shadows (Treyarch and Shaba Games 2008), 
Uncharted (Naughty Dog and SCE Bend Studio 2007), Fahrenheit and Heavy Rain. Some games with first-
person quick-time events are Call of Duty: Black Ops (Treyarch 2010), Battlefield 3 (EA Digital Illusions CE 
2011), Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 (Infinity Ward 2009) and Halo 3: ODST (Bungie 2009). 
76

 For a description of the 180° rule, see Hochberg and Brooks (1996: 251). 
77

 In this sense, the third-person configuration, whether in the form of quick-time events or regular cutscenes, 
resembles the cinematography of movies to a great extent. Not surprisingly, a popular term for quick-time 
events is “cineractives”. Also, games that use quick-time events extensively, such as Heavy Rain (Quantic 
Dream 2010), are sometimes described as interactive movies rather than computer games.  
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Figure 13: Third-person configuration 

 

First-person camera in third-person configuration  

 

In the continuum, the first-person configuration should not be confused with the first-person 

camera. In principle, a first-person camera can construct a third-person configuration as well. Some 

games position the player as a disembodied observer even though the player perceives the virtual 

environment from a first-person perspective. In comparison with the first-person configuration, the 

player does not have the same degree of control over the point-of-view nor the actions of the 

avatar. To give an example, in the game Dinner Date (Stout Games 2010), the player sees the world 

through the eyes of the main character, Julian Luxemburg, who is waiting for his date to arrive. At 

the beginning, Julian sits at a table, talking to himself about his date.78 The player does not control 

what Julian is saying nor what he is doing. The character acts, even when the player does nothing. 

The game tells the player: ‘You look out through his eyes and hear his thoughts, but you cannot 

change him: his choices are his own. He is not you, and his personality cannot be influenced by you’ 

(ibid). Players influence the avatar’s behaviour and point-of-view only indirectly, by steering his 

                                                           
78

 For a playthrough see: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_JU6dXf39JY.  
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subconscious actions. We can make Julian enact small, meditative activities one undertakes when 

submerged in deep thought, like looking into a candle, twitching one’s fingers, or staring at a ticking 

clock. In this manner, the game gives us the feeling of disembodied presence. We are not there 

physically, sitting on the chair, but somebody else is. We look at the world only through his eyes. Not 

only indie-games like Dinner Date but some triple-A titles as well make the player look through the 

eyes of the protagonist, without positioning him as physically present. For example, the opening 

scene of Call of Duty: Black Ops has the protagonist sitting in an interrogation room, strapped in a 

chair. The player sees the world through his eyes, but does not control him. Television screens in 

front of the main character show the protagonist talking without the player having any influence 

over what is said. 

 

This chapter has explored how players enact different forms of presence by controlling the avatar 

and the camera. Some games employ a control scheme that invites players to act as if they are 

physically anchored in the game environment; the avatar becomes an extension of the player’s 

body. Other games employ a control scheme that invites players to act as if they control another 

person; the avatar becomes the body of an “other”. This study refers to the former as embodied 

presence and to the latter as disembodied presence.79 The next chapter will discuss how games 

express the story and the fictional world without disrupting the production of (dis)embodied 

presence. In terms of narrative expression, game designers need to work with, or at least abide by, 

the design principles necessary for producing the feeling of (dis)embodied presence. For example, if 

a game relies on a first-person camera to produce embodied presence, how does one present the 

facial expressions of the objective avatar in detail? If a game relies on a follow camera to produce 

embodied presence, how does one communicate the events happening beyond the location of the 

objective avatar? Design challenges like these will be the topic of the next chapter. 

                                                           
79

 Games often contain more than one form of positioning. For example, first-person shooters with cutscenes, 
like Bad Company 2 (EA Digital Illusions CE 2010) or The Darkness (Starbreeze Studios 2007) employ the third-
person configuration in addition to the first-person configuration. 
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4.  The expression of stories and fictional worlds 

 

This chapter discusses how the design of presence influences the expression of stories and fictional 

worlds. In the previous chapters, we have discovered the relationship between presence and 

narrative to be interdependent: presence affects narrative, and narrative affects presence. This 

chapter focuses on the influence of presence on narrative. In contemporary games, the desire to 

position the player as a physically present participant is particularly pervasive, either through a strict 

first-person configuration or a variant of this configuration, like the dual-locus configuration. 

Because games rather uniformly pursue the design of embodied presence, the configurations 

necessary to produce embodied presence seem to demarcate some of the boundaries between 

which game designers explore the narrative merits of games. In other words, game designers are 

challenged to express fictional worlds, without disrupting the feeling of embodied presence, at least 

not for long periods of time.  

 

As discussed in chapter three, the (semi) first-person and dual-locus configurations do not abide 

those narrative devices familiar to us from cinema, such as crosscutting or the close-up.80 To 

produce embodied presence, these configurations employ the virtual camera and the objective 

avatar in a particular manner. When expressing a story, game designers need to take this approach 

to the camera and the avatar into account since it delimits how narrative information can be 

expressed. Chapter two has revealed how the substance of games in terms of narrative can be 

described as cinematic as well as architectural; the cinematic quality resides in the game camera, 

while the architectural quality resides in the game space. This insight has given direction to the 

analysis of design strategies in this chapter; as will become clear, some strategies concern 

audiovisual alternatives to conventional cinematic devices such as the close-up or crosscutting, while 

other strategies concern the player’s spatiotemporal movement and action in the game space.   

 

This chapter begins by introducing the notions of exposition and action (4.1.) and then discusses 

prevalent design strategies that enable designers to express stories and fictional worlds while 

maintaining the production of embodied presence, making a distinction between expository action 

(4.2.) and constitutive action (4.3.). Although the focus is on the production of embodied presence in 

                                                           
80

 Games commonly employ cinematic close-ups in cutscenes, which temporarily position the player as a 
disembodied observer. Cutscenes disrupt the production of embodied presence for the sake of narrative 
expression, for example when introducing the main character. For the duration of the cutscene, then, the 
narrative affects the production of presence.  
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games, the production of disembodied presence will be reintroduced since it helps to better 

comprehend how the design of embodied presence affects narrative expression.  

 

4.1.  Exposition and action 

 

For players with an interest in the stories and fictional universes of computer games, play 

experiences become more meaningful (and often more engaging) when these players know the 

implications of their actions for the fictional world they inhabit. To grasp the implications of their 

actions, players need to become familiar with the conflict at the centre of the fictional setting. 

Almost all stories, following the actantial model of Greimas, seem to revolve around conflicts that 

arise when the desires of different entities, commonly human or anthropomorphic beings, clash with 

each other (1966; 1973).81 Sometimes these conflicts arise not (solely) out of personal motivations 

but come into being when powers bigger than any individual force themselves upon the 

protagonist(s), such as armed conflicts, natural disasters or extra-terrestrial invasions. This pattern 

can be witnessed particularly in genres interested in worldbuilding and visual spectacle, such as the 

disaster, science fiction or fantasy genres (Gillett and Bova 1996; Westfahl 2005; Athans and 

Salvatore 2010; Card 2010). To grasp the inner logic of the fictional world, and consequently the 

meaning of their actions within this world, players need to be informed, at some point, about the 

main characters (their background, personality, inner desires, etc.), the main conflict (the stakes) 

and the setting (the status of, and tensions in, the world the characters inhabit).  

 

In line with the theoretical argument of chapter two, which has theorized narrative not only as a 

construct of meaning (i.e. meaning effect) but also as a construct of presence (i.e. presence effect), 

narrative discourse seems to have two main functions: it makes story events unfold in the presence 

of players, and simultaneously, it makes sure players understand what is unfolding in their presence. 

When the player witnesses an event happening but cannot tell, at some point, how this event 

influences the conflict, the characters and the setting, the discourse succeeds in doing the first but 

fails in doing the second. For example, should one choose to play one level from a game at random, 

one still experiences the presence of the characters and the setting but commonly fails to make 

sense of what is happening in terms of the overall storyline or fictional setting. Moreover, to build up 

the tension and make people care about the fates of the characters, the narrative needs to make 

sure elemental information will not be missed. The challenge for game designers, then, is to position 

                                                           
81

 The importance of conflict for stories is emphasized in popular writings on narrative as well. The well-known 
website tvtropes.org carries the lemma: ‘If you don't have Conflict, you don't have a story. More than any 
other trope, save for the Characters who are in a conflict, this is vital to fiction’.  
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the player in the physical presence of exciting events but also assist players in keeping track of how 

these events matter in the context of the fictional world and the progression of the storyline.  

 

In the most general sense, two principles of narrative discourse are important here: exposition and 

action (Prince 1987). While the principle of action is responsible for making events happen in the 

fictional world (i.e. progressing the story or animating the fictional setting), the principle of 

exposition is responsible for providing the player with the information needed to meaningfully 

contextualize their actions in the fictional world (i.e. understanding the story or grasping the inner 

logic of the fictional setting).  

 

We can distinguish between a narrow and a broad interpretation of the term exposition. The narrow 

interpretation describes exposition simply as the introduction of characters, conflict and setting. The 

Dictionary of Narratology (1987) defines exposition, for example, as ‘the presentation of the 

circumstances obtaining before the beginning of the action’ (Prince: 28; see also Herman, Jahn and 

Ryan 2005: 155). In this narrow interpretation, exposition provides the background information on 

the conflict, the characters and the setting before the action commences. In other words, exposition 

sets the stage for the main action to begin. The broader interpretation describes exposition not 

solely as the introduction of characters, conflict and setting, but includes the ability of the narrative 

to disclose, either explicitly or implicitly, why certain events matter in the broader context of the 

overall storyline and fictional setting. In other words, exposition also explains how past, present and 

future events influence the characters involved and the progression of the conflict (Rosenfeld 2008). 

This study prefers the broad interpretation, and includes in the definition of exposition the ability of 

narrative discourse to explain the action, that is, to reflect on, to sum up, and to remind the 

audience of the inner relations between conflict, character, setting and event. Simply put, exposition 

introduces and explains story conflicts, characters, settings and events.  

 

In the narrow and more traditional interpretation, exposition happens at the beginning of the plot or 

alternatively before the beginning of particular plot scenes. While the scene contains the action, the 

exposition precedes the action. Gustav Freytag’s Die Technik des Dramas (1876 [1863]) presents the 

dramatic arc of Shakespearean and Greek drama as consisting of: exposition, rising action, climax, 

falling action and denouement (180). The first act of this five-act structure establishes the main 

characters, the conflict and the setting. The background information provided in the exposition helps 

the audience to make sense of the actions that are about to unfold. Some Shakespearean and Greek 

plays structure individual acts according to the same overarching pattern of exposition, rising action, 
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climax, falling action and denouement; thus, an act can also begin with a minor form of exposition 

(Cantor 2004: 66-67).  

 

In early 19th-century novels, the distinction between moments of action and moments of exposition 

can be recognized by the explicit interruption of the narrator. As we have already seen at the 

beginning of chapter two, the narrator can describe certain events to the reader but can also choose 

to interrupt this description. For a moment, the reader is no longer in the presence of the events 

told but listens to the narrator who introduces, sums up or comments on what has happened or 

what is about to happen.82 In Greek tragedy, the chorus provides a comparable expository function 

(Webster 1970).  

 

In modern narratives, the distinction between moments of exposition and moments of action 

becomes less clearly defined. Prince writes: ‘In many narratives, there is a delayed exposition: the 

expository information is provided after the beginning of the action has been set forth’ (1987: 28). 

Lajos Egri in The Art of Dramatic Writing (2009 [1946]) remarks: ‘“Exposition” itself is part of the 

whole play, and not simply a fixture to be used at the beginning and then discarded’ (235). Egri 

argues, for instance, that the actions of characters can become a form of exposition in themselves as 

they reveal a great deal about somebody’s personality and inner desires. Basically, exposition 

happens throughout the whole narrative, not only at the beginning, but during the action as well. 

Goethe was familiar with this principle; in a letter to Schiller he wrote: ‘The best dramatic subject is 

one in which the exposition is already part of the development’ (22 April 1797, in Pavis 1998: 136).83  

 

The desire to incorporate exposition in action has become common in contemporary writing, 

dramaturgy and filmmaking. As discussed in chapter two, the popular phrase “show, don’t tell” is a 

well-known exponent of this creative principle. A book, movie or play that introduces overly obvious 

moments of exposition will be criticized for not being able to make the action self-explanatory or, at 

least, for not being able to incorporate moments of exposition more subtly.84 Rather than relying on 

a narrator who explicitly tells to the listener or spectator what has happened and why this is 

important, one should enable the listener or spectator to infer from the action the information 

                                                           
82

 Some literary scholars reserve the term “scene” for the description of action. In scenes, the narrator shows 
the action to the reader; in summary, the narrator explains the action to the reader (e.g. Booth 1983: 154-
155). 
83

 For a more detailed discussion of exposition, see Sternberg (1978). 
84

 In popular writings, a term used when the exposition becomes too apparent is “infodump”: ‘Exposition is a 
two-edged sword. While it is extremely useful for establishing setting, plot, and characterization, too much 
exposition at once can bog down a story and slow the pace to a crawl. An exposition that is overly long or 
wordy is known as an Information Dump (or Infodump for short) and is very difficult to do well’ (tvtropes.org). 
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needed to understand the action in terms of story development and fictional setting. For instance, a 

voice-over can tell the spectator that a particular character is hot-tempered but it is more common 

to show the character acting in a particular situation that reveals his hot-tempered nature 

immediately to the spectator.  

 

Given how action and exposition merge in contemporary narratives, a clear-cut distinction between 

the two is not easily made analytically. In practice, action scenes propel the story forward while 

simultaneously providing the player with background information. However, when looking to 

specific books, plays, movies or games, it is still possible to identify moments where the action slows 

down in favour of exposition: 

 

In some narratives, a balance between stative and active events is maintained throughout. 

In others, on the contrary, stative or active events clearly predominate in certain sections. In 

many novels, for instance, the initial section differs from most if not all other sections in at 

least one way: it mainly refers to stative events because it is devoted to exposition, to giving 

the reader background information concerning the characters and the environment in which 

they live. (Prince 1982: 63) 

 

Though not always obvious, those events that only marginally move the story closer to 

denouement–the more stative events–often have the purpose of informing the reader, spectator or 

player. To make a distinction between actions with the primary function of exposition and actions 

with the primary function of moving the story forward, this study proposes the terms “expository 

action” (i.e. actions that introduce or explain the fictional world) and “constitutive action” (i.e. 

actions that animate the fictional world).  

 

The upcoming subsection will discuss some important principles of exposition in action, pertinent to 

computer games. As we will see, games and cinema are similar in their approaches to exposition and 

action in some aspects. For one thing, they are both audiovisual media. Unlike written language, 

games as well as movies rely mainly on images and sounds to express the fictional world. Unlike 

written language, the necessity to continuously show images makes it much more important to 

embed exposition in action. Words in a novel allow more flexibility between describing a scene 

versus introducing or explaining a scene. When looking to mainstream novels, one often encounters 

individual sentences or small sections of exposition in between larger bodies of texts concerned with 

description. In games as well as cinema, these clear-cut interruptions of actions are much less likely 
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to occur since their audiovisual quality produces an almost continuous stream of images. Though 

one could in principle interrupt these streams of moving images with expository written text or 

static visuals, in practice, most movies and avatar-driven games strive to maintain their kinaesthetic, 

audiovisual quality by making sure the action on the screen does not come to a halt and the feeling 

of presence of the spectator or player is not disrupted. In other words, the audiovisual quality of 

movies and games makes it more pressing for these media to continuously make something happen 

audiovisually, which makes it even more important to know how to embed exposition in action. 

 

On the other hand, there is also an important difference between cinema and games. As we have 

seen in the previous chapter, most games position the media user rather differently than do 

mainstream movies. Unlike the spectator of mainstream movies, the player becomes a physically 

present participant in the fictional world. When a game designer wants the player to feel as if he 

physically exists in the fictional world, the designer faces a problem the director does not encounter. 

Not only should the fictional world be expressed audiovisually, the designer should also take the 

player’s physical participation into account. As we have seen in chapter one, the framing of the 

avatar, as well as the player’s control of avatar and camera, is elemental in creating the feeling of 

embodied presence. Thus, in order to avoid disrupting this feeling of presence, the designer needs to 

express the story within the boundaries set by camera and interface. The game designers need to 

express the fictional world to the player without considerably changing the framing of the avatar or 

the control scheme.  

 

I will now turn to strategies game designers employ to express the story and the inner logic of the 

fictional world, without interrupting the feeling of embodied presence created by the first-person 

and dual-locus configuration. The first set of strategies discussed will be strategies of expository 

action that take into account the audiovisual quality of games, the player’s participation as 

embodied presence and the necessity to embed exposition in action. The second set of strategies 

will be strategies of constitutive action. These strategies do not concern themselves with introducing 

or explaining story events, characters, conflicts or settings but rather with making story events 

unfold. The audiovisual quality of games and the player’s participation as embodied presence are of 

central importance to these strategies as well.  
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4.2.  Expository action  

 

The upcoming subsections will look at the following expository devices: cutscenes; dialogue and 

monologue; interactive (extreme) close-up; interactive editing; mise-en-scène; character behaviour; 

scripted sequences; and evocative design. I have chosen to discuss these devices because the 

analyses of the games under study have proven them to be the most prevalent strategies to express 

the fictional world without disrupting the feeling of embodied presence. Moreover, these devices tie 

into some of the most relevant debates in game studies, film studies, and game design theory about 

the narrative merits of audiovisual media.  

 

4.2.1.  Cutscenes 

 

In the early days of game studies, the status of the cutscene was fiercely debated, particularly by 

scholars interested in the ontology of computer games. Some scholars conceptualized the cutscene 

as a corrupting influence, coming from the “narrative-driven” medium of cinema (e.g. Eskelinen 

2001). For these scholars, computer games are essentially about games, that is, about gameplay.85 

Since the cutscene denies gameplay, it deviates considerably from the medium’s true form. Other 

scholars have defended the use of cutscenes, arguing that one should not confuse the ontology of 

games with the status of games as cultural product. As cultural products, computer games contain 

both game elements as well as narrative elements (e.g. Klevjer  2002; King and Krzywinska 2002).  

 

Indeed, most of the games discussed in this study try to mix an elaborate narrative with compelling 

gameplay. The cutscene can be particularly effective for the purpose of narrative expression. Since 

the player has no ability to assert agency over the outcome of the cutscene, nor the framing of the 

scene, the game designer can carefully orchestrate how it introduces or explains the fictional 

universe. For instance, the cutscene can be particularly useful for the introduction of characters. For 

players to become acquainted with characters and get emotionally involved, it helps considerably if 

they can witness the characters’ facial features and expressions from close up. A cutscene with 

(extreme) close-ups can provide these emotional cues; seeing the villain’s eyes in close-up makes 

considerably more impact than seeing them from meters away.  

                                                           
85

 This research borrows the definition of gameplay from Patterns in Game Design (2005), the seminal book of 
Björk and Holopainen on game design: ‘we define gameplay simply as the structures of player interaction with 
the game system and with the other players in the game’ (3). The game system sets up the challenges for the 
player, which derive from the system’s mechanics, alternatively described as the system’s rules or conditions 
of winning and losing (see also Salen and Zimmerman 2004: 309-310; Rollings and Morris 2004: 59-86; Adam 
2010: 251-285).  
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However, besides the denial of gameplay, cutscenes also deny embodied presence. Cutscenes often 

position the player as a disembodied observer, as King and Krzywinska write:   

 

The most obvious links between games and cinema are the ‘cut-scenes’ found in many 

games: short, ‘pre-rendered’ audiovisual sequences in which the player usually performs the 

role of more detached observer than is the case in the more active periods of gameplay. 

Many games use cut-scenes to establish the initial setting and background storyline. (2002: 

11; my emphasis) 

 

As discussed in chapter three, when the camera employs cinema-like close-ups, it can no longer 

sustain the production of embodied presence; the third-person configuration produces disembodied 

presence instead. In order to produce embodied presence, the camera cannot record the characters 

from various angles and distances. It hovers steadily behind the avatar in the dual-locus 

configuration, or alternatively, attaches itself to the avatar’s shoulders in the (semi) first-person 

configuration. In effect, there exists a considerable distance between the observer and the thing 

observed. In the first-person configuration, the player-character’s86 expressions cannot be seen 

directly, and the expressions of other characters are commonly seen from afar (fig. 1). In the dual-

locus and third-person configurations, the expressions of other characters are even harder to 

register (fig. 2). Sometimes the player-character’s facial features can be seen but only when the 

player turns the camera around voluntarily. Consequently, a problem arises when game designers 

want players to witness the facial expressions of characters, without disrupting the production of 

embodied presence.87 

 

First-person cutscenes 

 

The first design strategy discussed here is the first-person cutscene; first-person cutscenes allow 

game designers to express stories and fictional worlds in computer games without disrupting the 

feeling of embodied presence, sometimes referred to as the POV cutscene. Although interaction88  

                                                           
86

 Player-character refers to the objective avatar, the digitally rendered, visually displayed entity whom the 
player controls via interface technologies such as a keyboard, mouse or controller. 
87

 Compared with actual human faces, recorded by physical cameras, game faces still feel relatively “lifeless”, 
though they become more humanlike each year. 
88

 Acknowledging the problem of using the term “interactivity” in a general sense (Newman 2002), this chapter 
employs the term specifically to refer to the player’s manipulation of the sticks on the controller. A high level 
of interactivity signifies a high level of manipulation, while a low level of interactivity signifies a low level of 
manipulation (e.g. quick-time event).  
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Figure 1: Screenshot of Half-Life 2: Episode One 

 

 

Figure 2: Screenshot of Assassin's Creed II 
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contributes significantly to the production of embodied presence in the first-person configuration, 

these non-interactive cutscenes seem to keep the feeling of embodied presence intact as well.  

 

First-person cutscenes can be witnessed in many contemporary computer games, particularly first-

person shooters and action roleplaying games. These cutscenes can be pre-rendered or real-time 

rendered. Real-time cutscenes run on the actual game engine, while pre-rendered cutscenes use 

additional software to enhance their graphical quality. Games such as Crysis 2 (Crytek Frankfurt 

20011), Battlefield 3 (EA Digital Illusions CE 2011), Dead Island (Techland 2011), Metro 2033 (4A 

Games 2010), The Darkness (Starbreeze Studios 2007), Brothers in Arms: Hell's Highway (Gearbox 

Software 2008), Far Cry 3 (Ubisoft Montreal 2012) and Halo 3: ODST (Bungie 2009) employ the first-

person cutscene for various purposes. Often, first-person cutscenes contain series of fast-paced, 

relatively complex, choreographies. Because of their complexity, rhythm and speed, these series of 

physical movement are not triggered by the player’s direct input.89 In fact, most interfaces offer 

limited control over the physical performance of the avatar. For instance, they do not allow the 

player to control the avatar’s arms and legs separately (with the exception of a small number of 

games employing motion-sensing controllers such as the Kinect, Wii Remote and PlayStation Move). 

Even though games do not allow this kind of immediate control over complex physical actions, the 

first-person cutscene tries to make players feel as if they do. To give an example, martial art 

techniques involving fast paced blows and kicks can be rendered in a first-person cutscene. 

 

To make players feel as if they are performing complex physical actions themselves, designers need 

to mask the fact that players do not control the action. Therefore, first-person cutscenes commonly 

happen at unexpected moments and are relatively short in duration. Before the player can realize he 

has no control over the avatar, the scene is already over. Commonly, scenes contain some kind of 

physical energy that forces itself upon the avatar. For example, a floor that crumbles beneath the 

avatar’s feet, throwing him to the ground or an adversary who suddenly jumps out of the dark, 

forcing the avatar to counteract quickly. Again, the involuntary or instinctive reflexes that follow 

these surprise events mask the player’s inability to act. To give another example, in the first 

BioShock game (2K Boston 2007), the player-character’s airplane crashes into the sea. The first-

person cutscene involves the protagonist rushing to the surface of the water in a matter of seconds. 

Cutscenes like these fulfil minor expository purposes. The BioShock scene tries to grab the player’s 

attention by portraying the plane crash in a spectacular, kinaesthetic first-person perspective. We 

see luggage and plane parts sink rapidly to the bottom of the ocean, while the orange glare of 

                                                           
89

 An alternative to the first-person cutscene is the first-person quick-time event, abiding a low level of 
interactivity.  



 NARRATIVES OF BEING THERE 

  137 

 

burning petrol lights the water surface. Most first-person cutscenes involve this kind of kinaesthetic 

portrayal of explosive bodily actions in spectacular situations.  

 

Some first-person cutscenes have a more elementary expository function. A particularly interesting 

example of such a scene can be found in the opening of the second BioShock game (2K Marin and 2K 

China 2010). The story of BioShock 2 deals with a father searching for his missing daughter Eleanor. 

Rather than giving the player immediate control of the father-character, this game opens with a 

rendered cutscene in first-person perspective. The player sees the protagonist walking towards a 

brass tube.90 For those who played the prior game, it becomes immediately clear that this character 

is a so-called “Big Daddy”,91 primarily because of the heavy sound of clunking shoes but also because 

of the visible edges of a helmet. The character knocks on the tube and Eleanor crawls out. She shows 

a doll in the shape of a Big Daddy, saying: ‘Look daddy, it is you’ (ibid; fig. 3). This doll helps players 

who have no experience with the prior game to envision the player-character’s appearance. Eleanor 

grabs the protagonist by the hand and starts walking. At some point, the character looks into a side 

window. This moment re-establishes the protagonist’s disposition; in the reflection of the window, 

we see the Big Daddy walking. The reflection also introduces the setting; on the other side of the 

window we see the underwater city of Rapture (fig. 4). Suddenly, Eleanor runs forward and we lose 

sight of her. Not long after, we hear a high-pitched scream. The protagonist runs in the direction of 

the scream to find the little girl being attacked by mutated humans, so-called Splicers. He takes out 

some of the attackers. Then, one of the splicers throws a green substance at the protagonist. The 

character loses control of his movements. An elderly woman, Dr. Lamb, appears and tells the 

character: ‘This is not your daughter, do you understand. Her name is Eleanor and she is mine’ (ibid). 

Dr. Lamb forces the protagonist to lower his helmet and to shoot himself through the head; the 

screen fades out. When the character miraculously wakes up again, he is alone, separated from his 

presumed, and now missing daughter, Eleanor. The cutscene ends with the protagonist lying on the 

floor, looking at his reflection in a pool of water; again the cutscene presents us an image of a Big 

Daddy (fig. 5). 

 

With this first-person cutscene, the designers of BioShock 2 succeed in establishing the main 

elements of the game’s story, while maintaining the feeling of embodied presence. In only three  

                                                           
90

 See: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sWpSjD1QIlw. 
91

 In the previous game, the player has learned that the world of BioShock is inhabited by Little Sisters and Big 
Daddies. Little Sisters harvest ADAM–stem cells used for superhuman physical enhancements–from dead 
corpses in the city of Rapture. The purpose of the Big Daddies is to protect the Little Sisters from being 
murdered for the ADAM they collect. These Big Daddies belong to the toughest inhabitants of the underworld 
dystopia and cannot be taken down easily. There exists however a plasmid (a genetic enhancement) that 
allows the user to take control of them. 
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Figure 3: Screenshot of BioShock 2 

 

 

Figure 4: Screenshot of BioShock 2 
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minutes, the scene introduces the main protagonist (the Big Daddy), the main antagonist (Dr. Lamb), 

their mutual object of desire (Eleanor), the root of the conflict (the separation of father and 

daughter) and the setting (the underwater city of Rapture).  

 

Because the player has no control over the camera, the first-person cutscene can carefully feed 

narrative information to the player without disrupting the feeling of embodied presence. For 

example, by focusing in first-person perspective on the little doll or on the reflections in the window 

and the pool of water, the camera communicates the protagonist’s appearance to the player. 

Narrative cues like these could be missed if players were to control the camera themselves. Similar 

to the close-up in cinema, the camera closely registers the appearances, gestures and expressions of 

characters, making it easier for the player to relate to them emotionally. To give an example, the 

camera makes the player witness how Dr. Lamb abducts Eleanor. With a stern face, Dr. Lamb grabs 

Eleanor by the shoulder and pulls the girl towards her forcefully. At that instant, she makes Eleanor 

witness how her father shoots himself (fig. 6). Before the screen turns black, we see Eleanor scream 

out in terror at the sound of a gunshot (fig. 7). By showing details like a human face in agony or an 

aggressive physical gesture, first-person cutscenes involve players in the action emotionally and 

assist in building certain conceptions about the character’s personas, desires and interpersonal 

relationships.   

 

The player’s inability to control the camera as well as his inability to control the behaviour of the 

protagonist serves the purpose of narrative exposition. In the beginning of the cutscene the 

protagonist pulls Eleanor out of a brass tube. Unlike Dr. Lamb, he proceeds with care, placing the 

little girl on the ground gently. The contrast in attitude towards Eleanor articulates much about how 

these characters relate to her. For instance, it seems Dr. Lamb is not concerned with Eleanor’s well-

being. If it was the player who decides how the protagonist handles Eleanor, this particular piece of 

expository information could not be expressed so easily. The same can be said for the cutscene’s 

dramatic ending. Players will not be inclined to shoot themselves so the climax works only when 

players are forced to do so.  

 

As discussed, first-person cutscenes need to disguise the player’s lack of control; the player must not 

notice the lack or at least not to the extent that one no longer feels physically present. In a sense, 

players have to temporarily accept the pre-rendered movement as their own. The opening cutscene 

of BioShock 2 deals with this challenge in several ways. Firstly, the inner logic of BioShock’s fictional 

universe provides an excuse. In the world of Rapture, Big Daddies have been trained to follow Little  
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Figure 5: Screenshot of BioShock 2 

 

 

Figure 6: Screenshot of BioShock 2 
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Sisters obediently. Since Eleanor is a Little Sister, it seems plausible that the protagonist follows her 

around without having any alternatives. Because we know that Eleanor needs to be followed, the 

pre-rendered movement of the protagonist feels less forced. When the protagonist rushes towards 

Eleanor when hearing the little girl’s scream, his fast-paced movement makes sense because we 

know he has to protect her. Because Eleanor enters the scene right at the beginning of the cutscene, 

there is always an incentive for the protagonist to act. At no point does the cutscene take away the 

incentive to act for this would make the action arbitrary to the situation. Without Eleanor, the 

protagonist could do anything: he could go left or right, he could stand still or move back. This lack of 

an incentive might incite in players a desire to determine what to do next. Consequently, they could 

become more conscious of the fact they have no control over the action whatsoever. Secondly, the 

player’s inability to act is also hidden by the implementation of external forces; these forces take 

control over the protagonist’s body. In the beginning, Eleanor grabs the Big Daddy by the hand, 

thereby guiding his movement. Later, Dr. Lamb takes control over the protagonist by using the green 

substance the Splicers have thrown at him.  

 

Other games use similar explanations; the opening first-person cutscene of Fallout: New Vegas 

(Bethesda Game Studios 2010) has the protagonist wake up with his knees on the ground and his 

hands tied together; Dead Island has the protagonist stumble around a beach resort drunk, hardly in 

control over his own actions, being pushed around by bouncers and other guests; Peter Jackson's 

King Kong: The Official Game of the Movie (Ubisoft Montpellier and Casablanca 2005) has the 

protagonist wake up on the beach after a boat accident, washed upon the shore and scarcely 

conscious. 

 

4.2.2.  Dialogue and monologue 

 

The second design strategy discussed here concerns the dialogue and the monologue; dialogues and 

monologues allow game designers to express stories and fictional worlds in computer games 

without disrupting the feeling of embodied presence.  

 

One of the most effective devices of exposition in cinema is the dialogue. Like written language, 

spoken words allow the explicit articulation of expository information (Bordwell and Thompson 

2001: 296). Within the lines of dialogue, a narrative can explain or introduce those things relevant 

for the audience. Either explicitly or implicitly, conversations between characters articulate the 

questions the audience may have. By responding to each other’s remarks, the characters, like the 
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19th-century narrator, sum up, reflect on and inform about the development of the storyline and the 

inner logic of the fictional world. While the narrator in the early 19th-century novel commonly 

operates extra-diegetically, the dialogue in conventional cinema happens inside the fictional world. 

Diegesis makes it particularly challenging for filmmakers to write dialogue; they need to embed 

expository information within seemingly natural conversation without revealing the constructed 

nature of the narrative and breaking the fourth wall. Game designers face a similar challenge.  

 

Games also employ dialogue with expository information but with some media-specific differences. 

In general, two forms of dialogue can be distinguished with respect to games. Sometimes the player 

has the possibility to participate in the dialogue by choosing (some of) the character lines. 

Sometimes the dialogue unfolds without the player having any form of involvement. This subsection 

discusses only the latter case. The other form of dialogue is too complex to discuss here in greater 

detail; I will only briefly mention the challenge of designing interactive dialogue.   

 

Interactive dialogue  

 

In terms of narrative exposition, the challenge of these dialogues is to balance agency and 

information. The player has to feel as if he can articulate his own questions and remarks, while the 

dialogue also needs to provide the player with narrative information. Often, the illusion of agency is 

as important as the actual degree of agency. One of the solutions is to make the player choose the 

inclination behind dialogue lines (e.g. persuasive, aggressive, friendly, etc.) instead of the actual lines 

themselves. This provides the player with some control over the direction and quality of the dialogue 

while designers still determine the exact content of the dialogue. Another solution is to give the 

player simple, short sentences to choose from. Games like Mass Effect 2 (BioWare 2010) and The 

Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios 2011) employ this solution. The short sentences offer 

some initial semantic direction but remain general enough to provoke elaborate dialogues when 

actually expressed by characters. Often, the player has little control over the exact content and 

direction of the dialogue, but because players choose the initial sentences themselves, this lack of 

control is not always noticed. For example, sometimes multiple dialogue choices trigger the same 

dialogue lines. With the technological development of interactive dialogue systems in terms of 

artificial intelligence and computer-generated semantics, more complex forms of interactive 

dialogue can be expected.    
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Static dialogue and monologue  

 

This subsection focuses on the more static form of dialogue. Commonly, these dialogues can be 

found in cutscenes. However, one can witness a tendency in contemporary game design to 

implement static dialogue outside cutscenes as well and to present dialogues in moments when the 

player engages with the game interactively. In addition to supporting the gameplay, this approach 

enables game designers to express the fictional world without disrupting the feeling of embodied 

presence.   

 

An exemplary device here is the dialogue that unfolds within a car or other type of vehicle, like a bus 

or a train. Many games have characters sitting inside vehicles talking to each other while the player 

steers the vehicle around. Think of the driving sequences in Grand Theft Auto IV (Rockstar North 

2008). Amongst the many thrills of GTA IV, the feeling of racing through a city at high speeds may be 

the most satisfying. At the same time, the game also comes with an elaborate story and fictional 

world. In order to convey the story and fictional world interactively, the game has the main 

character, Niko Bellic, drive around Liberty City with important characters at his side, such as his 

nephew Roman Bellic and his partner in crime, Little Jacob. The discussions between these 

characters have an expository function and reveal much about their background. While the player 

manoeuvres the car through Liberty City, the characters talk to each other about their past lives and 

present needs. For instance, Niko discusses, amongst other things, his traumatic past as a soldier in 

the Yugoslav wars. Rockstar Games, the developing company, repeated this form of narrative 

exposition in Red Dead Redemption (Rockstar San Diego 2010). Instead of a car, the player travels 

around on horseback in the company of other riders. 

 

Another solution to implement dialogue outside cutscenes involves the introduction of companions 

or guides. These companions or guides accompany the player for certain periods of time, and exist in 

the physical presence of the player-character (fig. 8) or alternatively, communicate to the character 

through technological devices, such as telephones, head-up displays, and hologram images, or 

supernatural phenomena, like spirits, telepathy and magical instruments. Commonly, these 

companions or guides know more about the fictional world than the player-character and thus 

inform the player about the things they encounter during their journey. In a way, companions or 

guides function as diegetic narrators, introducing and explaining from a position within the fictional 

world what is relevant to the development of the storyline and the inner logic of the fictional setting.  
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Figure 7: Screenshot of BioShock 2 

 

 

Figure 8: Screenshot of Metro 2033 
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In some cases, rather than a dialogue, the expository information comes in the form of a 

monologue. Particularly in games where the player’s character has no voice of its own, the 

companion or guide talks to the character, without the character responding. These games differ 

considerably from cinema. The main character in a movie commonly does have a voice of its own, 

which makes it easier to incorporate exposition, since the main character’s personal questions, 

desires and frustrations invite conversation. Characters need to know things, so they ask the 

characters around them. Moreover, filmmakers often make the main character summarize to 

himself what has happened, which helps to make sure the audience still follows the plot. With a 

voiceless main character, this cannot be done; game designers rely on the monologue of the 

companion or guide to express similar narrative information. When developing the monologue, 

game designers need to take into account that the monologue should not provoke an explicit 

response from the voiceless player-character and that a clear reason must exist why the companion 

or guide starts talking to the main character. Generally, companions and guides talk about 

themselves, about things that can be seen in the environment, about past events, or about an 

assignment the player needs to fulfil.92 

 

The importance of the companion or guide differs from game to game. In some games, they become 

the main helpers in the story, such as Walter Beck in Fable III (Lionhead Studios 2010), Alyx Vance in 

Half-Life 2 (Valve Corporation 2005), Elizabeth in BioShock Infinite (Irrational Games TBR), Wheatley 

in Portal 2 (Valve Corporation 2011), or Barry in Alan Wake (Remedy Entertainment 2010). In other 

games, they function solely as minor characters, accompanying the main character for relatively 

short sections in the game, such as Khan in the Ghosts-level of Metro 2033 or King Foltest in The 

Witcher 2: Assassins of Kings (CD Projekt RED 2012). Expository dialogue or monologue can also be 

expressed by other types of minor characters with an even shorter appearance, such as 

shopkeepers, guards, citizens, and all sorts of individuals the player (repeatedly) encounters in the 

fictional world.  

 

Inner monologue 

 

The inner monologue can also be an effective device for narrative exposition. Through the 

expression of inner thoughts, the monologue helps the player in better grasping the emotional 

                                                           
92

 The game designer must be cautious when introducing combat or spectacle in expository sequences of 
dialogue or monologue because this potentially distracts the player from following the content. Therefore, 
sequences have the player explore an environment without encountering much opposition. Often, the 
companion or guide directs the player’s movement, masking the one-directional linearity of certain 
environments.   
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turmoil, background, and desires of a character, and more generally, the narrative can introduce and 

explain characters, events, conflicts and settings. For games with first-person cameras, the inner 

monologue can be particularly helpful in establishing the characters since the player does not see 

the main character’s facial expressions and bodily gestures, except from the arm and hand 

movement. To give an example, the indie game Dinner Date (Stout Games 2010) presents the player 

with a first-person perspective of a character sitting at a laid table, waiting for his date to show up. 

During the whole playthrough, the character talks to himself: reflecting on his personal strengths 

and weaknesses, reminiscing about past experiences, remembering comments friends made about 

him, worrying about the date, questioning his motives behind the appointment, and so on. Even 

though the player does not see the character, the inner monologue allows the player to form an 

impression of who this character may be. Likewise, the game The Chronicles of Riddick: Escape from 

Butcher Bay (Starbreeze Studios and Tigon Studios 2004) uses inner monologue to inform the player 

about the protagonist’s past. The player hears the main character, Riddick, thinking about the 

characters he meets and the places he visits, and thus learns about their shared background.93  

 

Though less common, some games have protagonists address the player directly as player, or 

indirectly, by talking to an unspecified character. For example, the protagonists of some point-and-

click adventures talk to players directly. Besides being an act of self-reflectivity, these monologues 

provide clues useful for gameplay, such as the well-known comment “This does not seem to work”, 

occurring when the player unsuccessfully tries to use an item somewhere in the environment. 

Sometimes these monologues have a more explicit expository function. For instance, in the loading 

screens of The Darkness, we see the protagonist, Jackie Estacado, standing alone, surrounded by 

nothing but darkness, telling an unspecified character (presumably his murdered girlfriend) about his 

troubled background. These monologues give additional context to the events that unfold within the 

game.  

 

(Extra-)diegetic narrator 

 

The last form of monologue discussed here involves (extra-)diegetic narrators. In contrast to the 

diegetic narrator, the extra-diegetic narrator is not part of the fictional world in which events occur 

(Prince 1987: 20). Most games employ (extra-)diegetic narrators in the beginning before the action 

commences or in between moments of action. Commonly, (extra-)diegetic narrators come in the 

                                                           
93

 Additionally, the inner monologue assists the player in terms of gameplay. It can help players to know what 
to do in certain situations. For example, when moving through dimly lit areas, Riddick’s comments remind the 
player of his ability to see in the dark. 
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form of a voice-over during a cutscene. The voice can belong to a main or a minor character within 

the fictional world or belongs to somebody outside the fictional world, like the classical external 

narrator. Movies also feature these kind of (extra-)diegetic narrators. Think of the opening of the 

first Lord of the Rings film (Peter Jackson 2001). One of the few games employing a voice-over during 

gameplay rather than in a cutscene and thus maintaining the feeling of embodied presence is the 

indie game Dear Esther (Thechineseroom 2012). 

 

Strictly speaking, the narrator’s voice, whether diegetic or extra-diegetic, can be heard only by 

narratees and not by the characters in the fictional world (Bordwell 1985). In most movies, the 

distinction between narratee and story character is clearly defined since the audience is positioned 

as external observer. In games with embodied presence, this distinction fades as the player is 

positioned as physically present and becomes a narratee as well as a story character. When narrowly 

defined, the phenomenon of the narrator applies only to those entities whose monologue cannot be 

heard by story characters. Apart from in cutscenes, one seldom encounters this kind of narration in 

games with embodied presence. Because the player becomes a character in the fictional world, 

these games are less inclined to have the narrator address the player solely as narratee, existing 

externally to the fictional world. Rather, the games prefer to address the player explicitly as 

somebody in the fictional world. Therefore, the narrators in these games are less clearly visible as 

narrators; they not only exist in the fictional world but can also be heard by anybody in the fictional 

world. As already mentioned, the companion or guide can be understood as such a diegetic narrator. 

Another example of such narration involves the voice message; while the player moves through an 

environment, these messages play in the background. Like a voice-over, they inform players about 

the world they move through, the protagonist’s reason for being there, the dangers that lie ahead, 

and so on. For example, in the game Rage (id Software 2011), the protagonist starts inside an ark, a 

spaceship designed to save human kind from annihilation. Through speakers, one hears a stern 

voice: ‘This is President Davis. You, the Ark volunteers, are mankind's last hope, our survival. Our 

very existence rests in your hands. No one will know what you will find when you awake, but 

remember you and the contents of these Arks will form the final barrier to the extinction of 

mankind. Our prayers go with you, and Godspeed’ (ibid). The voice of the president can be heard by 

anybody in the fictional world. Strictly speaking, then, the president is not an actual narrator but 

serves that same purpose nonetheless.   
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4.2.3.  Interactive (extreme) close-up 

 

The third design strategy discussed here is the interactive (extreme) close-up; interactive close-ups 

allow game designers to express stories and fictional worlds in computer games without disrupting 

the feeling of embodied presence. As previously discussed, one of the abilities of the third-person 

configuration is the ability to present the human face in (extreme) close-up. The facial close-up can 

be an effective device to establish characters; close-ups make use of the human ability to “read” the 

human face. Seeing somebody’s facial expressions invites us to make certain assumptions about this 

person’s personality, mood and desires, particularly when situated in specific contexts. One can 

often make an educated guess about someone’s emotional state-of-mind based on facial expression 

alone. For this reason, movies seldom refrain from using facial close-ups when introducing their 

characters. The close-up not only helps the audience to infer character traits but also helps to 

ascribe roles to the characters in the story as many movies employ certain conventions linked to 

their characters’ appearances. For example, the “bad-guy” has generally a distinctively different look 

than the “good-guy”. The facial close-up works particularly well within the so-called “establishing 

character moment” or “establishing character scene”. Generally at the beginning of the movie, these 

scenes show the protagonist or antagonist acting out a familiar, daily routine or, alternatively, show 

the protagonist or antagonist coping with an unfamiliar or unexpected situation. Sometimes, the 

events in these introductory scenes have little relevance for the progression of the story and are 

primarily meant to get the audience acquainted with the story’s most important characters. The 

facial close-up allows the audience to carefully register how the character emotionally relates to the 

unfolding events. A classic and somewhat outdated convention concerns the close-up of a smiling 

villain. A movie opens with the antagonist perpetrating an evil act, followed by a close-up of the 

villain laughing hysterically at the sight of the mayhem he has caused.  

 

For reasons already discussed in chapter three, the configurations of embodied presence cannot 

employ the (extreme) close-up for the purpose of character exposition. The player directs the 

subjective point-of-view and thus determines what will be presented in the frame. Also, the distance 

between the player’s subjective point-of-view and the spatiotemporal position of characters is too 

large to permit their faces to be seen in any detail. Since players feel as if they physically exist in the 

environment, anchored to one particular location in space and time, the distance they keep from 

other characters seems to mimic ordinary life to a great extent. Rather than the cinematic (extreme) 

close-up, which operates in intimate space, players seem to prefer a distance that allows them to 
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navigate in space and time. One generally does not move within inches of another character.94 

Nevertheless, game designers have devised some clever solutions to mimic the effects of the 

(extreme) close-up in their games, without denying the player the feeling of embodied presence.  

 

One way to reproduce the effect of the (extreme) close-up without disrupting the feeling of 

embodied presence involves the so-called zoom function. Games often allow players to zoom in on 

certain elements in the game environment, like objects and characters. In addition to assisting the 

player in gameplay, these zooms also have an expository function. For example, games like Peter 

Jackson's King Kong, The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion (Bethesda Game Studios 2006) and Batman: 

Arkham Asylum (Rocksteady Studios 2009) (fig. 21) allow players to zoom in on the faces of the 

characters around them. It makes a great difference whether or not one can see in detail how 

characters emotionally react to a situation, particularly one that is perilous or tense. Also, the zoom 

function assists players in examining the environment more closely. Game environments often 

contain narrative clues about the background of characters or the fictional setting in general; the 

nature of these clues will be discussed in the subsection on mise-en-scène.  

 

Another device to reproduce the (extreme) close-up without denying the player the feeling of 

embodied presence is the (television) screen. Many games introduce screens displaying in detail the 

faces of important characters. These screens come in all shapes and sizes; they can be large and 

easily visible, inhabiting a prominent position in the environment (fig. 9); they can also be relatively 

small but ubiquitously present in the environment (fig. 10). They can be incorporated in 

technological devices such as wrist contraptions or head-up displays. Sometimes the screens are 

optional to look at, while sometimes looking at them is obligatory. Sometimes they repeat pre-

recorded video messages, and sometimes they serve as videophones. In these various ways, screens 

introduce characters to us, allow us to infer their emotional states, and make us keep track of their 

emotional responses to changing situations.   

 

The last device discussed here is exaggeration; exaggeration offers an alternative to the cinematic 

(extreme) close-up as well. It counters the relatively large distance between the position of the 

observer and the phenomenon observed by enlarging certain aspects of this phenomenon. With 

respect to the notion of exaggeration, games are more like theatre than they are like cinema. The 

cinematic extreme close-up frames every little detail of the human body, while the relatively large  

                                                           
94

 In online virtual worlds, the distance between avatars becomes guided by social norms as well; players seem 
to keep the same distance from each other as they would be expected to do in social interaction in the 
physical world (Yee, Bailenson, Urbanek, Chang and Merget 2007). 
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Figure 9: Screenshot of Half-Life 2 

 

 

Figure 10: Screenshot of Call of Duty: Black Ops 
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Figure 11: Screenshot of BioShock Infinite 

 

 

Figure 12: Environmental memories in respectively Batman: Arkham Asylum, BioShock 2, BioShock 

and The Darkness (clockwise) 
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distance between audience and actors in theatre makes it much harder for the audience to register 

these details. Bordwell writes: 

 

…the film actor must behave differently than the stage actor does, but not always by being 

more restrained. Rather, she or he must be able to adjust to each type of camera distance. If 

the actor is far from the camera, he or she will have to gesture broadly or move around to 

be seen as acting at all. But if the camera and actor are inches apart, a twitch of a mouth 

muscle will come across clearly. Between these extremes, there is a whole range of 

adjustments to be made. (174) 

 

Not surprisingly, Henry Jenkins believes 19th-century melodrama to be valuable for game designers 

since this theatrical genre is known for its exaggeration of emotions through costume, make-up, 

lighting and style of acting (2004: 127). Indeed, when looking to character design in contemporary 

games, one often encounters the exaggeration of physical features and bodily expressions to 

communicate how characters are feeling. For example, game designers blow the eyes, ears and 

mouths of characters out of proportion or exaggerate their physical gestures (fig. 11). Again, 

exaggeration offers an alternative to the cinematic (extreme) close-up; it enables players to connect 

emotionally to characters while maintaining the feeling of embodied presence.  

 

4.2.4.  Interactive editing  

 

The fourth design strategy discussed here is interactive editing; interactive editing allows game 

designers to express stories and fictional worlds in computer games without disrupting the feeling of 

embodied presence. In cinema, editing is a particularly effective technique to express stories and 

fictional worlds. Bordwell and Thompson write in their influential Film Art: An Introduction (2001):  

 

Around 1900-1910, as filmmakers started to use editing, they sought to arrange their shots 

so as to tell a story coherently and clearly. Thus editing, supported by specifics strategies of 

cinematography and mise-en-scène, was used to ensure narrative continuity. So powerful is 

this style that, even today, anyone working in narrative filmmaking around the world is 

expected to be thoroughly familiar with it. (262) 

 

Indeed, the principle of editing allows filmmakers to make sure the spectator perceives what they 

need to perceive in order to understand the story.  
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Crosscutting 

 

According to Bordwell and Thompson, the outstanding technical device of editing is crosscutting: 

‘Crosscutting gives us an unrestricted knowledge of causal, temporal, or spatial information by 

alternating shots from one line of action in one place with shots of other events in other places’ 

(275). Although crosscutting does not necessarily hand unrestricted knowledge to the spectator, it 

does give information about events the main character commonly does not have. By witnessing 

events happening beyond the main character’s field of vision, the spectator gains a better 

understanding of the unfolding action. This not only helps him to understand what is happening in 

terms of action, but it can also considerably intensify the experience of the action in terms of 

dramatic tension. To give an example, if a Western shows a group of bandits setting up an ambush 

along a crossroad, it becomes more exciting to see the unsuspecting hero walk towards this 

crossroad because we know danger is lurking ahead.  

 

When seeking to maintain the production of embodied presence, game designers cannot exploit the 

device of cinematic crosscutting. The device of crosscutting demands that the camera’s perspective 

be shifted from location to location at the expense of the capability to produce the perspective of a 

physically anchored participant. Therefore, game designers need strategies that allow them to 

inform the player about what is happening in other locations without displacing the camera. 

 

An effective solution is to allow players to witness, from their current location, the events that are 

happening elsewhere or, alternatively, to inform players aurally about these events. In terms of the 

fictional setting, it is no coincidence that games are packed with communication and surveillance 

technologies, such as walkie-talkies, telephones, videophones, video screens, head-up displays, or 

holograms.95 With these devices, the player can be informed about the events that are happening 

elsewhere without disrupting the physically anchored position of the player. These devices thus offer 

a substitute for cross-cutting editing.   

 

Another solution that would allow players to witness events that are happening simultaneously 

involves the introduction of multiple player-characters. When players control more than one 

character, games can make the player experience events that happen at the same time but in 

different locations. Besides providing an alternative to crosscutting, multiple player-characters 

                                                           
95

 When the fictional setting does not allow these modern communication devices, as is the case in the fantasy 
genre, designers commonly employ supernatural phenomena, such as inner voices, clairvoyance or magical 
mirrors.  
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enable games to make more extensive cuts in time and space. In games with one player-character, 

the player experiences only events that unfold within the presence of this character. In contrast, 

most movies make the spectator witness events that happen to different characters, in different 

locations, and at different moments in time. If games with just one player-character want the player 

to witness events that happen to other characters, these events need to be staged in the presence 

of the player-character. By allowing the player to control multiple characters, games avoid this 

restriction. To give some examples: The Witcher 2: Assassins of Kings allows the player to control not 

only the protagonist, Geralt of Rivia, but also minor characters, including his companion Vernon 

Roche and the unpopular King Henselt. Likewise, Heavy Rain (Quantic Dream 2010) has four player-

characters: the depressed architect Ethan Mars, the private investigator Scott Shelby, the FBI profiler 

Norman Jayden and the young journalist Madison Paige. 

 

Flashback  

 

One particularly extensive montage in time and space is the flashback (Bordwell 2001: 277). 

Flashbacks mostly come in the form of cutscenes. A few games allow the player to control the 

player-character in the flashback (e.g. Fahrenheit, Quantic Dream 2005; Far Cry 3; Heavy Rain). In 

general, the flashback, closely associated with the cinematic arts, occurs much less frequently in the 

medium of games (Juul 2005b: 223). Game designers seem to prefer other methods to disclose the 

past, or better, to make the player witness the past. In order to maintain the feeling of embodied 

presence, designers often resort to what one could refer to as “environmental memories”. An 

environmental memory stages in the present an event that happened in the past. In line with the 

presentological modality of discourse discussed in chapter two, players experientially stay in the 

here-and-now of their physically lived existence, and the there-and-then of the story moves towards 

them. Unlike in the cinematic flashback, then, the discourse does not travel back in time and space. 

One encounters fragments of events that happened in a there-and-then, but these fragments still 

unfold in the here-and-now. In a way, the protagonist relives its past in the present. Sometimes 

these environmentally ingrained memories appear in the same location where they originally 

happened, while sometimes they are projected over another location; sometimes they happen 

solely in the mind of the protagonist, while sometimes they happen for everybody else to see. 

Environmental memories can be triggered in various ways, for example through substance-induced 

hallucinations (e.g. Batman: Arkham Asylum; Far Cry 3), through supernatural visions (e.g. The 

Darkness), through ghost appearances (e.g. BioShock; Metro 2033) or through the transference of 

stored recollections (e.g. BioShock 2; Mass Effect 3, BioWare 2012) (fig. 12).  
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On a side note, movies tend to use spatiotemporal devices like the flashback and the ellipse more 

extensively than do games. Games employ them sporadically, not only because the resulting cuts in 

time and space potentially disrupt the feeling of embodied presence, but also because the attraction 

of games lies in the ability to explore environments, even when the exploration has no significance 

for the progression of the story: 

 

Games are far less likely than films to use ellipses to eliminate ‘dead’ time. Time in games 

may be spent exploring (without always getting anywhere) or interacting with objects that 

do not have any significant bearing on the main tasks. Most films only give screen time to 

what is deemed to be essential to storyline, spectacle or the building of character or mood. 

(King and Krzywinska 2002: 14) 

 

In this respect, computer games are digital playgrounds too (Jenkins 1998), that is, environments 

where one plays in the spatiotemporal continuous here-and-now and where each event in time and 

space finds its relevance the moment it unfolds.  

 

4.2.5.  Mise-en-scène  

 

The fifth design strategy discussed here is mise-en-scène; mise-en-scène allows game designers to 

express stories and fictional worlds in computer games without disrupting the feeling of embodied 

presence. For filmmakers, mise-en-scène is a particularly effective expository device. Bordwell and 

Thompson describe mise-en-scène as follows:    

 

Film scholars […] use the term to signify the director’s control over what appears in the film 

frame. As you would expect from the term’s theatrical origins, mise-en-scène includes those 

aspects of film that overlay with the art of theatre: setting, lighting, costume, and the 

behaviour of the figures. In controlling the mise-en-scène, the director stages the event for 

the camera. (156) 

 

For game designers, the mise-en-scène becomes one of the most important devices for exposition. 

The mise-en-scène does not disrupt the player’s feeling of embodied presence since it concerns the 

design of the environment and the characters and objects inhabiting it. In his seminal article ‘Game 

design as narrative architecture’ (2004: 126) Henry Jenkins describes how games embed narrative 
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information in their environments, referring to the process as embedded narrative. Broadly 

speaking, embedded narrative comes in three variants.  

 

Memory palace 

 

In the first variant, the game literally embeds narrative information in its space. According to Jenkins, 

‘the game world becomes a kind of information space, a memory palace’ (ibid). The game world 

contains pieces of story information; the player needs to collect and assemble them into one or 

more coherent storylines. This variant can be witnessed in almost all of the games discussed in this 

research. A good example can be found in the BioShock series whose games distribute audio diaries 

around the game space for the player to listen to. These audio diaries are ‘messages recorded by the 

people of Rapture, either as notes for themselves or as messages for other residents’ (2K Boston and 

2K Australia). When listening to these messages, the player learns more about the fictional world of 

Rapture, including its character, history and inner conflicts.  

 

A challenge for game designers when embedding narrative information is to keep the information 

relevant for the play experience. The information should colour the experience of the player in the 

present and not simply communicate past events. In the end, the player does not (only) want to 

learn about exciting events that have happened already but wants to experience exciting events in 

the here-and-now. To make sure the player does not lose interest in the embedded narrative, game 

designers of the BioShock series make the recordings applicable to the places the player visits and 

the characters the player meets. Other examples of embedded information, besides recorded audio 

messages, are notes, books and journals (e.g. The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim), writings on walls and 

objects (e.g. Left 4 Dead, Turtle Rock Studios and Valve South 2008), messages on radio and 

television (e.g. Crysis 2), public enouncements (e.g. Half-Life 2), recorded video messages (e.g. 

Enslaved) and posters (e.g. Fable III).   

 

Indexical signs 

 

In the second variant, narrative information is not literally embedded; there are no spoken or 

written texts, nor images, distributed in the environment for the player to collect. The narrative 

makes use of our cognitive abilities to infer information indirectly from what we see or hear. Don 

Carson, a Senior Show Designer for Walt Disney, notes: 
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Staged areas...[can] lead the game player to come to their own conclusions about a previous 

event or to suggest a potential danger just ahead. Some examples include...doors that have 

been broken open, traces of a recent explosion, a crashed vehicle, a piano dropped from a 

great height, charred remains of a fire. (Carson 2000, in Jenkins 2004: 127) 

 

This form of embedded narrative can be witnessed in many computer games. In fact, the human 

ability to envision relations of cause-and-effect is so essential to the process of interpreting the 

world around us that all media and art make use of it somehow (Green, Strange, and Brock 2002). 

Game designers cue players in extrapolating information by visualizing these relations of cause and 

effect. In semiotic terms, objects like crashed vehicles or charred remains function as indexical signs; 

their existence implies the existence of something else, as the one thing cannot exist without the 

other (Peirce 1998 [1894]). Simply put, a crashed vehicle implies a crash, and burned remains imply a 

fire. Auditory cues work in a similar fashion: a gunshot implies a gun, while a human scream implies 

a human being. From such clues players can make an educated guess about what has happened or is 

about to happen. In some instances, the information inferred by the player is supported by textual 

information. For example, designers could make players stand in a wrecked spaceship, listening to 

an audio log about a prior attack, while seeing the results of this attack around them. Many games 

with dystopian universes, like the BioShock series or Fallout 3 (Bethesda Game Studios 2008), use 

embedded narrative in this manner; the environment tells the story about the moral and material 

decay of the world, not only through dispersed texts, but also through its visible destruction. 

Because causal relations determine how players interpret the things they encounter, game designers 

sometimes construct more or less linear pathways in the environment; a certain spatiotemporal 

ordering can assist the player in envisioning what has happened.   

 

Atmosphere 

 

The third and last variant of embedded narrative is affective in nature. The mise-en-scène 

establishes an atmosphere, rather than communicating concrete narrative information. It 

foregrounds the affective qualities of phenomena: the materiality of attributes, patterns of lighting, 

the intensity of colours, and so on. Again, Jenkins mentions melodrama as a useful art form for game 

designers to study:    

 

Game designers might study melodrama for a better understanding of how artifacts or 

spaces can contain affective potential or communicate significant narrative information. 
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Melodrama depends on the external projection of internal states, often through costume 

design, art direction, or lighting choices. As we enter spaces, we may become overwhelmed 

with powerful feelings of loss or nostalgia, especially in those instances where the space has 

been transformed by narrative events. (2004: 127) 

 

The science-fiction game Mass Effect 2 is an example of a game that convincingly employs mise-en-

scène for character exposition. The main cast of characters consists of thirteen individuals, all with 

different histories. Rather than informing the player about these histories through flashbacks or 

databases, the game chooses to make the player visit those places that have played an important 

role in the pasts of these characters. For example, at some point in the game, a female character 

called Jack comes with a request to the game’s protagonist, commander Shepard. She has found the 

coordinates of a secret research facility where she had been tortured as a little girl. Still traumatized 

by her childhood experiences, Jack wants the facility destroyed. Commander Shepard, Jack and one 

of the other supporting characters decide to pay the facility a visit.     

 

The design of this facility succeeds in deepening the player’s understanding of Jack’s personality in 

various ways. First of all, the atmosphere reflects her inner turmoil. It rains when the cast arrives. 

The facility has been deserted and overgrown with vegetation but is still operational. Like her 

childhood trauma, it has its roots in the past yet exercises its influence in the present. In terms of 

spatial layout, the facility reflects the psychological descent into Jack’s troubled past. The 

confrontation with her childhood memories becomes more intense the deeper Jack moves into the 

facility. At first, the group encounters attributes that played a general role in the facility’s purpose of 

enhancing biotic potential in humans: small containers that have been used to bring children to the 

facility (fig. 13); an arena where kids were forced to fight each other; a morgue with small tables for 

dissection (fig. 14). All these attributes go against one’s normal associations with childhood. Jack’s 

childhood was one of hard metallic, colourless objects in sterile, coldly lit rooms. With each step, 

Jack moves further back in time. At the end of the mission, the characters enter the room where 

Jack was kept as a little girl, the epicentre of her childhood trauma. This open room, with almost 

nothing in it, has a big window of one-way, soundproof glass. Jack could see all the other children on 

the other side of glass, but she could not be seen or heard. Again, the spatial presentation of the  
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Figure 13: Screenshot of Mass Effect 2 

 

 

Figurer 14: Screenshot of Mass Effect 2 
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tension between perceiving but not being perceived tells the player a lot about Jack’s seclusion, 

loneliness and anxieties (fig. 15).  

 

In addition to atmosphere, the game embeds narrative information in its space more literally as well. 

During the exploration of the facility, the characters encounter hologram messages, recorded when 

the facility was still fully operational (fig. 16). The messages tell about the experiments that were 

conducted on the children, particularly those on Jack, referred to as Subject Zero. These recordings 

help the player to better understand what has taken place in the facility, particularly during Jack’s 

escape, since most of the messages concern the escape of Subject Zero. Additionally, like the 

memories ingrained in Jack’s mind, the facility still bears the scars of her escape. For example, the 

player encounters burn marks on the wall in front of Jack’s room. Jack made her first kill here, 

dispatching the guard of her chamber. With these expository devices, the game embeds Jack’s 

childhood in the environment.  

 

Finally, Jack’s comments during the visit also enable the player to reconstruct her past. By explaining 

how she remembers the facility, the rooms, and the events that have taken place there, the 

environment becomes even more laden with Jack’s childhood trauma. In this respect, the game’s 

approach to spatial exposition is exceptional: though many games use the environment to express 

narrative information, this information commonly concerns the makeup of the fictional world at 

large, not the background of sub-characters. Environments audiovisually articulate the effect of the 

story’s conflict on the world or characterise the world’s inhabitants by showing the player how these 

inhabitants live. Rarely do environments explain the background of the characters around the 

protagonist in any detail. In sum, without resorting to flashbacks, Mass Effect 2 succeeds in 

deepening the player’s understanding of characters like Jack. 

 

4.2.6.  Character behaviour  

 

The sixth design strategy discussed here is character behaviour, which allows game designers to 

express stories and fictional worlds in computer games without disrupting the feeling of embodied 

presence. How characters behave in certain situations reveals much about their personality, desires 

and background (Bordwell 2001: 156). In mainstream cinema, the “establishing character moment” 

or “establishing character scene” foregrounds the behaviour of characters to explain something 

about their makeup to the audience. As discussed, these scenes show characters acting out their 

familiar, daily routines or, alternatively, show them coping with an unfamiliar situation. Often, the  
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Figure 15: Screenshot of Mass Effect 2 

 

 

Figure 16: Screenshot of Mass Effect 2 
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events in these introductory scenes have little relevance for the plot but are meant primarily to 

acquaint the audience with the stories of the most important characters. A particularly common 

example of the former is referred to as the “morning routine”; we see the character get out of bed, 

wash, get dressed, have some breakfast and go to work. These establishing scenes seem to be 

particularly effective in expressing the attributes of characters as the audience can relate to these 

scenes. Most of us have similar morning rituals; seeing others perform these rituals in their own 

fashion teaches us a lot about them. A minor detail like the amount of toothpaste a character uses, 

or whether or not a character clears the breakfast table, conveys to the audience something about 

this character. Although these details mean different things to different people, they all contribute 

to the ability of spectators to develop their own personal interpretation of the character’s 

personality, skills, desires, emotions, and so on.96  

 

The first-person and dual-locus configurations need other devices for the portrayal of character 

behaviour than does the third-person configuration. The third-person configuration prerecords the 

behaviour of characters, for example in cutscenes or quick-time events, much like cinema. In 

contrast, the first-person and dual-locus configurations employ procedural behaviour; the kind of 

behaviour characters reveal derives from the player’s real-time interaction with the game’s rule-

based system (MacIntyre, Bolter, Moreno and Hannigan 2001). In a quick-time event or a cutscene 

the behaviour a character displays can be anything since the behaviour is pre-recorded or pre-

rendered. In procedural behaviour, the actions of a character become the product of gameplay; the 

player’s manipulation of characters and objects in the environment determines, in real-time, how 

characters respond to the situation at hand. Because games offer choice only within the limits of 

pre-programmed series of (re)actions, the actual behaviour of characters is limited, yet can never be 

entirely predicted.  

 

Gameplay does not simply determine conditions of winning or losing but also imbues the avatar’s 

behaviour with narrative meaning. To give a simple example, if some level invites players to 

frequently make their character run fast and jump over obstacles, the performance of this behaviour 

not only allows players to complete the level but also expresses something about the athletic 

constitution of this character. Vice versa, if something happens in the narrative, this can have 

implications for the player’s ability to make progression in the game. When Niko Bellic, the 

protagonist of GTA IV, gets drunk in the story, it becomes harder to navigate him and thus more 

                                                           
96

 One of the few games employing the morning ritual to establish its main character is Heavy Rain. The player 
controls the protagonist, Ethan Mars, while he gets out of bed, takes a shower, brushes his teeth, and gets 
dressed.   
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difficult to complete certain levels. In this respect, the choices players make when controlling 

characters not only determine if and how players complete the game but also inform how players 

conceive the personalities of these characters.  

 

When devising gameplay, game designers need to think through the implications of their gameplay, 

not only in terms of the challenges it offers but also how it informs the player’s understanding of the 

story and the fictional universe. In a movie, one can simply show the behaviour of various characters 

because their behaviour is not integrated in some procedural rule system. In games, the set of 

expository behaviour is limited and should relate meaningfully to the player’s input in terms of 

gameplay. To give an example, if the tendency to get scared easily is a trait of a character, the game 

designers need to devise gameplay that somehow provokes this trait while still offering a challenge 

to players. Moreover, players commonly control only one character, so the expository behaviour of 

the other characters should derive from the player’s interaction with these characters, scripts or 

cutscenes apart. These interactions mostly concern spatiotemporal displacement and the 

manipulation of objects. To foreground certain expository patterns of behaviour, game designers 

have to carefully orchestrate how the movement and actions of the player-character influences the 

movement and action of the surrounding NPC characters.   

 

The game Ico (Team Ico 2001) is an example of a game that uses procedural behaviour for the 

purpose of narrative exposition convincingly. The procedural behaviour of the characters does not 

only create challenging gameplay, which is mostly concerned with puzzling and platforming, but it 

also helps in establishing the personality of the main characters, the little boy Ico and the captive girl 

Yorda. Amongst other abilities, Ico, the player-character, can walk, run, push and pull objects, swing 

weapons, jump and climb. He can also take Yorda by the hand and guide her through the 

environment. Yorda can also walk and run, but she can jump only small distances and climb over 

only minor obstacles. Yorda needs Ico to pull her up onto higher ledges. She cannot fight and will not 

resist when being captured by shadow-like creatures. When captured, only Ico can rescue Yorda by 

pulling her out of dark voids or by assaulting her abductors. In this way, the developers of Ico use 

procedural behaviour to attribute certain personal characteristics to Ico and Yorda. These 

characteristics can be witnessed in many Japanese cartoons and find their roots in widespread, 

cultural representations of masculinity and femininity, especially in patriarchal consumer cultures 

(e.g. O’Day 2004: 202-203). Ico, the young boy, is the protagonist: active, energetic, driven, 

responsible and caring. Yorda, the fragile girl, is the object of desire: passive, vulnerable and 

dependent. Importantly, these qualities become articulated only when the player controls Ico, 
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indirectly controlling Yorda too. The player’s actions animate the interpersonal relationship, 

revealing how these two characters relate to each other. With its exploration of the connection 

between interpersonal behaviour and narrative exposition, the game Ico has inspired other 

developers. For example, the game Enslaved: Odyssey to the West makes the player interact with a 

female character in a similar fashion, although this character is modelled on the modern-day action 

heroine who has “male” traits as well (O’Day 2004: 203).   

 

In Ico and Enslaved, the connection between interpersonal behaviour and narrative exposition is 

relatively stable. The games make the player enact the same patterns of behaviour, which do not 

change much as the player progresses. Some games take the relationship between interpersonal 

behaviour and narrative exposition further. In these games, the behaviour of the player has an 

impact on how characters react to the player-character. When the player repeats certain patterns of 

behaviour, the game unlocks new principles of gameplay. In this way, the relationship between 

player and characters moves in different directions, depending on the choices the player makes. For 

example, Far Cry 2 (Ubisoft Montreal 2008) allows the player to help side-characters, called 

“buddies”. By assisting them, these side-characters begin revealing more about their past, start 

showing up at the player’s hide-outs, stock ammo and weapons for the player, protect the player 

when shot, and so on. By expanding the interpersonal interaction between players and buddies, the 

game deepens the player’s relationship with these characters. By learning their backgrounds, 

spending more time with them, and interacting with them in more various ways, the player becomes 

more closely involved with their destiny. Likewise, games in the Fable series have become well-

known for exploring these types of interpersonal relationships; players court villagers, build families, 

become famous or feared,  interact casually with passers-by, offer insults, give presents, and so on.  

 

Procedurality  

 

One can never predict the behaviour the player chooses to display. For game designers, the player’s 

agency has been one of the most difficult aspects to cope with in terms of character exposition. For 

example, the game GTA IV tries to establish the personality of its protagonist as being violent but 

righteous. Niko Bellic kills if necessary but would not kill at random or for pleasure. The moment 

players take control of the character, this personality trait rapidly becomes ludicrous. For many 

players, one of the main attractions of the Grand Theft Auto series is the ability to rampage around 

town, assault innocent pedestrians, crash vehicles into each other at high speeds and molest police 

officers in the most creative ways.  
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The tension between orchestrated design and playful agency has been discussed amongst scholars in 

the field of procedural rhetoric. Some scholars argue that interactive media like computer games 

embed meaning in their rule-based systems (Bogost 2007; Flanagan 2009). Games offer choices, but 

these choices have been programmed with an internal logic in mind. By playing the game, following 

the rules, and exploring patterns of cause-and-effect, players gradually discover the “messages” 

within the system. Miguel Sicart emphasises that this approach neglects the essence of play:    

 

Against procedurality an army of players stand and play, breaking the rules, 

misunderstanding the processes, appropriating the spaces of play and taking them 

somewhere else, where not even the designer can reach. Against proceduralism is a player 

who wants to play. (2011) 

 

Making playful interventions, appropriating the system, and playing against the rules are important 

aspects of our engagement with computer games. As in the example of GTA IV, games often invite 

behaviour that contradicts the desired behaviour of the protagonist. The tension between 

orchestrated design and playful agency seems to be inherent to the medium’s merits.  

 

With respect to story-based games, this study does not have a quick solution for this tension in 

terms of game design. As mentioned in the introduction, games cater for different types of players. 

Their stories and fictional universes become optional objects of interest; one can choose to invest in 

them or choose not to; one can play along with the storyline or play against it. In this respect, we 

acknowledge that one and the same game can be experienced differently by players, depending on 

their willingness to put effort into comprehending its story and fictional world. A player can even 

change how he engages with a game like GTA IV over time. The investment in a fictional universe 

becomes an experiential mode one opts in and out of; sometimes one approaches GTA IV as a 

sandbox to have fun in; other moments, one plays the game for its exciting storyline and captivating 

cast of characters. 

 

4.2.7.  Scripted sequences  

 

The seventh design strategy discussed here is the scripted sequence; scripted sequences allow game 

designers to express stories and fictional worlds in computer games without disrupting the feeling of 

embodied presence. Scripted sequences are an effective device for narrative exposition. In Level 

Design for Games: Creating Compelling Game Experiences (2006), Phil Co defines them: ‘Scripted 
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sequences can […] be referred to as “scenes.” Both of these terms describe a special situation the 

development team has scripted for the player’ (111). The scripted sequence offers an alternative to 

the cutscene and is often employed as such. Unlike in the cinematic cutscene, the player’s embodied 

presence does not have to be disrupted. As will be explained, scripts constrain the player’s control of 

the camera and the avatar but not to such an extent that embodied presence is no longer produced.  

 

Since game designers use scripts to stage special situations for players, to paraphrase Co, scripts 

always involve some form of designed control. The aspects game designers control vary from game 

to game but commonly come down to one or more of the following three: 1. The control and 

behaviour of the avatar by the player; 2. The control and behaviour of the camera by the player; 3. 

The control and behaviour of the characters, objects and other phenomena surrounding the 

avatar.97 Scripts often restrict the player’s displacement, actions, and perspective, or alternatively, 

allow motions, actions and perspectives the player has no access to outside the scripted sequence. 

Scripted sequences can also make events unfold around the player without affecting the controller 

in any way, as is the case in spectacular setpieces.98  

 

Scripted sequences can have various functions. Like the first-person cutscene, they allow the 

portrayal of explosive bodily actions in spectacular situations. They also serve minor expository 

functions like creating atmosphere, animating the fictional setting, or colouring the characters. 

Scripted sequences can serve more fundamental expository functions as well, like informing the 

player about the background of certain characters, deepening the player’s understanding of the 

conflict, or making the player familiar with the personal motivations of characters.  

 

The restriction of the player’s control of avatar and camera can be effective since it focuses the 

player’s attention. When players have no or limited possibilities to move the avatar or the camera, 

                                                           
97

 In popular discourse, the third category is commonly referred to as a scripted event: ‘Events in video games 
which are programmed to unfold in the same way each time. Scripted Events are usually triggered by a timer, 
or by the Player Character crossing a checkpoint; this will ensure that the player is in the correct position to 
appreciate the event’ (tvtropes.org). 
98

 The setpiece is a variant of the scripted event, the most important difference being its one-time occurrence: 
‘This involves an occurrence (triggered by an internal clock or the player reaching a certain checkpoint) that is 
not part of the game's typical gameplay/engine mechanics. For example, there is a moment in Half-Life 2 in 
which the player is racing down a river on a motorboat, only for a massive chimney on a nearby factory to be 
struck by a missile, causing it to fall over, directly in the path of the player. If he or she has quick enough 
reactions, the player can then steer towards the middle of the chimney where there is a big enough gap to 
squeeze through. Alternatively, a setpiece can be something small and non-game-changing, such as seeing a 
monster scuttle past a window in Resident Evil 2, or having a fan loudly slam shut without warning in F.E.A.R. 
The setpiece stands out from other Scripted Events in such games in that it is a one-time deal. If it happens 
frequently then it's a standard Scripted Event’ (tvtropes.org; see also Gantzler 2005: 321). 
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the location from which players perceive becomes limited too. Almost like theatrical spectators, the 

players witness the events from one particular angle. Like traditional dramatists, the game designers 

have to take into account only one angle when staging the drama. If the player could move around 

freely, every possible angle would have to be considered. By limiting the player’s field of vision, 

designers can employ, rather accurately, lighting, props, characters, and more.99 This helps not only 

in heightening the dramatic impact of staged events but also improves their ability to express 

concrete narrative information. When establishing important characters, such as the main helpers or 

opponents, limiting the player’s movement makes the player encounter these characters frontally, 

thus inviting the player to listen to the comments of these characters, while seeing their facial 

expressions and physical gestures.100 The game Rage employs scripted sequences for this purpose, 

for example when the Ark Survivor meets Doctor Antonin Kvasir, an old scientist who assists the 

protagonist in finding the Resistance (fig. 17). Scripted promenades or vehicle rides serve the same 

purpose. As with theme park rides, their designers guide the movement and attention of the players. 

This guidance builds up the tension, feeds information in a logical order, enhances the dramatic 

impact, and allows spectacular setpieces. The boat trip in Peter Jackson's King Kong101 or the car ride 

in The Darkness102 carefully orchestrates the player’s experience. In this respect, amusement park 

design has much in common with game design and offers a source of inspiration for game designers 

(Jenkins 2004: 127; Jenkins and Squire 2002: 65; Pearce 2007: 201). 

 

Just like first-person cutscenes, scripts need to explain why the player is no longer able to move and 

act freely. Recurrent explanations include being strapped to a chair (e.g. the interrogation room in 

Call of Duty: Black Ops), being temporarily immobilized after an accident (e.g. the helicopter crash in 

Modern Warfare 2), being paralyzed by poison (e.g. the psychotropic gas in Batman: Arkham 

Asylum), being struck down by disease (e.g. malarial fever in Far Cry 2), being driven around (e.g. the  

                                                           
99

 Some scripted sequences limit the player’s control of the camera in other ways. The camera can also be 
employed to focus the player’s attention on specific elements in the environment. These scripts suddenly 
make the camera centre on something in the world, like an informative poster (e.g. Enslaved), or they can 
present the player with an overview of an entire environment (e.g. Batman: Arkham Asylum). This serves the 
purpose of gameplay as well as narrative exposition; it explains to players how they need to proceed in order 
to complete a level, but also informs the player about the storyline and fictional world.    
100

 Limiting the avatar’s ability to complete certain actions like picking up, activating or shooting objects is an 
important aspect here too. It prevents the player from being distracted by the performance of unnecessary 
actions while simultaneously making sure the player is not incited to act undesirably, at least in terms of the 
development of the story and the fictional universe. For example, one does not want the player to shoot the 
villain the first time he appears in the game.  
101

 See: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T-o3-ewTx5s. 
102

 See: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AmZEI_JIm3k. 
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Figure 17: Screenshot of Rage 

 

 

Figure 18: Screenshot of Crysis 2 
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wagon ride in The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim), being escorted as a prisoner (e.g. the escort in Crysis 2), 

being stuck in an elevator (e.g. the bathysphere ride in BioShock) or being grabbed by some 

overwhelming force (e.g. the Combine Advisor in Half-Life 2: Episode Two).103 One exemplary 

scripted sequence with an expository function can be found in Crysis 2. The player-character is 

strapped onto a chair; he needs to recover from some injuries. While the player-character rests, 

players see another character sitting in front of them, Nathan Gould, who sums up the situation 

players find themselves in and discusses other important characters of the story. At some point, 

Gould even watches a video recording, which reflects upon past events (fig. 18). Because the player-

character cannot move or act, the attention focuses on the behaviour of Gould, his expository 

monologue, and the explanatory video.104 

 

In some cases, the scripted sequences do not concern the player’s control of the avatar or the 

camera but concern the behaviour of the phenomena around the avatar, such as characters and 

objects. With scripts, these phenomena can be animated when the player comes close to them or 

interacts with them in some other manner. These scripts allow games to express specific events 

without the use of cutscenes. While the setpiece commonly portrays spectacular events, other 

scripted events focus more on character interaction. For the purpose of exposition, these scripted 

events can be particularly effective. In these events, characters respond to each other, have 

discussions amongst themselves, sum up events, and so on. Like the audience in experimental 

theatre productions, such as Schechner’s Macbeth (1969) and The Tooth of Crime (1972), discussed 

in Performance Theory (1988: 63; 77), players move around in the scene but cannot interact with the 

characters or interact only in a simplified manner. Examples of these scripted expository scenes can 

be found in many games (e.g. The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim; Crysis 2; or Fable III).105  

 

4.2.8.  Evocative design 

 

The final design strategy briefly discussed here is evocative design (Jenkins 2004: 123); evocative 

design allows game designers to express stories and fictional worlds in computer games without 

disrupting the feeling of embodied presence. Game designers do not always need to explicitly 

                                                           
103

 Scenes like these differ from first-person cutscenes since they abide some basic level of interaction; the 
player still controls the avatar or the camera, though to a lesser degree in comparison with scenes without 
scripts.  
104

 See: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ld1iFwhIAE. 
105

 See for Crysis 2: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QPSzeCBlh10&list=FLU43e-d0I-
4LHAV9A03NzdA&index=24&feature=plpp_video (16:40); see for The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2TrE6zDetW4 (9:37); see for Fable III: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zrU6wEDzuFc&feature=related. 
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explain or introduce characters, settings, conflicts or events but can build on existing books, movies, 

comics, plays, and other media. Again, the practice of game design has much in common here with 

the practice of designing amusement park attractions: 

 

The most compelling amusement park attractions build upon stories or genre traditions 

already well known to visitors, allowing them to enter physically into spaces they have 

visited many times before in their fantasies. These attractions may either remediate a pre-

existing story (Back to the Future) or draw upon a broadly shared genre tradition (Disney's 

Haunted Mansion). (ibid) 

 

Like amusement park attractions, games can employ the player’s memories of existing fictional 

worlds when building environments and staging events. For example, one does not need to explain 

the character of the Darth Vader in detail since most players will know this antagonist from the Star 

Wars movies, books, animations and comics. By triggering pre-existing narrative associations, game 

designers construct fictional worlds (more) effectively.106 

 

4.2.9.  Combining expository strategies 

 

In practice, game designers employ multiple strategies at the same time to express stories and 

fictional worlds without disrupting the feeling of embodied presence. A particularly clever example is 

the opening scene of Batman: Arkham Asylum.  

 

As in any traditional Batman adventure, the main conflict of Batman: Arkham Asylum revolves 

around Batman stopping a villain from accomplishing its evil plan, in this case the Joker. In the 

beginning of the adventure, the narrative introduces the villain and piques the audience’s curiosity 

about what is to come, the dangers and challenges that await Batman. In the case of Batman: 

Arkham Asylum, the expository scene builds up tension through use of contrast. The Joker has just 

been captured by Batman, who brings him to the Arkham Asylum to be locked up. Although the 

Joker faces a life sentence, he behaves cheerfully and is not concerned about his detention 

whatsoever; his behaviour contradicts his situation. This contrast should make players suspicious; it 

seems the Joker has a plan, and something is about to go horribly wrong.    
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 See Jenkins’ discussion of transmedia storytelling for a more detailed description of the ability of media to 
elaborate on each other’s narratives (2006: 93-130). 
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Without denying the sensation of embodied presence, the expository scene tries to arouse a feeling 

of suspense while establishing the setting, the conflict, and the main characters, particularly the 

antagonist.  

 

First of all, the player controls Batman. The third-person camera hovers closely behind him, 

enforcing the feeling of embodied presence (fig. 19). Because the feeling of embodied presence 

originates from the player’s control of Batman, the introduction of the Joker should happen in the 

presence of Batman, at least, if the feeling of embodied presence needs to be maintained. To 

illustrate, let us briefly invoke an episode of the original Batman television series, The Joker is Wild 

(ABC 1966). The episode starts with a scene of the Joker in the Gotham State Penitentiary. We see 

the Joker playing baseball casually with other inmates. Suddenly, one of the balls explodes in a 

curtain of smoke. With some kind of contraption, the Joker jumps over the prison wall and escapes. 

In this expository scene, Batman is not present. The audience witnesses the Joker’s escape, but 

Batman enters the scene only when he is summoned by the commissioner. In the game, on the 

other hand, the player controls Batman. In order to maintain the feeling of embodied presence, the 

game cannot resort to a scene like this, where Batman is not present. Several solutions exist here to 

introduce the supervillain. For example, the game could make the Joker appear on a television 

screen, or the game could allow the player to control the Joker directly. Instead, the game has 

chosen to introduce the Joker in the physical presence of Batman.  

 

The expository opening has found a clever excuse to bring Batman and the Joker together in the 

same scene. The game opens with a short cutscene of the arch-rivals arriving at the Arkham Asylum 

together. Batman has just captured the Joker and brings him to the Asylum to be locked up. After 

leaving the antagonist in the custody of warden Quincy Sharp, Batman senses something is wrong 

and decides to personally escort the Joker to the intensive treatment ward, the most protected 

section of the Asylum. The Joker is strapped onto a bed by a guard and wheeled towards the ward. 

From this moment on, the player takes control of Batman. The walk from the asylum’s entrance to 

its inner sanctum has been carefully designed for the purpose of narrative exposition. It builds up 

the tension, establishes the main characters, introduces the setting, and sets the stage for the 

conflict to begin.  

 

First of all, the designers employ the mise-en-scène for narrative exposition; its primary function is 

to establish the setting. The mise-en-scène introduces players to the Asylum, particularly to its high 

level of security. While players move towards the special ward, they encounter increasing numbers 
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of surveillance cameras, armed guards, security scans, and so on. Every now and then, players pass 

through heavy doors that close firmly behind them. The mise-en-scène also helps to establish the 

antagonist of the story. To focus the attention on the Joker’s appearance, gestures and remarks, the 

designers make the player face the Joker all the time. The Joker’s bed moves face-backward, rather 

than face-forward (fig. 19). Since players can walk only behind the bed, the Joker’s front stays on 

screen all the time. Moreover, Batman is positioned slightly to the left of the screen, while the Joker 

is positioned in the centre. In this way, the composition guides our eyes to the supervillain. The 

contrast between the Joker’s bright-coloured appearance and the grey of the surrounding area 

contributes to this guidance. 

 

Secondly, the game employs scripted sequences for the purpose of narrative exposition. The game 

severely limits the player’s abilities in terms of camera and avatar movement. Batman can walk 

forward only, he cannot look back or move further than the Joker’s position. Again, the attention 

stays on the Joker. Also, in comparison with the rest of the game, Batman’s actions are kept to a 

minimum. Besides the zoom function, he cannot use any of his special abilities; nor is it possible to 

run, fight or jump. By restricting his abilities, the game decreases the chances that the player will 

become distracted.  

 

The scene also scripts some minor expository events: in addition to the Joker’s bed ride, the game 

stages an event where patients start cheering when the Joker moves past them; it stages an event 

where the Joker is scanned for the possession of weapons, but the only person with a weapon seems 

to be Batman; it scripts an event where the Joker needs to receive a medical check, but scares the 

doctor instead; there is a power outage in an elevator, making the Joker laugh out loud while the 

lights go out and the elevator stops moving. All these micro-events add to the atmosphere, 

elaborate the setting, and increase the feeling that something is wrong.  

 

One particularly important scripted scene involves the introduction of Killer Croc, a villain from the 

Batman universe. This character is born with atavism, giving him a massive, reptilian-like 

appearance. The scene that introduces him employs what is commonly referred to as 

foreshadowing; it introduces a narrative clue that hints at an event later in the story. In the scene, 

the company needs to halt when some guards transport Croc from one room to another. Croc sees 

Batman and tells him that he will hunt him down as he has now smelt Batman’s scent. Near the end 

of the game, the player indeed needs to flee from Croc, who tracks Batman down in the sewers, 

smelling his scent under the water. With the introductory scene, the game not only introduces one  
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Figure 19: Screenshot of Batman: Arkham Asylum 

 

 

Figure 20: Screenshot of Batman: Arkham Asylum 
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of the most important opponents of Batman but also gives a suggestion of what is yet to come. 

Again, in terms of mise-en-scène, the event has been carefully orchestrated: Croc appears in the 

centre of the screen, the player cannot move or turn back, and the lighting foregrounds Croc instead 

of the surrounding area (fig. 20). 

 

The game designers employ character monologues and behaviour for the purpose of exposition as 

well. In order to build up the tension and to develop the character of the Joker, the designers make 

the Joker comment on the rooms he moves through. Though strapped to the bed tightly, the Joker is 

in high spirits, making sarcastic jokes about the situation he finds himself in. The further he moves 

into the facility, the more sarcastic his comments become. He continuously spits out remarks like: 

‘Look at all this new security. How is a guy supposed to break out of here’, ‘It is always nice to return 

to my sweet little hacienda’, or ‘The night is young, Bats. I still have a trick or two up my sleeve. I 

mean, don’t you think it’s a little bit funny how a fire at Blackgate caused hundreds of my crew to be 

moved here?’ (Rocksteady Studios 2009). These comments not only show the twisted mind of the 

supervillain, but also enforce the feeling that something is wrong. The comments inform the player 

of what has happened in the past, such as the fire in Blackgate prison, and hint at what will happen 

in the future: the prisoners from Blackgate have been moved to the asylum and will take over the 

facility eventually.   

 

Another clever expository device of the opening scene, which maintains the feeling of embodied 

presence, is the zoom function. At a certain point, the game informs the player that this function is 

available. With the zoom function, the player can take a closer look at the environment around him. 

Because the player is severely limited in terms of action and since the Joker is so prominently 

present in the scene, the game design invites players to zoom in on the Joker’s facial expressions, 

while he makes his sarcastic comments. In this respect, the zoom function serves as a cinematic 

(extreme) close-up. Not surprisingly, the Joker’s face has been rendered with a high level of detail 

for this scene, allowing the player to read his facial expressions carefully (fig. 21). 

 

Finally, the scene uses television screens for the purpose of narrative exposition. At some point, the 

player moves through a corridor with multiple screens on the sides. On these screens, we see 

warden Quincy Sharp, welcoming the patient and informing him about the asylum. Along with the 

Joker’s sarcastic comments like ‘It’s my favourite show: I’m Warden Idiot, You’ll never escape’ (ibid), 

the screens help to establish the character of the warden, the asylum, and the Joker. Later, the 

televisions in the elevator display the warden again, telling his viewers: ‘All patients should avoid  
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Figure 21: Screenshot of Batman: Arkham Asylum 

 

 

Figure 22: Screenshot of Batman: Arkham Asylum  
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contact with prisoners from Blackgate Prison Facility’ (ibid) (fig. 22). In this scene, the camera turns 

slightly to one side, given the player a better view of one of the television screens. After some 

seconds, a power failure turns off the televisions, as well as the lights in the elevator, enforcing again 

the ominous feeling. 

 

To conclude, through the various expository devices discussed, the introductory scene succeeds in 

informing the player about the most important characters, the setting and the conflict, without 

disrupting the feeling of embodied presence.  

 

4.3.  Constitutive action 

 

In addition to moments of expository action, games contain for vast periods of action that have less 

relevance for the introduction or explanation of the story. When the player engages with the 

gameplay, overcomes obstacles, eliminates opponents, moves through the levels, figures out 

puzzles, games are not necessarily informing the player about the fictional universe. However, these 

actions are still fundamental for the articulation of the story. In a way, they form the backbone of 

the narrative, as most of the stories in games consist of these long periods of exploration, combat, 

scavenging and puzzling. Rather than introducing or explaining the story, these actions focus on the 

progression of story, though, as discussed, the distinction between expository action and 

constitutive action never becomes clear-cut. During certain moments of gameplay, game designers 

feed narrative information to the player that assists in building a mental image of the fictional 

universe and the story. In these moments, the player’s ability to interact with the game is often 

limited for the sake of narrative exposition. During other moments, game designers invite the player 

to engage fully with the game, advancing the story by moving through the environment,107 

manipulating objects, and interacting with characters. While constitutive actions animate the 

player’s spatiotemporal experience (“I walk through a narrow passage. I see somebody running 

towards me”), expository actions add meaning to the player’s spatiotemporal experience (“I move 

through the narrow passage of Lucius Valley. I see my little brother Jurio running towards me”).  

 

The spatiotemporal experiences constructed by constitutive actions are not predetermined pieces of 

information that can be communicated at specific moments but, rather, become constituted the 
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 The spatial layout of the level codetermines the emotional tension in the narrative: ‘A level can function like 
an act in a play, a chapter in a book, or a movement in a symphony. It gives the audience a chance to see a 
discrete unit within a larger work, to understand what portion of the work has been completed and how much 
awaits ahead. Carefully orchestrated levels are set up such that they have a series of tension and release 
moments to create an emotional curve for the player to experience’ (Rouse III 2005: 452).  
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moment they occur without being decided upon in advance by game designers. Of course, 

spatiotemporal experiences can be staged, and in that sense, can be controlled to some extent. 

Game designers determine (some of) the boundaries of the potential experiences that can be 

actualized by players. But the exact nature of our spatiotemporal experiences depends upon our 

potential to act (Noë 2004) in relation to the affordances for action of our surrounding environment 

(Gibson 1977; 1979). In this respect, the role of the designer is much more elusive and difficult to 

pinpoint analytically, at least in comparison with the expository action discussed in the previous 

subsections. Game designers set the parameters for the experiences but do not communicate 

experiences in the literal sense of the word. Therefore, this subsection will refrain from discussing 

particular game design devices but will explain in general terms how certain decisions with respect 

to gameplay and level design influence the constitution of stories. Importantly, in games with 

embodied presence, the story derives from the player’s feeling of moving and acting in an 

environment as a physically anchored entity. This makes these games considerably different from 

cinema but more akin to arts such as architecture and experience theatre. In the discussion of 

narrative architecture, the embodied presence has been discussed only implicitly. As will be shown, 

this feeling is the foundation on which stories in these games are built, and should therefore receive 

explicit attention in the analysis of game stories.  

 

4.3.1.  Image schemas 

 

As discussed in the previous chapter, story events reside in the mind of the player. In order to make 

their experiences meaningful, human beings process, remember, and express their experiences in 

certain cognitive schemas and patterns of cause-and-effect (Mandler 1984). Our physically anchored 

existence lies at the core of these processes of storification. Scholars in the fields of cognitive 

linguistics and embodied philosophy believe the most constitutive factor in human sense-making to 

be the inescapable human condition of having a body and inhabiting an environment. Crawling 

around the living room, infants build a mental repertoire of recurrent spatiotemporal experiences. 

Moving from the couch to the chair, infants experience that they can exist only in one place at a time 

and that it takes time to move from one location to the next. Hiding in the closet, the infant 

experiences the difference between being inside something and outside something. For cognitive 

linguists such as George Lakoff, Mark Turner and Mark Johnson, these elemental spatiotemporal 

patterns lie at the core of the cognitive abilities humans need to make sense of the world they live 

in. In the words of Johnson, ‘they play a crucial role in our ability to comprehend anything (an object, 

person, event) meaningfully; so, they also play a role in the meaning of more abstract objects, such 
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as words, sentences, and narratives’ (1987: 18). For example, one could not understand the meaning 

of a sentence like ‘He was not allowed to participate in the discussion’ when one has never 

physically experienced the difference between being inside and outside something. In fact, such 

sentences would probably not exist had our physical constitution not allowed us to be inside or 

outside something.   

 

Cognitive linguists refer to these primordial spatiotemporal mental patterns as image schemas or 

embodied schemas. In The Body in the Mind: The Bodily Basis of Meaning, Imagination, and Reason 

(1987) Johnson writes: ‘An image schema is a recurring, dynamic pattern of our perceptual 

interactions and motor programs that gives coherence and structure to our experience’ (xiv). 

Amongst the many schemata possible, Johnson lists the following: Container; Blockage; Enablement; 

Path; Cycle; Part-Whole; Full-Empty; Iteration; Surface; Balance; Counterforce; Attraction; Link; 

Near-Far; Merging; Matching; Contact; Object; Compulsion; Restraint removal; Mass-Count; Centre-

Periphery; Scale; Splitting; Superimposition; Process; and Collection (126).  

 

Coming back to the idea of action, image schemata like the ones mentioned above become the 

foundation for the mental stories one builds when physically acting in time and space. Turner writes 

in The Literary Mind (1996): ‘Most of our action consists of executing small spatial stories: getting a 

glass of juice from the refrigerator, dressing, bicycling to the market. Executing these stories, 

recognizing them, and imagining them are all related because they are all structured by the same 

image schemas’ (19). Indeed, when people go out for groceries in their neighbourhood, these image 

schemata lie at the core of the stories they create in their minds: One goes outside the house, into 

the street (i.e. container); one walks across the street (i.e. path); one bumps into a parked car (i.e. 

blockage); one enters the supermarket (i.e. container); one gathers the groceries (i.e. collection); 

and so on. As Turner emphasizes: ‘these small spatial stories are routinely held together by one or 

more dynamic image schemas’ (ibid). Likewise, stories in games unfold through the player’s 

movement in the environment and the player’s manipulation of objects. 

 

The concept of the image schema helps us to better understand how games with embodied 

presence constitute stories. For technological, cultural and economic reasons, the spatiotemporal 

engagement that most games simulate is relatively simple. Games make players feel as if they 

physically move through an environment as an anchored entity (e.g. walking, running, jumping, etc.); 

they also give players the feeling that they are manipulating objects (e.g. collecting, destroying, 

modifying, etc.). As we have seen, these basic embodied interactions with one’s surroundings form 
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the essence of image schemata and consequently of the stories image schemas hold together. In 

essence, then, the stories players develop mentally consist of dynamic patterns of image schemata.  

 

When looking to the list of schemata described above, one can immediately recognize the 

importance of image schemas for game analysis. Schemata like the container, the path and blockage 

describe not only fundamental situations of embodied existence but also of human play. Children’s 

games like tag or hide-and-seek revolve exactly around the tension between hiding or exposing 

one’s body in space and time and about manoeuvring the body from point A to point B, without 

being blocked (Opie and Opie 1969; Frost and Klein 1979; Sutton-Smith 1972; Bengtsson 1970). Not 

surprisingly, Henry Jenkins and Kurt Squire describe game design as the art of “contested spaces” 

and recognize an affinity between children’s games and contemporary computer games: ‘Modern 

equivalents for the backyard, fields and woodlands where previous generations played “capture the 

flag”, first-person shooters like Castle Wolfenstein, Doom, Quake, Serious Sam or Unreal Tournament 

pit players in primal struggles over more localized spaces such as warehouses, rooms or corridors’ 

(2002: 65). Indeed, the core of the mental stories one creates when playing a game like Doom or 

Quake derives from basic spatiotemporal interactions: moving through narrow corridors, eliminating 

opponents who deny passage, overcoming environmental obstacles, and so on. Therefore, this study 

recognizes image schemata as the most fundamental building blocks of the stories games articulate. 

Players make story events unfold by making the avatar move through, and act in, the game 

environment.  

 

The concept of image schemata emphasizes the importance of bodily experience in the interactive 

construction of stories. In game analysis, the interactive role of the player is sometimes conceived as 

nothing more than the role of an implied author who chooses which plot event happens when (e.g. 

Neitzel 2005: 240).108 Almost like an interactive DVD, the game offers a couple of event-choices to 

the player, with a distinction between obligatory events (i.e. kernels) and optional events (i.e. 

satellites) (e.g. Ryan 2006: 130). This approach can be helpful with respect to the macro-level of 

narrative discourse (i.e. the development of the overarching storyline) but does not suffice when 

analysing the micro-level (i.e. the player’s second-to-second engagement). In games with embodied 

presence, the spatiotemporal experience of the player lies at the heart of the articulation of stories. 

The player-controlled action of the avatar’s body in space and time activates particular image 

schemata in the player and thus directs the constitution of mental stories. With each choice of 

physical movement, the player pushes the mental story in a particular direction. Thus, the story 
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 This approach comes with intricate plot graphs, like the ones presented by Ryan in Avatars of Story (2006: 
101-104).  
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becomes a dynamic combination of image schemas, springing from the actions of the player and the 

affordances for action of the environment. In terms of game design, the level design and the 

gameplay set the boundaries for the potential stories, but the individual player creates the actual 

stories. 

 

In this respect, games and cinema differ considerably. For games, sounds and images alone are not 

enough to know what kinds of image schemata become actualized. Let me give a straightforward 

example. A movie scene shows, from a first-person perspective, a character running. The camera 

races forward, stopping at irregular intervals to look left and right; a forest stretches out in all 

directions. As spectators, we could infer from these images a story about a character who runs 

through a vast forest. Should we experience the character’s position as our own, we feel as if we are 

racing through this endless forest.  

 

Now, let us compare this movie scene with a game level. Like the movie director, the level designer 

builds a forest that stretches out in all directions audiovisually. However, the player can move in only 

one direction. Looking at the images alone without playing the game, we could infer a story similar 

to the one viewed by the movie spectator: we see a character running through a vast forest. The 

audiovisual information could actualize all kinds of schemata, such as blockage, path, cycle, centre-

periphery, near-far, and so on. However, when playing the game ourselves, the vast forest becomes 

nothing more than one straight corridor. When steering the avatar around the environment, it 

becomes clear that the player can move in one direction only. Instead of the various image schemata 

suggested by the sounds and images, only one schema is actualized: the path. Besides sounds and 

images, then, the ability to steer the embodied subjective point-of-view around the environment 

determines what kinds of schemata become triggered.  

 

The third-person configuration, like the quick-time event in Heavy Rain, does not produce schemata 

through the player’s spatiotemporal movement; the player has no direct control over the body of 

the avatar or the point-of-view, much like the spectator in cinema. In games with the first-person or 

dual-locus configuration, on the other hand, game designers need to be aware of the spatiotemporal 

experiences the level design and gameplay afford, particularly with respect to the overarching 

storyline and fictional setting. For example, if designers in the example above envisioned a scenario 

where the character is running through a vast forest, they need to make sure the player’s 

spatiotemporal experience aligns with this idea. In other words, they could “tell” the player he is 

running through a vast forest, but if one experiences this vastness as a unidirectional corridor, the 
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story loses its credibility. Therefore, designers could either mask the fact that there is only one 

direction in the forest or, alternatively, they could give the player more freedom in his 

spatiotemporal experiences, designing the level so that different schemata become actualized.109  

 

4.3.2.  Enacted and emergent narrative 

 

In order to reveal what kinds of images schemata games create, a detailed study of level design and 

gameplay is necessary. This study does not attempt such an elaborate classification of 

spatiotemporal experiences, but only mentions some archetypical spatiotemporal experiences that 

can be encountered in games. The most basic experience concerns the unidirectional exploration of 

an environment; players start at one location in the environment, and need to move to the opposite 

end, overcoming obstacles and clearing opponents on the way. Other prototypical experiences in 

games include the chase (chasing somebody in an environment), the escort (protecting somebody in 

an environment), the escape (fleeing from an environment), the defence (defending an environment 

from opponents), the assault (clearing an environment of opponents) or the search (looking for 

people or items in an environment).110  

 

Game designers who excel at staging thrilling spatiotemporal experiences know what kinds of 

dynamic patterns of image schemata their level design and gameplay evoke. In general, a distinction 

can be made here between top-down and bottom-up design approaches. Designers can carefully 

orchestrate a particular spatiotemporal experience for the player, directing which image schemata 

becomes evoked at which moment. Alternatively, designers can build a more open environment, 

where the evocation of schemata depends on the choices players make. While the former creates a 

relatively fixed and linear narrative experience, the latter creates a more fluid and dynamic 

experience. In game studies, different terms exist for these two approaches; the former has been 

described as enacted narrative (Jenkins 2004: 124), embedded narrative (Salen and Zimmerman 

2004: 383), scripted narrative (Calleja 2011: 115), structure of progression (Juul 2005a: 72) or the 

designer’s story (Rouse III 2005: 204). The latter has been described as emergent narrative (Salen 
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 A common solution to mask the linearity of a forest-level is to make the player move through a trench or a 
ravine; the player does not run into an invisible wall and still sees a forest stretching out around him.   
110

 For a more detailed discussion of archetypical spatiotemporal patterns, see Björk and Holopainen (2004: 
277-308). 
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and Zimmerman 2004: 383; Jenkins 2004: 128; Pearce 2004: 145), structure of emergence (Juul 

2005a: 73), alterbiography (Calleja 2011: 115) or the player’s story (Rouse III 2005: 204).111 

 

An example of a game where designers have carefully orchestrated a spatiotemporal experience for 

the player is Metro 2033. In one of the last levels, the player-character enters a dreamlike state. The 

player begins facing a grey wall of what appears to be a labyrinth.112 As the player turns, he faces 

another grey wall. For a moment, the player is stuck (i.e. blockage). Turning again, the wall has 

miraculously transformed into a long corridor with a bright light at the far end (i.e. restraint removal; 

path). The player starts moving in this direction. While moving, he hears a mysterious voice 

whispering ‘He cannot be allowed. Stop him’ (4A Games 2010). The player sees nothing in front of 

him. As the player turns to see if the voice comes from behind, an entity surrounded in an aura of 

burning red moves quickly in his direction from the far end of a long corridor (i.e. near-far) (fig. 23).  

 

Realizing that the entity is one of the dangerous creatures encountered earlier in the game, the 

player immediately knows it is time to flee in the opposite direction (i.e. blockage; counterforce). 

Unlike in the rest of the game, players have no weapons to defend themselves in this sequence. 

Should the player decide to move towards the creature, the game will end (i.e. contact). After taking 

some steps away from the threat, a bright light flashes and the screen turns white for a second. The 

creature has relocated itself and is now coming from the direction the player was heading towards 

(i.e. near-far; blockage; counterforce). The player has to turn again. For players who did not turn 

when the voice spoke, this is their first encounter with the creature. When walking away from it, the 

player enters a small room with one pillar in the middle. If the player keeps circling around this pillar 

from the same direction, he can never escape the room (i.e. cycle; blockage; centre-periphery). Only 

when the player starts moving in the opposite direction will a corridor appear at some point (i.e. 

restraint removal; path). In this corridor, the creature appears again in front of the player (i.e. 

blockage; counterforce). Running away from it, the player encounters a junction (i.e. splitting). 

Turning to the left, the player finds a corpse blocking the route; the creature will catch up (i.e. 

blockage; object; contact); turning to the right, the player sees an old friend standing at the end of 

the corridor, surrounded by slain creatures. As the player moves towards him, the corridor turns into 

a shaft at some point (i.e. path; attraction; counterforce; restraint removal). The player tumbles  
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 Emergent and enacted narratives should be understood as ideal types. Existing games commonly contain 
both open and more linear levels. For example, open-world games like Far Cry 2 or Fallout 3 begin and end 
with relatively linear levels. 
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 See for a playthrough:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TRKcygN04Lg (2:38). 
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Figure 23: Screenshot of Metro 2033 

 

 

Figure 24: Screenshot of Metro 2033 
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down, thereby moving to the next level. By limiting the player’s movement and actions in this 

manner, the game designers sculpt a relatively fixed spatiotemporal experience for players.  

 

Another example from the same game concerns a level where the player-character has entered the 

lower level of a library, making his way up to the first floor. The character has come to the library 

together with two soldiers. Both have left again, however, because one of them got injured. The 

protagonist finds himself on his own, with the soldiers moving away from the library. On the lower 

level, the character has seen a glimpse of a massive beast, referred to as a “librarian”. One of the 

soldiers has told the player-character not to shoot the beast since it cannot be killed with bullets. 

The beast is harmless as long as one avoids turning one’s back to it. Though the protagonist has 

learned to master the weapons of the game in the previous levels, these skills have now become 

useless. The goal of the level is to get to the fourth floor and find the entrance to a secret part of the 

library.  

 

After entering, the player immediately sees the huge librarian (i.e. blockage; counterforce; scale) 

(fig. 24). The beast moves in the player’s direction (i.e. attraction). It is up to the player to decide 

what to do. Because the player knows he needs to keep looking towards the librarian in order to 

survive, there is no real opportunity to check out the surroundings. The player cannot look behind 

him, as turning his back to the beast will get him killed. The player is forced to look at the beast 

directly, moving in sync with its displacement (i.e. attraction; merging). To avoid coming into contact 

with the librarian, the player needs to move slowly backwards (i.e. contact). While moving 

backwards, players know that the walls behind them will at some point stop their backwards 

movement (i.e. path; near-far; blockage). Before the player becomes stuck between the wall and the 

librarian, the beast turns around and jumps through a hole in the ceiling (i.e. restraint removal; 

centre-periphery). In this first encounter, the player has practiced how to avoid being attacked. Now 

the player can start looking for the secret entrance (i.e. path; container; near-far). However, more 

beasts occupy the building and will randomly appear from doors and holes in the ceiling (i.e. 

container; blockage). The player has to keep an eye out for these random appearances. When the 

player does encounter another librarian, the ritual repeats itself (i.e. cycle). Players can either attack 

or flee, often being killed in the process, or they need to face the beast and slowly but cleverly move 

out of sight.  

 

The backward movement makes it rather difficult to anticipate possible means of rescue, such as 

pillars or bookshelves to hide behind, as they audiovisually appear only when the player moves past 
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them. This situation results in an interesting dance between the player and the librarian. The player 

circles around the beast in order to move towards the desired location and the beast continuously 

moves towards the player (i.e. cycle; centre-periphery; attraction; blockage). When the player 

enrages the librarian, either by willingly shooting it or by coming into contact with it when cornered, 

the only solution is to run away from it as fast as possible. Rooms where only the player can enter 

are another means of rescue; the access point is too small for the beast, so players are safe once 

they have entered (i.e. container; restraint removal; scale). The safety ends when the player 

ventures out again; the more the player moves away from the room, the more risk he takes (i.e. 

centre-periphery; near-far).113 In this manner, the designers of Metro 2033 make players enact a 

particularly original, pre-envisioned spatiotemporal experience, revolving around an encounter 

between player and beast in a confined environment.  

 

In terms of level design and gameplay, emergent narratives can be complex. Rather than a single or 

multiple linear pathway(s) through an environment, the game designers have to sculpt an open 

environment where the player has relative freedom of action. Game designers who develop maps 

for multiplayer or co-operative shooters like Battlefield 3, Left 4 Dead 2 (Valve Corporation 2009), 

and Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 3 (Infinity Ward 2011), or designers who develop the open worlds 

for games like Fable III, Fallout 3 and Far Cry 2 have considerable experience with emergent 

narratives. The open spaces must offer various solutions to the challenges a game presents; these 

solutions must be relatively balanced; otherwise one solution will become preferred over the others, 

making the alternatives meaningless. Besides balance, the choices must also be interesting in terms 

of spatiotemporal experience. In his book on game design, Richard Rouse III writes: 

 

Indeed if a designer is going to add choices to her levels, it is important that she makes sure 

she is adding interesting choices. The decision to go left or right around a pillar is a choice, 

but if both lead to the same place and produce basically the same experience the choice is 

                                                           
113

 The player perceives the world of the game through a first-person camera. The consequences of this 
camera in terms of player experience are important. Unlike the third-person camera, the first-person camera 
shows only what happens in front of the player. What happens to the left, to the right or behind the player is 
not included in the player’s field of vision. Were the situation with the beast to be perceived through the third-
person camera, the player would have a considerably better apprehension of the surroundings. This would 
make the random encounter between player and librarian much less intense as possible routes of escape 
would be much easier to spot. Also, the game mechanic to survive by facing the beast while slowly moving 
away from it would lose much of its attraction. Only in first-person perspective is the player allowed to face 
the librarian head-on, closely observing its various facial gestures and eye movements. In this manner, the 
first-person camera creates an intimate and close encounter between human and beast, meeting “eyeball-to-
eyeball”.   
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not terribly interesting. If one side of the pillar is on fire while the other side has an 

intimidating thug guarding it, the choice is more interesting. (2005: 466) 

 

When sculpting game spaces, designers have to carefully consider how level design and gameplay 

enable the player to pursue various profound or pleasurable spatiotemporal experiences. Designers 

need to consider the goals of the player, which can be self-proclaimed or pre-set. Designers have to 

consider the skills of players and take into account for each position in the environment what the 

player audiovisually perceives, where he can move to, what he can do and what he encounters in 

that position. Concretely, this comes down to determining the game’s objectives and deciding where 

objects such as weapons, vehicles and ammo crates become placed as well as what kinds of players 

and opponents (with varying strengths and vulnerabilities) inhabit the environment. Other factors to 

be considered include how these players can assist or oppose one another and how the environment 

distributes larger and smaller areas, higher and lower areas, open and closed areas, crowded and 

deserted areas (Co 2006; Feil and Scattergood 2005; Castillo and Novak 2008; Byrne 2005). 

 

Each decision in terms of level design and gameplay determines the potential spatiotemporal 

experiences for players. When players start playing, some of these potentials become actualized. As 

discussed in chapter one with the example of Battlefield: Bad Company (EA Digital Illusions CE 2008), 

these decisions not only negotiate one’s chances of winning or losing but enable pleasurable or 

profound experiences as well. It can be thrilling to creep around a narrow canyon, unable to see far 

ahead, yet hearing danger lurking behind each corner. It can be exciting to run across an open field, 

in plain sight of friends and foes, vulnerable but determined. It can be moving to escort a little girl 

without the means to protect herself through a landscape, trying to stay as close to her as possible; 

it can be heart pounding to hide inside a shack, to emerge only when danger has passed. 

Spatiotemporal experiences like these, triggered by level design and gameplay, evoke dynamic 

patterns of image schemata, constructing stories in the mind of the player.  

 

Because the spatiotemporal experiences of players rely on level design, game designers find 

inspiration in architectural theory. Like architects, game designers steer the actions of participants 

by sculpting space. They investigate what happens when one positions a house in an open field, 

introduces a bridge between two areas, or puts trees in a barren landscape. Each decision opens up 

new possibilities for action and thus for new spatiotemporal experiences. Henry Jenkins (2004: 129) 

recommends Kevin Lynch’s The Image of the City (1960). This book discusses how architectural 

design affects the way visitors navigate space, keeping them from getting lost or getting bored, for 
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example by using paths, districts or landmarks.114 In addition to architectural theory, studies on 

experience theatre and environmental theatre could also be useful for game designers since these 

artistic practices also stage experiences for participants in space (e.g. Rowell 1968; Garner 1994; 

Carlson 1989; Schechner 1988). 

 

This chapter has examined the influence of presence on narrative; it has shown how the design of 

embodied presence sets boundaries on the narrative possibilities of game designers. The chapter 

has also introduced strategies that game designers have at their disposal to express stories and 

fictional worlds without disrupting the production of embodied presence, strategies that maintain 

the production of embodied presence, while introducing or explaining story characters, story 

conflicts, story settings and story events. The chapter has also introduced strategies of game design 

that maintain the production of embodied presence while making story events unfold in the fictional 

world. The next chapter will examine how the production of embodied and disembodied presence 

influences narrative content. As will be shown, story characters differ in terms of their background, 

personality and desires depending on whether games produce embodied or disembodied presence. 

                                                           
114

 In game design, it becomes important as well to make the navigation of the environment accessible to the 
player. For example, many games employ loops rather than dead ends in their spatial layout so that players do 
not have to retrace their steps (Byrne 2005: 93). In addition to Lynch’s work, other books of interest here 
include Gifford (1987), Alexander, Ishikawa and Silverstein (1977), Hauptmann (2006), English and Mayfield 
(1972), Brebner (1982), Lang, Burnette, Moleski and Vachon (1974), Rasmussen (1962), Garling and Golledge 
(1993), and Mannaerts, Keuss and Hoopen (1990).  
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5.  The content of stories and fictional worlds 

 

While the previous chapter examined the influence of presence on narrative expression, this chapter 

looks at the influence of presence on narrative content. How does the production of presence affect 

the content of stories and fictional worlds? Narrative content includes story characters, story events 

and story setting (Ryan 2001a). This chapter focuses on story characters since the discussion on the 

production of presence has centred on the virtual avatar, rather than the virtual event or the virtual 

environment. In principle, the story events and story settings can be studied from the perspective of 

presence as well.  

 

As will be discussed, games with embodied presence approach story characters differently than 

games with disembodied presence. The background, personality, desires and social relationships of 

characters differ when the player becomes positioned as a physically present participant instead of a 

physically absent observer. Before focusing on the differences between games, this chapter 

introduces the notion of the quest hero to identify the characteristics games share in terms of 

narrative content, particularly with respect to their characters (5.1.); then, the chapter discusses 

how games with embodied and disembodied presence differ from each other in their approach to 

the background, personality, desires and social relationships of story characters (5.2.).  

 

5.1.  Quests 

 

As many scholars in game studies have demonstrated, the quest is the most accurate structural 

model to describe the narrative content of computer games (e.g. Murray 1997; Aarseth 2004; 

Howard 2008; Jenkins 2004; Nitsche 2008; Tosca 2003; Schell 2008; Fuller and Jenkins 1995; 

Dubbelman 2010).115  

 

One of the most influential scholars with respect to academic studies on quests is Joseph Campbell. 

In his seminal book The Hero with a Thousand Faces (2004 [1949]), Campbell proposes the model of 

                                                           
115

 The main reason why the concept of the quest suits the analysis of stories in games is the relatively non-
linear structure of the quest. As Jenkins writes, ‘plots fragment into a series of episodes and encounters’ 
(2004: 122). In the quest, events exist meaningfully besides one another (a spatial order) rather than 
sequentially (a temporal order). In some cases, the order of events can even be changed without considerably 
affecting the storyline. Unlike strictly plot-driven narratives, this structure allows the player to codetermine 
the course and order of events, both in terms of the designer’s pre-scripted quests as well as the player’s 
personal quests (Nitsche 2009: 63). 
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the monomyth, or the hero's journey, to describe the shared structure and content of the myths 

found around the world. He describes the kernel of the monomyth as follows:   

 

The standard path of the mythological adventure of the hero is a magnification of the 

formula represented in the rites of passage: separation—initiation—return: which might be 

named the nuclear unit of the monomyth:  A hero ventures forth from the world of common 

day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a 

decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power 

to bestow boons on his fellow man. (28) 

 

In a way that is reminiscent of Vladimir Propp’s work on Russian folktales, Campbell recognizes three 

essential stages each myth passes through; these stages can be divided again into seventeen 

substages.116 Depending on the extent to which one takes Campbell’s description literally, the 

monomyth can be applied to narratives far beyond the classical myths. 

 

In The Myth of the American Superhero (2002), Jewett and Lawrence recognize a variant of the 

classical monomyth in popular American culture, referring to it as the American monomyth. The 

authors describe the kernel of the American monomyth as follows:   

 

A community in a harmonious paradise is threatened by evil; normal institutions fail to 

contend with this threat; a selfless superhero emerges to renounce temptations and carry 

out the redemptive task; aided by fate, his decisive victory restores the community to its 

paradisiacal condition; the superhero then recedes into obscurity. (6)  

 

In its overall structure, the American monomyth is similar to its universal cousin with one minor 

exception. Rather than a rite of initiation, the American monomyth derives from tales of redemption 

(ibid). The classical American Western is one of the most archetypal examples here (Rushing and 

Frentz 2009; Steinl 2010). A small town on the western frontier becomes harassed by bandits; the 

local sheriff cannot handle these bandits alone; the hero cowboy rides into town, deals with the 

villains, and rides off into the sunset when the job is done; in saving the day, the hero cleanses 

himself of past wrongs.  

                                                           
116

 Departure (The Call to Adventure; Refusal of the Call; Supernatural Aid; The Crossing of the First Threshold; 
Belly of The Whale); Initiation (The Road of Trials; The Meeting With the Goddess; Woman as Temptress; 
Atonement with the Father; Apotheosis; The Ultimate Boon) Return (Refusal of the Return; The Magic Flight; 
Rescue from Without; The Crossing of the Return Threshold; Master of Two Worlds; Freedom to Live). 
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In contrast to the hero of the universal monomyth, the American western hero does not pass 

through a rite of passage. Rather than transforming from a state of (child-like) innocence to a state 

of (adult-like) wisdom, the cowboy hero is already marked by past experiences as the journey 

begins. The hero does not need to find the skills necessary to rid the world of evil; he developed the 

skills in the past for selfish gains and employs them in the present for a more noble cause. Generally 

speaking, popular Asian games tend more towards the universal monomyth (think of the Zelda 

series), while popular Western games tend more towards the American monomyth (think of the 

Grand Theft Auto series). Link undergoes a rite of passage, while characters like Niko Bellic undergo 

tales of redemption.      

 

Not only the American western but many of the popular genres in American culture seem to be 

governed by the American monomyth. Westerfelhaus and Lacroix write:  

 

There is, of course, a great deal of variation in the way that the American monomyth has 

been expressed in popular culture. We see it reflected in detective and police dramas, in film 

noir, in sci-fi adventures, in superhero epics. And, we see this same mythic pattern 

expressed in the classic genre of the American Western. (2006; see also Geraghty 2007) 

 

Computer games know these (sub)genres of fiction too. While genre divisions with respect to 

computer games commonly structure themselves along principles of gameplay (Apperley 2006), in 

terms of fictional universes, games can be divided into westerns, detectives, horror, science fiction, 

fantasy, and so on, just like movies and books. The pervasiveness of the (American) monomyth in 

these genres allows this research to compare the narrative content of different games, even when 

these games belong to different game genres, such as the role-playing game, the action-adventure 

or the first-person shooter. Though these genre differences influence the narrative content to some 

extent, the content remains similar in its overall structure since it embraces the makeup of the 

(American) monomyth. 

 

5.1.1.  Heroes 

 

With respect to the hero, the (American) monomyth, or simply the quest, exhibits many 

manifestations: ‘Heroes come in many varieties, including willing and unwilling Heroes, group-

oriented and loner Heroes, Anti-heroes, tragic Heroes, and catalyst Heroes. Like all the other 

archetypes, the Hero is a flexible concept that can express many kinds of energy’ (Vogler 1998: 40). 
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The personalities, desires and social relations of these various heroes share some basic traits 

nevertheless.  

 

The hero’s object of desire is commonly connected to the fate of the world; the object relates not 

only to the inner conflict of the hero but also to the conflict inherent in the world as a whole. The 

poet and literary critic W.H. Auden writes:  

 

In many versions of the Quest, both ancient and modern, the winning or recovery of the 

Precious Object is for the common good of the society to which the hero belongs. Even when 

the goal of his quest is marriage, it is not any girl he is after but a Princess. Their personal 

happiness is incidental to the happiness of the City; now the Kingdom will be well governed, 

and there will soon be an heir. (2004 [1968]: 37)  

 

The hero may willingly or unwillingly retrieve the object of desire; he may be aware or unaware of 

the positive effects of his effort; he may even pursue the object for personal gains only. Regardless 

of these differences, in each instance, the evil force that needs to be countered with the object 

threatens not only the hero and the characters close to him but the whole fictional universe. If not 

contained or destroyed, evil will continue to extend its harmful influence. Think of the murderer in 

detective fiction, the monster in horror genres, the bandit in the western, or the enemy soldier in 

the war epic. So, unlike in realistic dramas, romances or comedies, the effort of the hero is directed 

not (only) at interpersonal conflicts but at (worldly) conflicts between opposing forces of good and 

evil, incarnated in individuals and societies (Auden 2004 [1968]: 51). 

 

In comparison with characters in realistic dramas, romances and comedies, the hero of the quest 

also entertains other types of social relationships. Since the quest revolves around a journey, the 

hero is constantly on the move. His physical displacement prevents him from settling in one 

particular location or forming close bonds with one place and its inhabitants: 

 

To take a man on a journey is to cut him off from his everyday social relations to women, 

neighbors, and fellow-workers. The only sustained relation which the Quest Hero can enjoy 

is with those who accompany him on his journey, that is to say, either the democratic 

relation between equal comrades-in-arms, or the feudal relation between Knight and Squire. 

Aside from these, his social life is limited to chance and brief encounters (Auden 2004 

[1968]: 39). 
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Compared to realistic drama, there is less room for the development of interpersonal conflict. Only 

when characters accompany the hero for longer periods of time can close bonds between them be 

created. While the action in realistic dramas mostly unfolds in fixed locations, often the familiar 

surroundings of characters, like dwellings or neighbourhoods, the action in quests unfolds “on the 

move”, as it were, away from hearth and home. In the American monomyth, the hero is often a 

loner, a wanderer, somebody without many connections to a particular place or particular people 

(think of the lonesome cowboy). In the universal monomyth, the hero often does have these 

connections but is forced to leave home in the beginning of the adventure, only to return after he 

has fulfilled a (divine) purpose.  

 

Though these common traits of the hero can be witnessed in quest-based books, movies, and 

comics, in games, there seem to exist considerable differences within these common traits with 

respect to the hero’s background, personality, desires and social relationships, as will be examined in 

the following subsection. 

 

5.1.2.  Game heroes 

 

The hero in computer games has different manifestations since computer games approach the 

player-character117 in various ways. As Clara Fernández-Vara writes in her PhD thesis on adventure 

games: ‘The relationship between the character and the player ranges from surrogate figure to 

complete detachment’ (2009: 18). Indeed, players become the hero in certain games, while players 

solely control the hero in others. To make clear this distinction, Calleja proposes in In-Game: From 

Immersion to Incorporation (2011) the categories of alterbiography118 of an entity and 

alterbiography of self: 

 

The alterbiography of an entity describes stories relating to a single entity, which the player 

controls. It is differentiated from the alterbiography of self mainly by the player’s 

disposition, although third-person games such as Max Payne (Rockstar Toronto, 2001) or 

Fahrenheit (Quantic Dream, 2005), more commonly evoke this form of alterbiography. The 

alterbiography of self is most commonly evoked in first person games like Fallout 3 

(Bethesda Game Studios, 2008) or Mount and Blade (Tale Worlds, 2008), where players 

                                                           
117

 Player-character refers to the objective avatar, the digitally rendered, visually displayed entity whom the 
player controls via interface technologies such as a keyboard, mouse or controller.  
118

 The term “alterbiography” refers to the story generated by the individual player (115). 
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interpret the events happening in the game as happening to them specifically, rather than to 

an external character. (125; see also Calleja 2009) 

 

James Paul Gee makes a similar distinction. He recognizes three identities as significant for players 

engaged in computer games: real-world identity, virtual identity and projected identity (2003: 54-

55). Real-world identity belongs to me as player, ‘a nonvirtual person playing a computer game’ (55). 

Virtual identity belongs to the virtual character; this identity belongs to an “other” and seems similar 

to Calleja’s notion of the alterbiography of an entity. The virtual character has its own personality, 

desires and values, which can be constructed by designers or alternatively chosen by players. 

Projected identity is the most complex identity; the term “projected” plays ‘on two senses of the 

word “project,” meaning both “to project one’s values and desires onto the virtual character” […] 

and “seeing the virtual character as one’s own project in the making, a creature whom I imbue with 

a certain trajectory through time defined by my aspirations for what I want that character to be and 

become (within the limitations of her capacities, of course)”’ (ibid). The projected identity seems 

similar to Calleja’s notion of the alterbiography of self. The projected identity becomes primarily 

about the player, not about the virtual character the player controls.119 

 

The hero in games comes in more shapes and sizes than the hero in other media precisely because 

the overall identity of the hero becomes constructed somewhere in between these three identities: 

 

This tripartite play of identities (a virtual identity, a real-world identity, and a projective 

identity) in the relationship "player as virtual character" is quite powerful. It transcends 

identification with characters in novels or movies, for instance, because it is both active (the 

player actively does things) and reflexive, in the sense that once the player has made some 

choices about the virtual character, the virtual character is now developed in a way that sets 

certain parameters about what the player can do. The virtual character rebounds back on 

the player and affects his or her future actions. (58) 

 

On the one hand, players project their own personal desires, abilities and values on the player 

character, while, on the other hand, the player character as virtual character contains desires, 

abilities and values which the player can temporarily identify or empathize with. As will be shown in 

the following subsections, the extent to which players identify with the character as another person 

depends on how games position the player physically in the game environment.  

                                                           
119

 See Murray (2011) for a similar distinction between identities of person, player and character. 
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5.2.  Story characters 

 

This subsection will look at how the avatarial configurations discussed in chapter three relate to the 

characteristics of the avatar as story character in the fictional world. To better comprehend the 

upcoming discussion, it helps to recall these configurations briefly. The first-person configuration 

turns the avatar into an extension of the player’s body, producing an experience of embodied 

presence. The third-person configuration makes the player control the avatar from an external 

position, producing an experience of disembodied presence. The dual-locus configuration presents 

the avatar as an external body yet makes the player inhabit the avatar’s physical position in the 

world as well, creating an experience that oscillates between embodied and disembodied presence.  

 

5.2.1.  Main characters 

 

This chapter starts with the main character, the focal point of most stories. As will be elaborated on, 

each avatarial configuration invites a particular approach to the main character. These different 

approaches will be theorized on a sliding scale, at one end of which the player is positioned as the 

main character, physically present in the world of the story (i.e. the first-person configuration), and 

at the other, the player is positioned as an arbiter of the main character’s fate, absent as a physically 

anchored entity in the world of the story (i.e. the third-person configuration). Again, the ends of this 

scale can be understood best in the spirit of Max Weber as ideal types, that is, as hypothetical 

concepts with no pure reference in reality (1949). The games discussed can be placed somewhere on 

the scale, but none of them converge with either end. Moreover, the concept of presence addresses 

certain characteristics of games as narrative phenomena but certainly not all. The concept makes an 

abstraction of an inherently complex phenomenon. Nonetheless, this approach allows us to map and 

make sense of the relationship between presence and narrative content with the knowledge that 

another concept would lead to another classification of the games discussed. The purpose here is to 

show that different forms of presence come with different approaches to the main character. 

 

First-person configuration  

 

One end of the scale belongs to games where the player is positioned as physically present 

participant, anchored to one location in space and time, in principle able to act. As discussed in 

chapter three, the avatar becomes an extension of the embodied player. In these games, the player-

character is best theorized as the player’s alter ego, as explained in the previous subsection. The 
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player-character becomes the bodily manifestation of the player in the world of the game; the 

player is the protagonist. This position of the player as protagonist requires the game designers to 

carefully consider the makeup of the main character. To make sure players feels as if they are the 

protagonists of the unfolding story, the protagonist should not be presented as a distinctive other. 

There are several design strategies pursuing this objective.     

 

Developers avoid handing the main character a personality and will of its own. Its personal traits are 

either non-existent, what Fernández-Vara refers to as an ‘undefined character’ (221),120 or 

alternatively, the personal traits are chosen by the player.121 The main character never undertakes 

actions or expresses emotions outside the player’s control. It also has no voice of its own. It never 

speaks, or the player chooses what is said, often through dialogue menus. In games with a prevalent 

first-person configuration, particularly those without cutscenes, main characters are rarely observed 

in detail from an external position. There is less need to know their appearance as it corresponds in 

our imagination to our own (idealized) look. In games with the semi first-person configuration, 

players sometimes get to determine their appearance; they choose their own look in the world of 

the game.  

 

This approach to the main character invites role-playing, that is, it invites players to act out a self-

devised role (Copier 2007: 39), as do the performers in experience theatre (see chapter two). By 

imagining what the characters they portray–their alter egos–would do in the situation at hand, 

players plan a course of action. Besides role-playing, the approach also allows “self-playing”, that is, 

it invites players to act out personal desires, not through a self-devised fictional role but simply by 

acting as themselves in a universe where the consequences of their actions are less severe or more 

profound in comparison with one’s physical reality (Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Smith and Tosca 2008). In 

both cases, games allow the exploration of (gun) hero and power fantasies (Bogost 2011: 134-137). 

How does it feel to be in control, to be stronger than others, to rescue the weak from the strong? 

Games can also invite the player to delve into his own ethical standards, exploring one’s personal 

limits, morality and authority (Sicart 2009; Tavinor 2009).  

 

                                                           
120

 In popular discourse, a term for this character is an “Ageless Faceless Gender Neutral Culturally Ambiguous 
Adventure Person” (AFGNCAAP): ‘The AFGNCAAP has no predetermined traits, allowing the player to imagine 
the character however they want (though the game may impose some limits on how you can act)’ 
(tvtropes.org). 
121

 In popular discourse, a term for this position is “An Adventurer Is You” (AAIY): ‘The protagonist is created by 
the player. They will usually not have a predetermined personality, but allow the player to choose how they 
speak and act through dialogue options and a Karma Meter’ (tvtropes.org). 
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Open-world role-playing games such as those in the The Elder Scrolls series, the Fable series or the 

Fallout series allow the player to choose the personal traits of the main character. Occasionally, the 

player chooses them before the story commences (e.g. Dragon Age: Origins, BioWare Edmonton 

2009; Fable III, Lionhead Studios 2010; Mass Effect,  BioWare 2007). Most of the time, the storyline 

provides an excuse, permitting players to customize their character in the fictional world. Often, 

players encounter a stranger at the beginning of the game who asks them some questions about 

their name, origins, features, skills and preferences. Other games make the player participate in 

personality and fitness tests. This happens commonly when the player returns to consciousness after 

an accident or assault (e.g. Fallout: New Vegas, Obsidian Entertainment and Bethesda Game Studios 

2010; Mass Effect 2, BioWare 2010) or when their personal traits need to be recorded in, or 

retrieved from, some official register or logbook (e.g. The Elder Scrolls III: Morrowind, Bethesda 

Game Studios 2002; Mass Effect) or–in an even more original twist–when doctors examine the 

protagonist as a new born infant (e.g. Fallout 3, Bethesda Game Studios 2008).  

 

In line with the American monomyth, the main characters in games with the first-person 

configuration are loners most of the time, with few or no close friends or family, at least at the 

beginning of the game. If they do have personal ties, these people are normally far away. Later on, 

we will look into the reasons behind this pattern as we examine the approach of these games to the 

personal background stories of the protagonists.  

 

Third-person configuration  

 

At the other end of the scale, the player is no longer positioned as the main character. As discussed 

in chapter three, the third-person configuration does not address the player as physically present 

but instead allows the player to control the main character from an external position, creating an 

experience of disembodied presence.122 Players control most of the action but never become an 

embodied presence in the world. In games with this form of presence, the player seems to be a 

disembodied or invisible observer with the authority to (co)determine the destiny of the 

protagonist(s) (Ryan 2006; Neitzel 2005). Commonly, the main character has a personality and will of 

its own. Fernández-Vara refers to this character as a ‘defined character’ (224). While most defined 

characters are not conscious of the player’s role as controller of their fate, some do acknowledge it, 

                                                           
122

 In popular discourse, this position is called the “Advisor”: ‘The protagonist has a personality of their own 
and, in-universe, their own free will. They explicitly acknowledge the player as another entity [sometimes] 
from whom they are taking advice. They may consider you to be either a generic “voice in the head”, a spirit 
from a vaguely defined “other world”, or they might just come straight out and break the fourth wall. 
Naturally, the latter option tends to be reserved for more humorous games’ (tvtropes.org). 



THE CONTENT OF STORIES AND FICTIONAL WORLDS 

198 

 

either by addressing the player directly, breaking the fourth wall, or by taking advice from some 

internal voice or supernatural spirit: ‘Some games highlight the difference between character and 

player. Defined characters can rebel when the player wants to have them do something stupid, or 

make a comment when it is obvious that the player is trying everything because she does not know 

what to do’ (225). 

 

In its fullest manifestation, this form of disembodied presence can be encountered in games 

commonly described as interactive fiction or interactive drama, such as Heavy Rain (Quantic Dream 

2010) and Fahrenheit (Quantic Dream 2005). In its weaker manifestation (the semi third-person 

configuration), this form of disembodied presence can be encountered in Japanese Role-Playing 

Games such as Eternal Sonata (Tri-Crescendo 2007) and the Final Fantasy series, in platform-puzzle 

games such as Ico (Team Ico 2001) and Catherine (Atlus Persona Team 2011), in point-and-click 

adventures games such as Escape from Monkey Island (LucasArts 2000) and Broken Sword: The 

Sleeping Dragon (Revolution Software 2003), and in indie-games like Dinner Date (Stout Games 

2010).  

 

In terms of narrative content, these games differ considerably from the games discussed earlier; 

they present the player with a main character to empathize with. When the player is no longer 

positioned as the protagonist but as an observer following the protagonist, the relationship between 

player and protagonist alters. We are no longer the focal point of the unfolding events, but 

somebody else is, which introduces other emotional modalities, as will be discussed later on in 

greater detail. Our engagement with the events in the story becomes channelled through empathic 

emotions, associated with processes of identification and projection, rather than role-playing and 

make-believe (Grodal 2003). We witness other human beings struggling through their trials and 

tribulations, and start to care for them, as we do for the protagonist in mainstream cinema, theatre 

and literature. Unlike mainstream cinema, theatre and literature however, many of these story-

based 3D games grant the player the godlike power to decide the fate of the main character. Like a 

puppeteer, the player steers the main character into certain situations and witnesses the outcome. 

Besides empathy, then, these games build on emotions based on the power to determine the course 

of someone else’s life, such as responsibility, parenting or sadomasochism (Burrill 2008). Some 

games allow the player to direct not only the main character but also other characters in the story, 

sometimes even whole groups, introducing another dimension to these emotions of care and 

control (e.g. Heavy Rain).  
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In comparison with the first-person configuration (i.e. embodied presence), the third-person 

configuration (i.e. disembodied presence) lies closer to mainstream cinema. The player follows a 

character through its trials and tribulations but never becomes this character. Because the first-

person configuration makes the player a participant in the fictional world, it allows an experience 

movies only marginally explore: ‘In making the player a character in the plot, computer games 

accomplish what has only been themed or tried in vain in film or other media’ (Raessens 2005: 378). 

Unsurprisingly, games with a prevalent first-person configuration have become mainstream, while 

games with a prevalent third-person configuration, like Heavy Rain or Dinner Date, operate in the 

margins of the industry. Players seem to be attracted more by the possibility of becoming the hero, 

instead of solely controlling the hero.   

 

Dual-locus configuration  

 

As we have seen in chapter three, in between the two ends of the continuum, one can plot another 

avatarial configuration. This configuration lies at the point where embodied and disembodied 

presence meet. It entails games where the protagonist is presented as a distinctive other yet with 

the possibility for the player to inhabit its physical position in the world, mostly at moments of 

intense action.123 We are allowed to co-inhabit the protagonist’s physical place in the world for 

certain periods of time. The position of the player thus oscillates between being physically present 

and physically absent in the story expressed. Often, the player opts out of the role of embodied 

participant at the beginning and at the ending of an important moment in the plot (i.e. a story 

kernel). The player observes the main character in situations that lead up to moments of action 

necessary to resolve the conflict at hand (i.e. the set up) and later in the situations after the conflict 

is resolved (i.e. the closure). The player opts to take on the role of embodied participant in between 

these moments, when the required action needs to be performed. Transitions can be commonly 

recognized by changes in the camera view; first-person or over-the-shoulder cameras give way to 

camera positions where the main character can be viewed from the front. These transitions are 

signaled by the introduction of pre-rendered cutscenes (e.g. Grand Theft Auto IV, Rockstar North 

2008), changes in control schemes (e.g. Alan Wake, Remedy Entertainment 2010), real-time camera 

scripts (e.g. The Darkness, Starbreeze Studios 2007) and other alterations of camera perspective. In 

                                                           
123

 In popular discourse, a term for this position is the “Controller”: ‘The protagonist has their own personality, 
which they will act on in story situations, but the player directly controls them throughout the action. Probably 
the vast majority of characters fall into this category’ (tvtropes.org). However, even though games with the 
dual-locus configuration commonly have a fixed protagonist, some games with the dual-locus configuration 
come with a more open protagonist, allowing the player to configure its personality, behaviour and desires 
(e.g. Fable II, Lionhead Studios 2008; Mass Effect 2). These games allow the player to choose if he wants to 
become the protagonist himself or, alternatively, to create an entity to control. 
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each case, we witness the character operating as an individual, expressing thoughts outside our 

control. Some games do not present the gestures and speech of the main characters directly but 

make the player infer these expressions from the way others react to them,124 as in the Zelda series 

games, like The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time (Nintendo EAD 1998).  

 

In games with the dual-locus configuration, the oscillation between embodied and disembodied 

presence creates a unique spatiotemporal experience. During periods of play, we share the 

protagonist’s physical position in the world, almost like a spirit who takes over a foreign body. At the 

same time, the configuration allows the objective avatar to become an individual other than our self. 

Because our own feeling of being-in-the-world merges temporally with somebody else’s anchored 

location in space and time, the configuration constitutes a situation where two entities seem to act 

at the same time: the player and the main character. In a way, players are doing things together with 

the protagonist. Science-fiction movies like Gamer (Mark Neveldine and Brian Taylor 2009) build on 

this notion. In the movie, televised death matches are organized between inmates who are 

sentenced to death. These death row convicts are controlled by other human beings though mind-

controlling technologies; the participants control the physical bodies of the inmates by performing 

the desired physical gestures themselves.125 At some point, one of the players, Simon, decides to 

free his “real-life” avatar, Kable, to put an end to the inhuman television show. Like Kable, the main 

character in games with the dual-locus configuration is a character to empathize with as well as a 

conduit allowing us to act in the world of the story as physically present participant.   

 

5.2.2.  The main character: personality  

 

In some respects, the dual-locus configuration and the third-person configuration have much in 

common. Both configurations portray the character as a distinctive other, as a person who possesses 

his own thoughts and expresses his own feelings. However, notable differences seem to exist 

between the protagonists of these two configurations.  

 

In the third-person configuration, the player operates solely as the arbiter of the character’s fate. As 

a consequence, the personality of the protagonist in games with this configuration differs 

considerably from that of protagonists in other games. We empathize but do not so much identify 

                                                           
124

 In popular discourse, a term for this position is the “Heroic Mime”: ‘The protagonist has a personality, 
borne out by how others interact with them, but their lack of specific dialogue allows the player to imagine 
how they speak, if not how they act. Link is a classic example of a Heroic Mime done this way - it's clear he 
does talk, we just don't see the exact words. His actions, however, are largely fixed’ (tvtropes.org). 
125

 See this movie trailer for an example: http://www.imdb.com/video/imdb/vi3606905369. 
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with these protagonists; we tend not to see them as being like ourselves nor as someone we would 

like to become. Their “otherness” makes up much of their attraction.126 Often, the dissimilarity 

comes down to a different emotional state and psychological profile. These characters can be 

children (e.g. Scott Shelby in Heavy Rain) but are more often adults with considerable psychic or 

physical struggles, such as (mental) illness, hallucinations or anxiety disorders. They can be 

emotionally unstable or stressed out in some other way. They have trouble keeping it together and 

suffer increasingly from their condition as the story progresses. In the Japanese RPG Eternal Sonata, 

the main character, Chopin, suffers from hallucinatory dreams as result of an unknown disease, 

probably tuberculosis; in Fahrenheit, the protagonist, Lucas Kane, is possessed by a supernatural 

force, giving him clairvoyant visions, slowly driving him insane; the main character of Catherine, 

Vincent, comes under the spell of an attractive young woman and experiences frightening 

nightmares; Dinner Date’s protagonist suffers from feelings of insecurity about a failed date and his 

life in general.127  

 

Games with the dual-locus configuration have other types of main characters. The player not only 

observes the protagonist but becomes the protagonist in moments of action. To ease the transition 

for the player between observing and becoming the main character, these games endow the main 

characters with another personality. Such games present the player with a likeable protagonist; the 

player wants to become these characters for certain moments in the story. They are often 

prototypical hero-characters: emotionally stable, calm, proactive, tough and honest: 

 

The dramatic purpose of the Hero is to give the audience a window into the story. Each 

person hearing a tale or watching a play or movie is invited, in the early stages of the story, 

to identify with the Hero, to merge with him and see the world of the story through his eyes. 

Storytellers do this by giving their Heroes a combination of qualities, a mix of universal and 

                                                           
126

 The popular website tvtropes.org describes these characters as alternative for so called escapist characters: 
‘Escapism isn’t always about making an idealized version of ourselves. We can also “escape” through the 
problems of others. Humor and Tragedy frequently rely on this. People often rely on the suffering of others to 
forget their own troubles or simply to see their own in a more positive perspective. Humor and tragedy are 
ways to escape reality without Escapist Characters. In them, we see not what we wish to be but what is, what 
we are (in a positive aspect), or what we wouldn’t want to be. This is the reason most humor relies on the 
suffering of someone or highlighting the defects of a person like stupidity. Escapism makes you feel better in 
two ways. It makes you what you wish you were through Escapist Characters. It also makes you feel better by 
looking at others that are in a situation worse than your own, and we can ultimately identify our own suffering 
in them. These "anti-avatars" are how people escape through the suffering of others.’ 
127

 Notable exceptions are the humoristic characters of point-and-click adventures, who are clumsy rather than 
mentally ill, like Guybrush Threepwood in the Monkey Island series. Sometimes, games with the dual-locus 
configuration contain protagonists who suffer from mental or physical afflictions too, but these afflictions are 
commonly empowering rather than disempowering; they make them stronger rather than weaker.  
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unique characteristics. Heroes have qualities that we all can identify with and recognize in 

ourselves. They are propelled by universal drives that we can all understand: the desire to be 

loved and understood, to succeed, survive, be free, get revenge, right wrongs, or seek self-

expression. Stories invite us to invest part of our personal identity in the Hero for the 

duration of the experience. In a sense we become the Hero for a while. We project ourselves 

into the Hero’s psyche, and see the world through her eyes. Heroes need some admirable 

qualities, so that we want to be like them. (Vogler 1998)128 

 

People more easily identify with these hero characters because they possess recognizable and 

desirable characteristics. In effect, the characters evoke less empathic emotions. As Keen writes: 

‘empathetic responses to fictional characters and situations occur more readily for negative 

emotions’ (Keen 2010: 70). To put it somewhat bluntly, we tend to feel empathy with characters 

who suffer, and we tend to identify with characters who are in control.129 The characters of the dual-

locus configuration allow us to project our (desired) identities over the objective avatar. In this 

respect, the audience of certain games becomes apparent in the nature of their characters; it often 

turns out to be a young male audience (Burrill 2008).130  

 

In the case of protagonists with occupations our society normally frowns upon, the characters still 

maintain their appeal; the protagonist-gangster, unlike the antagonist-gangster, is violent yet 

righteous, like the protagonist-thief, who is cunning yet steals only from the corrupted rich, the 

prototypical example being Robin Hood. A more modern example is Jackie Estacado, the gangster-

protagonist of The Darkness: ‘Though he lives life on the wrong side of the law and can kill without 

                                                           
128

 In popular discourse, the relation between the hero and the audience is discussed in similar terms: ‘One of 
the reasons a person enjoys their favorite fictional character is because they unconsciously or consciously want 
to be that character. People can fulfill their needs and desires through a fictional character or through an 
anonymous persona. This includes desires that are repressed or things our normal selves would never do. 
These Escapist Characters are never what we are, but a combination of what we are and what we wish we 
were. This is called psychological projection. The main reason people don’t act as how they would in real life is 
fear of reprisal and the rules that are put by society. For example, one of the reasons games like Grand Theft 
Auto are so popular is because people are able to break the rules without reprimand. In essence, fictional 
characters are a reflection of ourselves. This is one of the reasons people like and/or get obsessed with certain 
characters. People get into fights, defend, and even fight for the romantic situation of fictional characters. 
They feel they are that character. In essence, that fictional character is a synonym of your own self. This 
happens through a process called "identification". It is easier for a person to like a character that has similar 
attributes, struggles, and defects as themselves. Identification is the “link” between a spectator (fan) and a 
fictional character’ (tvtropes.org). 
129

 See for a detailed academic discussion of the difference between empathy and identification Keen (2007); 
Bray (2007) or Neill (1996). 
130

 Prototypical examples of protagonists who cater for this audience are Gerald in The Witcher 2: Assassins of 
Kings (CD Projekt RED 2012), Jackie in The Darkness, Niko in GTA IV or Monkey in Enslaved: Odyssey to the 
West (Ninja Theory 2010). 
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remorse, Estacado has a strict set of morals and a fierce loyalty to those that earn it’ (The Darkness 

wiki).131  

 

If there are doubts about a protagonist’s emotional stability, these games often discount them, 

unlike in games with the third-person configuration. For example, in the beginning of the first Mass 

Effect, two characters, an ambassador and a captain, discuss whether Shepard, the protagonist of 

the game, has what it takes to fulfil an assignment. When the ambassador remarks: ‘He saw his 

whole unit die on Akuze. He could have some serious emotional scars’, the captain replies: ‘Every 

soldier has scars. Shepard is a survivor’ (BioWare 2007). Rather than dwelling on Shepard’s internal 

agonies–as would be more common in the third-person configuration–these games prefer to discard 

or downplay any emotional distress.  

 

5.2.3.  The main character: personal background  

 

First-person configuration  

 

Because the player is the main character in embodied presence, developers find themselves faced 

with the challenge of dealing with the past of the protagonist in the world of the story. Unlike in the 

games discussed later on, the history of the main character cannot be made too important for the 

unfolding story as it would disrupt the player’s feeling of being the main character. This history is not 

the player’s after all. Developers can grant the player an imaginary past to some extent since the 

pleasure of playing story-based games also resides in temporarily imagining oneself to be someone 

else or to have another existence (Gee 2003; Calleja 2011). Though giving players fictitious pasts can 

be an option, the history of the main character should not reach too much into the present by 

predetermining the feelings the character has for the places it visits, the people it meets, and 

consequently the actions it pursues. The player has the freedom to build up its own relations to the 

world of the story and its inhabitants. A protagonist whose emotional relationship to the world in 

the present has been formed prior to the player’s involvement, endangers this ability. In short, the 

world of the story needs to be new to the protagonist as it is new to the player.  

 

There are several strategies that developers adopt to avoid compromising the player’s freedom. The 

common denominator of these strategies is the deprivation of the main character’s past. While 

some games make use of only one strategy, others employ combinations. The following subsections 

                                                           
131

 A notable exception is the schizophrenic, psychopathic protagonist, Lynch, of Kane & Lynch 2: Dog Days (IO 
Interactive 2010). 
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will discuss some of the most prevalent strategies: 1) Introduction of new world; 2) introduction of 

new character; 3) transformation of existing world; 4) transformation of existing character; 5) 

archetypical character in archetypical world. I have chosen to discuss these strategies rather 

elaborately in comparison with the other strategies. The elaboration illustrates possible paths for 

extending this research to gain a more detailed comprehension of how the design of presence 

affects the narrative content of computer games.  

 

1.  Introduction of new world 

 

The main character leaves the known world by entering a world unknown to him, either willingly or 

by unforeseen circumstances (a common trope in the classical quest).132 The character’s past in the 

world he came from has little relevance in this new world as there is no strong connection between 

the two; from the perspective of the main character, they are separate, disconnected universes. In 

this sense, the passage from one world into another marks a new beginning for the main character; 

he enters a world where new things are asked of him, where past experiences have less relevance 

and things need to be learned anew.    

 

This passage from one world into another comes in different shapes and sizes. Some common 

variants are: 1) place to world; 2) world to world; 3) place to place; and 4) world to place. The term 

“world” can be understood best here as the entire fictional universe where the events of the 

narrative take place, while “place” refers to specific locations in this universe. To give a simple 

example, in the fictional universe of the Lord of the Rings trilogy, Middle Earth is the universe where 

(most of) the events of the novels take place, whereas The Shire is one specific location in this 

universe. The world of the entire Lord of the Rings universe, created in books other than those of the 

trilogy, is Arda, or simply Earth.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
132

 The quest in games with a prevalent first-person configuration deviates from the classical monomyth. At 
the beginning of the adventure, the hero in the classical monomyth still lives in his natural environment: ‘If 
you’re going to show a fish out of his customary element, you first have to show him in that Ordinary World to 
create a vivid contrast with the strange new world he is about to enter’ (Vogler 1998). In games with a 
prevalent first-person configuration, the adventure does not begin in the hero’s ordinary world but already in 
the new world. Games with a prevalent third-person configuration tend to show the hero in his ordinary world 
at the beginning of the adventure, for example Heavy Rain, Fahrenheit, Dinner Date or Catherine.  
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Seclusion (place to world) 

   

One of the most common forms of passage entails the main character being forced to leave a 

location that it has inhabited for a long period of time. Importantly, this location has been sealed off 

from the rest of the world. The transition from childhood to adulthood is an often encountered 

example of the movement from place to world. The main character has been born in a relatively 

safe, self-contained environment with few possibilities to come into contact with the world outside 

this closed-off perimeter. With the arrival of adulthood, the protagonist leaves this protected 

environment and enters uncharted territory. Reflecting the psychological transition from infancy to 

adolescence and finally adulthood, the beginning of the journey marks a moment where the known, 

innocent world disintegrates and transforms into an unknown, threatening yet exciting one, where 

danger, challenges and responsibilities await. In line with the plot of the classic quest (Auden 2004), 

the protagonist sometimes returns to its home later in the story. On its return, the character reveals 

how it has been altered, for example by performing tasks it could not have accomplished before its 

journey because it did not yet possess the necessary skills, knowledge, attitudes or items.  

 

To give an example, the protagonist in the fantasy game Fable III has lived his whole life inside a 

castle. While his older brother, King Logan, rules tyrannically over the kingdom of Albion, the 

protagonist grows up within the castle walls in relative safety. He learns little of the world outside 

and is unaware of the destructive effect his brother’s rule has on the people of the Kingdom. The 

player enters the scene when the protagonist is already an adolescent. Though the time from 

childhood to adolescence is never explicitly shown to the player, we can imagine what this period 

looks like from the first minutes of play. The character is awoken by Jasper, a family servant, to 

perform the daily castle routines. He has to get dressed, talk to the staff and do some basic training. 

Whenever opportunities arise for the protagonist to learn something about life beyond the castle 

walls, the King or his close servants prevent this from happening. When the protagonist enters the 

war room where King Logan is discussing policies with his advisors, the King tells the character to 

leave as ‘The war room is no place for a child’ (Lionhead Studios 2010). When an angry mob storms 

the castle in protest, the moment of transition has come. Though some rumours already had 

reached the protagonist through a childhood friend, the character now sees the impact of his 

brother’s reign for the first time in full effect. When his brother violently ends the rebellion, bringing 

about the death of either the childhood friend or the mob leader, the main character understands 
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something needs to be done to save the Kingdom. Encouraged by his mentor Walter and servant 

Jasper, the protagonist decides to flee the castle, thus starting his journey into an unknown world. 

Later on in the story, the enlightened character will return to the castle to depose his brother from 

the throne and take over rule of Albion.  

 

There are many more games that adapt this particular strategy. In Fallout 3, the main character 

spends his childhood in a nuclear shelter, leaving as an adolescent to find his missing father. In 

Metro 2033 (4A Games 2010), the character spends his youth in a subway station, leaving his home 

station as an adolescent to fulfil a promise made to a missing friend. In Fable II, the main character 

spends most of his childhood in a gypsy camp, leaving as an adolescent to avenge his murdered 

sister. In Dragon Age Origins, the player can choose from several background stories, or “origins”, 

related to different races and classes. As in the previous examples, most of these backgrounds 

bestow upon the main character a childhood of seclusion. The main character of the City Elf has lived 

inside the “alienage”, a ghetto build to separate elves from humans. The characters of the Human 

and Dwarf Noble spend their childhoods, as did the main character of Fable III, inside the castle 

learning the skills and manners of noblemen. The character of the Mage spends his youth in a school 

for magi, as the voice-over tells the player: ‘This gilded cage is the only world you know. Found to be 

sensitive for magic at a young age, you were torn from your family, and drafted here as an 

apprentice’ (BioWare Edmonton 2009). When adulthood dawns, these characters are either asked or 

forced to leave their home to join the “Grey Wardens”, an ancient organization of warriors tasked to 

defend the kingdom from a looming threat.    

 

Substitution (world to world) 

 

Another common form of passage between two worlds entails the crossing from one world into 

another. The main character does not leave a closed-off place within the same world but moves 

from one world into another. These worlds are completely separated. The main character has no 

access to the previous world and cannot revisit it. The main characters have not been kept away 

from the world around them, as in the previous form, but rather leave one world to enter another. 

Sometimes the displacement happens voluntary, but usually it does not. In the first BioShock game 

(2K Boston 2007), the protagonist survives a plane crash, ending up in the ocean, surrounded by 

burning petrol and plane wreckage. Upon entering a nearby lighthouse, the character discovers the 
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underwater dystopia of Rapture. The rest of the game deals with finding an exit out of this perilous 

city underneath the ocean. The game Far Cry 2 (Ubisoft Montreal 2008) alternatively makes the 

player enter a fictitious African country by airplane. The character is tasked with eliminating a 

famous arms dealer. When he is driving to his hotel from the airport, a plane passes over. The taxi 

driver tells the player that the airplane is the last one leaving the country. The character is stuck in 

this new world, without the ability to return to from where he came. As in the previous form, the 

experiences gained in the past have little value here. The characters the protagonist meets and the 

places he visits are new to him. The protagonist is confronted with another world, where new skills 

and knowledge are to be learned in order to survive and succeed.  

 

Wanderer (place to place) 

 

Another solution to downplay the past of the protagonist is by turning the protagonist into a 

wanderer by nature. Because a wanderer travels between places, he has little time to establish roots 

in any particular location. A wanderer has fewer opportunities to make lasting friendships, to 

maintain a family or to build a career. In a sense, the wanderer is rootless, like the (anti)hero in the 

western (Rushing and Frentz 2009; Steinl 2010). He remains a stranger to the places he visits and the 

people he meets. Thus, turning the main character into a drifter, a nomad or a traveller allows the 

player to become the protagonist as this removes the burden of a conspicuous background. Like the 

wanderer, the player is new to the places he visits and the people he meets. The player has to make 

an effort to learn their particularities. Not surprisingly, games that adopt this approach offer players 

the opportunity to get better acquainted with places and people, for example through databases 

with detailed descriptions. 

 

One can witness the trope of the wanderer in the first Mass Effect. In this game, the player can 

choose between three different backgrounds. The background referred to as “Spacer” comes with 

the following description: ‘Your childhood was spent on ships and stations as they transferred from 

posting to posting, never staying in one location for more than a few years. Following in your 

parents’ footsteps, you enlisted at the age of eighteen’ (BioWare 2007; my emphasis). The other two 

backgrounds, although not directly applicable to the trope of the wanderer, try to erase the 

protagonist’s roots in a similar manner. The game describes the backgrounds, respectively labelled 

“Colonist” and “Earthborn”, as follows: ‘You were born and raised on Mindoir, a small border colony 
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in the Attican Traverse. When you were sixteen slavers raided Mindoir, slaughtering your family and 

friends. You were saved by a passing Alliance patrol, and you enlisted with the military a few years 

later’ (ibid; my emphasis), and ‘You were an orphan raised on the streets of the great 

megatropolises covering Earth. You escaped the life of petty crime and underworld gangs by enlisting 

with the Alliance Military when you turned eighteen’ (ibid; my emphasis). The game Dragon Age 

Origins also employs the trope of the wanderer; one of the previously discussed, selectable 

background stories deals with a protagonist who has lived in a nomadic tribe his whole life, travelling 

from village to village: ‘The Dalish are those elves who proudly refuse to live in human cities, proudly 

wandering the most remote corners of the wild lands in small clans that rarely meet’ (BioWare 

Edmonton 2009). 

 

Since the wanderer, traveling between cities and villages, does not stay long in any location, it 

becomes a challenge for game designers to initiate meaningful connections between the player and 

the other characters inhabiting the story world. How designers succeed in establishing these 

connections will be discussed thoroughly later on in this chapter. As we will see, some games allow 

the player to interrupt the course of the story, spending relatively large amounts of time with 

characters in one location. Other games introduce characters that accompany the player for long 

periods of time, allowing the player to bond with these characters as they adventure together.  

 

Displacement (world to place) 

 

Another approach to the past of the protagonist is that of displacement. Rather than moving from a 

place to the world, the main character in this trope moves from the world to a relatively secluded 

place. This place still belongs to the world of the main character but is not known to it beforehand. 

Most of the time, the character needs to spend some time in this location before heading back to 

the world. For example, the character may need time to recover from injuries or needs to learn 

something before it can leave. The displacement can happen by force or by free will. In the case of 

involuntarily displacement, the main character can be tasked with finding out who it is, where it is, 

what happened to it and what to do next. In the case of voluntary displacement, the main character 

may need to find something, which allows it to become another person or at least to build its own 

personality, the archetypical example being the transitions sought in the seclusion of a monastery. 
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Commonly, the player takes control over the main character the moment it arrives in the secluded 

space.  

 

The prime function of this approach is to take the main character out of its daily existence into a 

situation where its prior life seems far away. Importantly, this separation from its roots allows the 

character to reflect upon or restructure its identity. It creates an excuse, story-wise, to open up the 

character’s personality; it will leave as a newborn person. This process consequently allows the 

player to infer the role of the protagonist more easily. Sometimes players can even customize the 

personality traits of the protagonist.  

 

The game Fallout: New Vegas uses the trope of displacement. In the beginning of the game, the 

player witnesses a cutscene in first-person perspective of what seems to be a murder. A man pulls a 

gun out of his suit and shoots the protagonist. The screen turns black. After some opening credits 

and a loading screen, the first-person camera starts out blurry but slowly focuses on a fan spinning 

on the ceiling. We hear a voice speaking: ‘You’re awake. How about that’ (Bethesda Game Studios 

2010). The camera turns towards a man sitting in a chair. The player takes control over the main 

character in this moment. The man turns out to be a doctor. By asking questions and running some 

tests, the doctor checks the condition of the main character. Because the player can determine the 

answers and outcomes, this opening allows the player to choose his name, his physical appearances 

and his personal talents. When leaving the doctor’s office, the player is tasked with speaking with 

people in the village to learn who attacked him and what to do next. This marks the beginning of the 

adventure. Opening the story in this fashion allows the player to become the protagonist. It cuts the 

protagonist off from his daily existence by offering a new personality, a new environment and a new 

goal, thus opening up the possibility for the player to be positioned as the protagonist.  

  

It becomes trickier, however, when the main character does not necessarily enter a world unknown 

to it. In many games, the player becomes a character, already grown-up, often in its mid-twenties or 

thirties, who still lives in the world it grew up in. This poses a particular challenge in terms of 

narrative because these characters clearly had a life before players take control of them, and thus a 

history in the world they are living in. In a sense, they are not new to the world but are already 

rooted in the world. The introduction of a new character can provide a solution to this dilemma.  
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2.  Introduction of new character 

 

As we have seen, the protagonist’s past should be taken into account when games try to position the 

player as protagonist. The player commonly takes control when the protagonist is somewhere 

between adolescence and middle-age adulthood. The protagonist therefore has a history before the 

player becomes him. This history should not be overly influential in the present, as this could 

interfere with the player’s feeling of being the protagonist. The solution previously discussed is to 

introduce a new world, where past experiences, past friendships and family matter less. Another 

solution is to introduce a new character, that is, to create a character that either has no past or 

whose past becomes part of the player’s experience.  

 

Famous examples of the former solution are robots such as the two protagonists of Portal 2’s co-

operative campaign (Valve Corporation 2011), Atlas and P-Body. Another example is Jack, the 

genetically altered protagonist of the first BioShock game. What these protagonists share is their 

“constructedness”; they do not have a past like a normal human being with a free will. They are 

constructed in a relatively short time span to perform predefined tasks. Although Jack has the 

appearance of an adult, in fact he is much younger. In the story, his embryo was injected with Lot 

111, a substance giving him the ‘gross musculature of a fit nineteen-year-old by the age of one’ (2K 

Boston 2007). Making the main character robot-like in this manner solves the problem of 

background as there simply is none or it consist of an endless repetition of predetermined activities.  

 

Examples of the latter approach concern games where the player does not take over the main 

character from adolescence or adulthood but from a much earlier age, such as infancy (e.g. Fallout 

3) or childhood (Fable, Big Blue Box 2004; Fable II). In a sense, the player witnesses the birth of the 

protagonist, which solves the problem of the main character’s past, since the past is experienced by 

players themselves. Allowing the player to live through the most important moments in the 

childhood of the protagonist lets him internalize these moments as part of his own identity in the 

story world. This solution consequently allows the story to build on these childhood events in the 

plot; the events belong to the player’s lived experience.  
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3.  Transformation of world 

 

Another solution to deal with the protagonist’s past if it does not enter a new world is to transform 

the world it lives in. The main character stays in its world, but this world is radically changing. The 

transformation is often so all-encompassing and far-reaching that past certainties have no meaning 

anymore. Former aspects of daily living cease to exist: jobs are lost, families and friends dispersed or 

deceased, and dwellings torn down. With all ties to its former life broken, the protagonist lets its 

past go and focuses on the situation at hand. The known world thus transforms into an unknown, 

new world. Often, the cause of this transformation is an external hostile force. In the game Half-Life 

2 (Valve Corporation 2005), an oppressive, multidimensional race, the Combine, invades the Earth to 

enslave its inhabitants. In Homefront (Kaos Studios 2011), the North-Korean Republican Army 

invades the United States to establish a tyrannical rule. In Metro 2033, mysterious beings start 

emerging from the subway tunnels to take-over the minds of its inhabitants. In The Elder Scrolls IV: 

Oblivion (Bethesda Game Studios 2006), portals from another dimension open-up, spawning 

malicious demons into the province of Cyrodiil. 

 

In a wider context, the immediate threat posed by these hostile invaders belongs to a more general 

plot device encountered in virtually all the games discussed here. The plots of these games are often 

future-oriented. There is something about to happen and the player’s involvement concerns this 

future event; players find themselves faced with an immediate threat or a looming danger. 

Generally, the player has to prevent something from happening or needs to make something 

happen, or some variant of these future-directed pursuits. The focus on things to come in the plot 

helps to mask the protagonist’s past, which becomes less relevant as something needs to be done in 

the present. There is no time to dwell on the past. To give an example, at the beginning of The Elder 

Scrolls IV: Oblivion, the player finds himself in a prison cell. Suddenly, the King rushes in; he needs to 

escape from assassins through a secret passage in the player’s room. He recognizes the player from 

troubled dreams and invites the player to come along. When the player asks why he has been 

imprisoned, the King replies ‘As for what you have done, it does not matter’ (Bethesda Game Studios 

2006). The King needs the player’s help to counter an impending danger and so absolves any past 

wrongs.   
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4.  Transformation of character  

 

In this approach, the world has not changed, but the main character itself has changed. This change 

affects the way the world is perceived by the character. Often, the main character stays in its world 

but some external force deprives the main character of a background, either by tampering with its 

memory (e.g. amnesia or mind control) or by taking away the ability to experience anything 

meaningful in the world for a long period of time (e.g. hibernation or captivity), making the world 

“new” upon the character’s release. Think of the protagonist’s captivity in the The Elder Scroll’s IV: 

Oblivion. Sometimes, the disclosure of the protagonist’s past becomes part of the unfolding story, 

though this solution is often avoided in these types of games133 where the plot is future-oriented 

rather than past-oriented. When the plot explores times past, it often concerns the history of the 

world in general rather than the history of the main character.   

 

To give another example, Commander Shepard, the protagonist of the science-fiction game Mass 

Effect 2, dies at the beginning of the game when his spaceship, the Normandy, is attacked by an 

unknown hostile vessel. His body is recovered by Cerberus, a shadowy pro-human organization. Two 

years later, the Lazarus project, a resurrection program, brings Shepard back to life. The world the 

protagonist once knew has changed considerably during the two years of hibernation. Many of the 

human colonies in the galaxy suffer from large-scale abductions, and many of Shepard’s friends are 

either dead or have moved. The protagonist is asked to figure out what is happening. Although the 

game builds on some of the events from the previous Mass Effect game, most of the places and 

characters the protagonist encounters are new to him. Shepard has to (re)discover the world, which 

allows the player to (re)discover the world as well.  

 

The game BioShock 2 (2K Marin and 2K China 2010) masks the history of the main character in a 

similar manner. Like the protagonist in Mass Effect 2, the main character rests in hibernation for 

some years before being revived (as the protagonist of Portal 2): ‘Roughly ten years after his death 

Delta is revived in a Vita-Chamber in Adonis Luxury Resort. Having no recollection of the previous 

ten years, Delta is unaware of his surroundings and has no knowledge of the downfall of Rapture’ 

(The BioShock wiki). The game exacerbates the inability of the main character to experience 
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 In games with the dual-locus configuration the narrative tends to disclose the past of the protagonist when 
the protagonist no longer remembers it because of some infliction (e.g. Geralt in the The Witcher 2: Assassins 
of Kings). 
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anything meaningful by incorporating the previously discussed new character trope. Like the 

protagonist of the first BioShock game, the main character is subject to the deprivation of self-

control. His name is Subject Delta, a genetically modified human being. Subject Delta is not a free 

individual with his own desires, emotions and a free will. He is made to protect Little Sisters, girls 

who harvest the valuable substance ADAM from dead corpses. Because Subject Delta is only a 

prototype, the protagonist has some control over his own actions but nevertheless cannot escape 

pursuing his engineered purpose in life. Subject Delta is like a machine, created by others to do their 

work. In this respect, the prior history of the protagonist does not force itself upon the player as the 

player can easily image what it looks like. Like any machine, Subject Delta has carried out the tasks 

given to him over and over again.  

 

5.  Generic character in generic world 

 

The last trope discussed here applies to many games: the generic character (Fernández-Vara 2009: 

223) in a generic world. Using generic or archetypical characters allows game designers to familiarize 

players with characters and places before they start playing. A generic character possesses an 

inferable past; the player can either easily imagine what the past looks like or the past is already 

known to the player. In computer games, archetypes often come in the form of occupations, for 

example the archetype of the soldier, the cowboy, the thief or the gangster. One can easily imagine 

the past of these characters since their professions determine it to great extent. Displacement often 

becomes a major theme here, that is, these characters explore and contest spaces. The 

displacement makes them less rooted or, at least, they normally do not spend a lot of time at the 

same location; they have no home, are far away from home or rarely visit home. In a way, one can 

assume that these characters concern themselves more with the present than the past, like the lone, 

wandering cowboy who arrives to free a town of bandits, only to leave again as soon as its job is 

completed.  

 

Players become familiar with these archetypes through games, novels, comics and films. Archetypes 

can also be embodied in more detailed characters, i.e. characters with more personality traits than 

an occupation alone. Popular figures from television shows, comic book or film series feature 

regularly in games. Think for example of James Bond or Batman. These fictional characters as well as 

the universes they inhabit are well known to players. Through transmedia storytelling (Jenkins 2003; 
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2006), we learn much of their personality traits, habits and personal background. We know how 

James Bond deals with women before playing a James Bond game; we know of Batman’s stoic 

nature before playing a Batman game. Still, a distinction should be made here between games with 

the first and the second form of presence. Games with the first form of presence (i.e. first-person 

configuration) try to position the player as James Bond, like GoldenEye 007 (Rare 1997). We feel as if 

we are James Bond, or at least, feel as if we experience the things James Bond would experience 

(Bates 2004: 41). Games with the second form of presence (i.e. dual-locus configuration), on the 

other hand, present the archetypical characters as autonomous individuals. We follow these 

characters through their adventures, becoming them only in moments of action. Think for example 

of Batman: Arkham Asylum (Rocksteady Studios 2009) or The Chronicles of Riddick: Escape from 

Butcher Bay (Starbreeze Studios and Tigon Studios 2004). This form of player positioning will be 

discussed in the upcoming subsection.  

 

Dual-locus and third-person configuration  

 

Since both the (semi) first-person configuration and the dual-locus configuration position the player 

as physically present in the story expressed, their approaches to the main character’s personal 

background do not differ greatly. Similar strategies can be recognized; for example the captivity-

trope can be witnessed in games with the first configuration (e.g. The Elder Scrolls IV: Oblivion) as 

well as the second configuration (e.g. Enslaved: Odyssey to the West). Still, there exist some notable 

dissimilarities, mainly because the second configuration unlike the first, portrays the protagonist also 

as an autonomous individual, like the (semi) third-person configuration. Games with the second and 

third configuration present players with protagonists they can either identify with or feel empathy 

with. This allows game designers to elaborate on the protagonist’s past, making it an integral part of 

the plot. As we have seen, the past determines how characters react to the surrounding world in the 

present; past experiences and relationships reach into the here-and-now. In the first-person 

configuration, the protagonist’s past cannot be made too influential in the present as this would 

disrupt the player’s feeling of being the protagonist. The dual-locus and third-person configurations, 

on the other hand, allow the development of the protagonist’s past as players understand the 

protagonist as another individual. 

 

When looking at games with these configurations, we indeed recognize the main character’s past 

becoming influential in the present. The main character is not a blank slate; it is not neutral towards 

the places it visits and the people it meets. On the contrary, its adventures often build on the 
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protagonist’s predetermined feelings towards the world around it. We witness the hero’s personal 

reactions and actions, which happen mostly outside our control. These emotional and physical 

responses make us care for these characters. We slowly begin to grasp who they are, what 

happened to them, and why they respond to the world in a particular manner. We become curious 

about how their adventures will end as well. Where the past in the first configuration needs to be 

masked, the past in these configurations needs to be communicated to the player since it plays a 

significant role in the story expressed; it is one of the cornerstones on which the present is built.134 

The interest that games with dual-locus or third-person configurations have in the protagonist’s past 

can be witnessed in several narrative elements. 

 

1.  Exposition of the past 

 

Generally, the narratives in these games spend more time revealing the past of the protagonist. The 

revelation of its past becomes part of the plot. This can take various forms, the most obvious one 

being the flashback. As discussed in detail in chapter four, this form of narration, closely associated 

with the cinematic arts, appears much less often in the medium of games. Sometimes the player is 

presented with a flashback in a cutscene; sometimes the player is allowed to play the flashback. In 

general, these games prefer other narrative devices to disclose the past.   

 

As we have seen in chapter two on narrative expression, a lot of the exposition in games happens 

through diegetic dialogue in the present. Characters either explicitly tell their histories to each other 

or reveal their past implicitly through conversations on other topics. Though these games present 

these dialogues often in cutscenes, there exists an increasing tendency in contemporary games to 

embed conversations in gameplay, particularly when they happen between the main character and 

sub-characters, rather than merely between sub-characters. Again, the car rides of Niko Bellic with 

his cousin Roman in GTAIV are exemplary. While the player maneuvers the car through Liberty City, 

the cousins talk to each other about their past lives and present needs.  

 

The revelation of the past can also happen in the form of monologues. Though less common, some 

games have protagonists address the player directly as player or indirectly by talking to themselves 

or to other characters. Again, the loading screens in The Darkness are a particularly interesting 

instance of this form of exposition. We see the protagonist, Jackie Estacado, standing alone, 

surrounded by nothing but darkness, telling an unspecified character (presumably his murdered 
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 See chapter four for a discussion of some of the most important devices to communicate narrative 
information to the player.  
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girlfriend) about his troubled background. Likewise, the game The Chronicles of Riddick: Escape from 

Butcher Bay uses inner monologue to inform the player about the protagonist’s past. The player 

hears the main character, Riddick, thinking about the characters he meets and the places he visits, 

thereby learning about their common background. Some games with the third form of presence take 

an even more elaborate approach to inner monologues. Think again of the game Dinner Date, where 

the player has almost no control of the main character yet hears the character talking to himself 

during the whole playthrough.    

 

Another approach to informing the player about the protagonist’s background involves 

environmental memories, discussed in detail in chapter four.135 Other devices to communicate the 

past of the protagonist are information databases, like the audio diaries of the BioShock series, the 

recorded hologram messages of Mass Effect 2, or other forms of stored information. The data can be 

accessed either through diegetic or non-diegetic menus or can be distributed around the 

environment for the player to collect and consult. Commonly, the data disclose not only the past of 

the protagonist but also the past of sub-characters or the fictional world in general.  

 

The advantage of these devices over the flashback is the spatiotemporal continuity they establish; 

they avoid extensive spatiotemporal cuts and maintain the production of embodied presence. Unlike 

conventional movies, frequently employing flashbacks and flash forwards, these games prefer to 

expose the past in the present through dialogues, monologues, environmental memories, and 

databases. When the narrative transports the player frequently back and forth in time, from location 

to location, the feeling of being anchored to one location in the space and time of the story world is 

more easily disrupted. Should the player be positioned as a distant observer, as is the case in the 

third-person configuration, the problem ceases to exist. As with the experience of watching a movie 

or reading a book, we feel comfortable being transported through space and time to witness the 

(most important) events of the story from a disembodied position. Not coincidently, games with a 

prevalent third-person configuration, like Heavy Rain and Fahrenheit, employ more flashbacks, flash 

forwards and ellipses than games with the first-person configuration, like Fallout 3 or Metro 2033, 

and games with the dual-locus configuration employ them sporadically. Think of The Witcher 2: 

Assassins of Kings or Alan Wake.  
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 In BioShock 1, Metro 2033 and BioShock 2, the memories concern minor or major sub-characters, rather 
than the main character. As we have seen, this is common in games with the first form of presence.  
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2. Past relatives and friends inform the present 

 

Unlike games with the first-person configuration, games with the dual-locus or third-person 

configurations have an inclination to ascribe important roles to characters from the protagonist’s 

past, from before the player takes control of the main character. As in Greimas’ actantial model 

(1966; 1973), the object of the protagonist’s desire or the protagonist’s principal helpers/opponents 

are often (close) family members or (former) friends.  

 

To give an example, in Red Dead Redemption (Rockstar San Diego 2010), the main goal of the 

protagonist, John Marston, is to be reunited with his wife Abigail and his son Jack (i.e. objects of 

desire). He can realize this objective by killing or capturing the outlaw Bill Williamson, a former 

friend of Marston’s from the days when they formed part of the same gang (i.e. opponent). To 

accomplish this, the protagonist receives help from Landon Ricketts, a famous gunslinger who 

served as a childhood inspiration for Marston (i.e. helper).  

 

Originally enough, near the end of the story, the game introduces a shift in the relationship between 

the player and the objective avatar. At a certain point, Marston is betrayed by the men responsible 

for separating him from his family. He is brutally killed in a shootout at his barn. The story moves a 

couple of years forward; his son has become an adult. The player takes control over the son. Unlike 

Marston, the son is not presented as a distinctive other. In comparison with his father, he barely 

speaks, has less personality and gets little introduction in the form of cutscenes. This allows the 

player to be positioned as if he were John Marston’s son, tasked with avenging “his” father; the 

person the player started to care about after spending many hours with him.  

 

Other popular games with dual-locus or third-person configurations have similar approaches to the 

story characters; the object(s) of desire, the helper(s) and the opponent(s) come from the 

protagonist’s past. In GTA IV, Niko Bellic wants to find two members of his former army unit whom 

he believes to be responsible for a merciless ambush during the Yugoslav Wars that killed everybody 

except him. He also seeks to escape the Russian criminal Ray Bulgarin, the head of a smuggling 

organization that Niko joined after the war. Bulgarin believes Niko to have double-crossed him 

during an unsuccessful smuggling run. The main opponent in the game, Dimitri Rascalov, is an 

associate of this Russian criminal. Cousin Roman, who already lived in Liberty City before Niko’s 

arrival, is the main helper. Likewise, the game The Darkness has a girlfriend as main object of desire, 

an uncle by adoption as main opponent, and an aunt and great-great-grandfather as main helpers. 



THE CONTENT OF STORIES AND FICTIONAL WORLDS 

218 

 

The game Alan Wake has a wife as main object of desire and a close friend and personal agent as 

main helper. Uncharted 2: Amongst Thieves (Naughty Dog 2009) has an old girlfriend and a trusted 

friend as main helpers and a former associate and friend as opponent. The game Dead Rising 2 

(Capcom and Blue Castle 2010) has a daughter as object of desire; the hero Chuck Greene needs to 

prevent his little girl from turning into a zombie, the fate her mother has suffered.   

 

Again, what these games have in common is their tendency to ascribe the most significant roles in 

the story to those characters that have played an important role in the past of the protagonist, such 

as family members, close friends, or long fought rivals. In effect, the schism between the past and 

the present is less apparent than in games with the first-person configuration. This difference can be 

explained from the perspective of presence. In games with the dual-locus or third-person 

configuration, the emotional investment of the player in sub-characters is channelled through the 

protagonist as a distinctive other. We witness the main characters caring for the people around 

them, so we tend to care with them. In games with the first-person configuration, on the contrary, 

the player becomes the protagonist. Consequently, the protagonist is not a distinctive other and 

cannot channel our emotional investment in sub-characters; the investment in sub-characters 

should come directly from the player.  

 

This poses a challenge for games with the first-person configuration: how to make players care for 

the characters. We tend to emotionally invest ourselves more easily in characters who mourn a 

deceased relative than in mourning the death of an imagined relative. In games with the first-person 

configuration, the aunt, the father or the wife of the main character is a complete stranger to the 

player since the player is the protagonist, and he meets these characters for the first time. In games 

with the dual-locus configuration, the aunt, the father or the wife is not a complete stranger to the 

main character as we can infer from the main character’s responses to them. Therefore, these 

games capitalize more easily on the interpersonal relationships between family members or friends; 

game designers can use them to invite players to invest themselves emotionally in the characters. 

Not surprisingly, the (sub)plots of games with a dual-locus (or third-person) configuration more 

often deal with direct relatives in danger or in need of rescue than games with the first-person 

configuration (e.g. Alan Wake; Dead Rising 2; The Darkness).136 In the subsection on minor 

characters, we will discuss further how games with the first-person configuration can make the 

player invest themselves emotionally in story characters.  
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 As is common in the monomyth, the hero’s personal quest has an universal implication; by rescuing 
relatives, the hero rids the world of an evil that threatens all. 
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3.  Past events inform the present 

 

In games with dual-locus or third-person configurations, the past of the hero becomes important in 

the present, not only with respect to relatives and friends, but also to specific events. Games with 

the first-person configuration tend to possess a future-oriented plot; an immediate threat or a 

lurking danger presents itself at the beginning of the story, and counteracting the impending hazard 

becomes the goal of the hero. The protagonist’s incentive to act thus derives from something that is 

about to happen rather than something that already happened; the hero is tasked with preventing 

something from happening. Moreover, the danger at hand is in most cases not directed solely at the 

protagonist but at the world as a whole. Not only the principal story characters but the entire story 

world is threatened. 

 

Though similar plots can be encountered in games with the dual-locus or third-person configuration, 

relatively more of these games place the (initial) incentive for the protagonist not in the present but 

in the past. In line with the (American) monomyth these characters make the world a better place 

through their actions, for example by ridding the world of bandits, monsters or invaders, but they 

act out of personal motivations too.137 The life of the protagonist prior to the player’s involvement is 

not masked but, on the contrary, drives the plot forward. The incentives behind the hero’s actions 

can be manifold but often centre around a traumatic event such as the ruthless ambush in GTAIV, 

the hero’s separation from his family in Red Dead Redemption, the assassination attempt on the 

hero in The Darkness or the murder of the hero’s parents in Batman: Arkham Asylum. In each case, 

the past haunts the present or, at least, makes its influence felt in the present. The protagonist’s 

prior life informs its actions and emotions in the here-and-now. One can recognize this process in 

the way the protagonist reacts to the character it meets and the places it visits. For example, Niko 

Bellic has a cynical world-view; he lost his confidence in mankind after witnessing the atrocities of 

war.  

 

Moreover, because the protagonist in games with a dual-locus or third configuration has roots in the 

world of the story, these games often refer to the roots in the present, making certain encounters 

more dramatic or spectacular. After all, the places heroes visit and the people heroes meet mean 

something to them. These people and places have played an important part in the constitutive 

events of the heroes’ lives and thus possess emotional value. This emotional value can be capitalized 
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 Popular personal motivations for the main character to act can be uncovering treasures (e.g. Nathan Drake 
in Uncharted 2), exacting revenge (e.g. Niko Bellic in GTAIV; Jackie Estacado in The Darkness) or rescuing loved 
ones (e.g. John Marston in RDR; Alan Wake in Alan Wake). 
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on when the story wants to create dramatic conflict. Often, game designers employ it in the 

beginning of a game to heighten the dramatic tension and to make the action (more) meaningful. 

For example, the main character in Red Dead Redemption encounters in the beginning of the story 

his former friend and gang member Bill Williamson. Their shared history imbues the encounter with 

tension. Marston needs to capture or kill Williamson if he wants to see his family again. However, his 

past with Williamson makes him reluctant to shoot Williamson straight away. He tries to convince 

his former friend to surrender. Williamson, however, sees Marston as disloyal and arrogant. Their 

dispute eventually leads to Marston being shot. Imagine for a moment that these characters did not 

share a past. The character of Marston is just some bounty hunter; the character of Williamson is 

just some bandit. There would still be conflict; the bounty hunter desires to arrest the bandit, and 

the bandit tries to resist arrest. Such an encounter risks being a less interesting story, however, since 

we do not know the bounty hunter or the bandit and have no idea why they are meeting like this. 

This confrontation between protagonist and antagonist lacks personal conflict, unlike the encounter 

in Read Dead Redemption. Marston is not just some bounty hunter; Williamson not just some 

bandit. The conversation between Marston and Williamson allows their interpersonal conflict to be 

explained in depth to the player. Their reactions to each other’s remarks tell us much about their 

personalities, their desires, and the most probable outcome of their unfortunate meeting. Through 

close-ups, we see their facial expressions, read their faces, and learn why these two characters find 

themselves standing against each other like this; we learn what is at stake for each of them 

personally. Imbuing the encounter with personal meaning in this manner increases its dramatic 

appeal and involves the player emotionally in the story’s conflict. 

 

Again, the problem in games with the first-person configuration is the lack of a predetermined 

background on the part of the protagonist. The player is the protagonist, so there are no events to 

elaborate on in the present. In terms of dramatic conflict and tension, there is less to build on. As we 

have already seen, the player is the focal point of the story, so the emotional investment in the 

world of the story should come from players directly. These games cannot simply hand the player a 

past, since this past is not personally lived and consequently tends to have little meaning for the 

player. These games are thus less able to exploit dramatic conflicts such as threatened relatives or 

dwellings. In our engagement with stories, it seems we tend to care when somebody else’s loved 

ones find themselves in danger but are less inclined to care about our own imagined families or 

friends. The upcoming subsection will present solutions that foster a player’s emotional interest in 

the world of the story, even in the first-person configuration.  
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5.2.4.  Minor characters 

 

With respect to the minor characters, the content of games with the first-person configuration 

differs considerably from games with the dual-locus or third-person configuration.  

 

In games with the first-person configuration, the trials and tribulations of the minor characters are 

an effective narrative device to incite in the player an emotional interest in the world of the story. 

The player becomes the protagonist in these games and does not have an emotional investment in 

the world of the story prior to his involvement; the minor characters, on the other hand, do have 

such an investment. These games therefore elaborate on the personal conflicts of the minor 

characters, involving their pasts, their families, their friends, and their dwellings. For example, in 

Half-Life 2: Episode Two (Valve Corporation 2007), the father of the character closest to the main 

character is killed, not the main character’s father. Likewise, in the upcoming BioShock Infinite 

(Irrational Games TBR), the character accompanying the protagonist needs to escape her troubled 

past, not the protagonist himself.138 Thus, these games evoke what Grodal refers to as second-hand 

emotions (2003), like empathy, by focusing not on the protagonist but on the characters closest to it. 

We meet these characters, learn about their personal stories, their backgrounds, struggles and 

desires, and begin to care about their fates, as we would identity with the protagonist when 

watching a movie, attending a play or reading a novel. The player spends time with these sub-

characters, gradually building an emotional relationship.139 When something happens to their loved 

                                                           
138

 One could even argue that not the player, but the character closest to the player is the actual protagonist, 
like Alyx in the Half-Life series or Elizabeth in BioShock Infinite. 
139

 The popular website tvtropes.org uses the love types of C. S. Lewis to discuss the various emotional 
relationships between the media user and sub-characters: ‘While some characters are who we would like to 
be, others are who we would like to be with. Usually (though not always), the main character or characters are 
the people we identify with. Consequentially the characters that interact in a positive way with our "fantasy-
avatar" are the characters we like but wouldn't want to be. These are the people we wish we could be with. No 
human is truly independent. As social animals, humans are unable to exist by themselves. This desire can be 
better understood as the need of love. There are three major types of love that are fulfilled through fantasies. 
[…] The first is called eros, and is defined as a “passionate physical and emotional love based on aesthetic 
enjoyment; stereotype of romantic love.” It is the "true love" of our Escapist Character. Often, the journey of a 
hero is also a path of finding and maintaining true love. Fantasy provides this partner that we would like to 
have in Real Life as an idealized and perfect soulmate. They are often destined to be together. The second one 
is called philia, which is defined as the warm affection and loyalty shared between family or friends. True 
friendship is uncommon for some people in Real Life. Betrayal and masquerades often result in false 
friendships, which are often the reason people can’t trust one another. While a true friendship needs time and 
investment in Real Life, in a fantasy setting the protagonist will often obtain tailor-made deep bonds and 
friendships with little to no time or effort. These friends tend to be very close, trusting and loyal in spite of 
their flaws, and are even willing to sacrifice everything for each other. In some fantasies, entire groups of 
friends gravitate towards just one character. The third kind of love is called storge, which is defined as 
fondness through familiarity, especially between family members or people who have otherwise found 
themselves together by chance. In our fantasies, family relationships also tend to be idealized. This is due to 
the fact that parental figures can be flawed, evil or non-existent In Real Life. Paternal figures are often 
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ones, we tend to care too, especially when we witness their emotional responses to these events 

through speech, facial expressions and bodily gestures.  

 

As discussed in chapter four, it can be challenging to convey these emotions convincingly to the 

player. While some games resort to pre-rendered or scripted cutscenes, other games prefer to 

express them in real-time. This means that cinematic techniques that are well suited for portraying 

emotional expressions of characters, such as the close-up or other forms of framing, cannot be used. 

Often, these games resort to techniques such as the exaggeration of facial features and physical 

gestures, line of sight scripting, and expressive voice acting. When done successfully, these 

techniques can establish the player’s emotional investment in the minor characters, even without 

the use of the close-up.  

 

Assigning the dramatic conflict to the sub-characters opens up the possibility for games with the 

first-person configuration to embed personal drama in the story. It also provides the player with an 

emotional entry into the story world. As discussed in the previous subsections, the player is new to 

the world and does not know the places he visits and the inhabitants he meets.140 This situation risks 

fostering a certain detachment concerning the player’s emotional interest in the world; we are new 

to it, so the world has little meaning or emotional value to us. The introduction of sub-characters 

helps players attach emotional value to the places visited and the inhabitants met. Unlike the player, 

the sub-characters know these places and people with whom they commonly share a past and an 

emotional relationship. The history and desires of the sub-characters colour the player’s world and 

imbue it with meaning. For example, the sub-characters in Mass Effect 2 talk frequently about past 

experiences with the player-character. When the player visits the locations where these events have 

taken place, the places become imbued with the personal stories of these sub-characters, enhancing 

their meaning and emotional appeal.141 Likewise, the sub-characters talk about other characters the 

player is about to meet or has met in the past. Their comments make the encounter between the 

player and these characters often more appealing since the player knows more about them than 

their appearance and behaviour reveal. In short, by spending time with sub-characters, interacting 

and empathizing with them, players have their stories in mind when visiting those places and 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
portrayed as near perfect moral guides. In the lack of paternal or maternal figures, there are always mentor 
figures who take their places. As the social surrogacy hypothesis says fictional characters replace the lack of 
social interactions in Real Life.’ 
140

 Because of the nature of evocative narrative and transmedia storytelling, the player is, however, not 
completely blank and often knows more about the fictional world than the game itself expresses.  
141

 See subsection 4.2.5. for a detailed discussion.  
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characters meaningful to these sub-characters. Effectively, the emotional value of these places and 

characters increases.  

 

Moreover, the personal stories of sub-characters steer not only how the player looks at the story 

world but also how the story world looks at the player. In games with the first-person configuration, 

the player is the protagonist, so the inhabitants of the story world do not know the player, and the 

player does not know the inhabitants of the story world. Because of this, each encounter, when not 

supported by sub-characters, has the same underpinning: other characters approach the player-

character as a stranger, limiting the possible reactions to him. Basically, a newcomer can be 

welcomed, rejected or ignored. To reduce repetitive encounters, the sub-character provides a 

practical solution by giving game designers a broader palette of possible situations. Because players 

commonly ally themselves with the sub-character, the standing and behaviour of the sub-character 

reflect upon the player. The association of players with their companions codetermines how the 

player is perceived and received by the other characters in the fictional world. Sub-characters have a 

history; they can be welcomed as well-known friends or attacked as long-fought rivals; they can be 

frowned upon; they can be famous; they can be feared, and so on. In this way, the sub-characters 

who accompany the player allow for more diversity in the responses the player receives and, 

consequently, in the dramatic situations evolving from these responses. Again, in games with the 

dual-locus or third-person configuration, the player controls a main character with roots in the story 

world, so the sub-characters commonly do not have this particular function. 

 

Another solution to prevent repetition in how the player is approached is the introduction of sub-

characters with ties to the family and friends of the player-character. As previously noted, the sub-

characters in games with the dual-locus or third-person configuration tend to be characters that 

have been close to the protagonist for longer periods of time. The sub-characters in the first-person 

configuration tend to be novel contacts, at least at the beginning of the game. To allow these sub-

characters to react to the player with more familiarity, game designers make the sub-characters 

acquainted with relatives or companions of the player-character. A common example is the 

introduction of friends of the protagonist’s father (e.g. Fable III; Metro 2033; Fallout 3). Because 

these characters have known the father of the protagonist, they respond in a friendly manner 

towards the player-character.  

 

So, in games with the dual-locus or third-person configuration, the main character becomes the focal 

point of the drama. The close family or friends of the main character tend to be imperilled, or they 
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become the most important opponents (e.g. Read Dead Redemption; Alan Wake; GTA IV; The 

Darkness). In games with the first-person configuration, the (most important) sub-character 

becomes the focal point of the drama. The close family and friends of the sub-character tend to be in 

danger or, alternatively, become the most important opponents (e.g. Half-Life 2: Episode Two; 

BioShock Infinite). In both cases, the player becomes responsible for the well-being of the 

characters; players need to make sure the characters are not harmed and can achieve the things 

they desire. Since the player needs to take care of the sub-characters’ personal conflicts and desires, 

these conflicts and desires commonly relate to the player’s possibilities for action. As the player’s 

occupation consists mainly of the exploration of space, collecting items in space, and eliminating 

hostiles from space, it should come as no surprise that personal conflicts and desires of sub-

characters become “spatialized”. The emotional conflicts at heart of the individual stories take root 

in spatial tensions, often with a strong focus on the inability to traverse or navigate space. 

Characters want to get out of or into a place but are unable to; characters have lost an item precious 

to them and cannot find it; characters have lost track of relatives or loved ones, or are unable to 

reach them; characters have fled detention or are banned from their homelands; characters find 

themselves stuck in inhospitable places; characters’ homes become threatened by invaders; 

characters want to expand their own territory; and so on. Endless varieties exist in the spatialization 

of personal drama. Sometimes these personal stories concern characters the player encounters only 

briefly–think of the repetitive side missions in role-playing games–but sometimes the stories 

concern characters that travel with the player for longer periods of time. Because the player has the 

ability to traverse and navigate space, characters appeal to the player for help. The player becomes a 

mediator; while he is not so much the focal point of the dramatic conflict, he remains at heart of its 

solution.  

 

5.2.5.  Interpersonal relationships 

 

To conclude, games construct different interpersonal relationships between the player, the main 

character and the sub-characters.  

 

In games with the first-person configuration, the player becomes the main character and spends 

time with one or more of the sub-characters. The player does not want to be these sub-characters 

but wants to be with them. Because players and sub-characters adventure together, players get to 

know them better and possibly start caring for them. These relationships can be predefined or can 

be instigated by players themselves. Open-world games like Fable III, The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim or 
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Fallout 3 allow players to create their own families, their own friendships, and their own dwellings. 

When one of these characters becomes threatened, the player becomes not only a mediator in the 

dramatic situation but the focal point of the drama as well; if the player cares about the character, 

the situation emotionally affects the player too. 

 

In games with the dual-locus configuration, the player does not become the main character. In most 

cases, the configuration makes the player observe the main character as an individual other than the 

player. Nonetheless, in moment of (intense) action, the configuration allows the player to share the 

protagonist’s physically anchored position in the environment. Commonly, the protagonist possesses 

recognizable and desirable characteristics, fostering psychological identification. In effect, the 

protagonist cues how the player should relate to the world around the protagonist emotionally. The 

player tends to like those characters the hero likes and tends to dislike those the hero dislikes. The 

protagonist becomes our most important emotional point of entry into the story world. In this 

respect, the protagonist of the dual-locus configuration is similar to the sub-character of the first-

person configuration with one exception: we want not only to be with them but also to be like them.  

 

Finally, in games with the third-person configuration, the player does not become the main 

character and neither does the player want to be like the main character. The player wants to be 

with the protagonist but through an emotional connection directed by empathy rather than 

identification. Often, the protagonist suffers from severe physical or mental afflictions, and the 

player becomes responsible for its well-being. Like a friend to someone who has run into trouble, 

the player empathizes with the fate of the protagonist and is offered the opportunity to take care of 

it.142   

 

This chapter has shown how the production of presence influences the content of stories and 

fictional worlds. We have seen how the personalities, backgrounds, desires and social relationships 

of characters in games with a prevalent first-person configuration differ from those in games with a 

prevalent dual-locus or third-person configuration. The focus has been on story characters, rather 

than story events or story settings, primarily because story characters seem to be the most 

important points of entry into a story or a fictional world but also because my investigation into the 

                                                           
142

 Should one visualize these differences in the form of a classic love triangle (e.g. Bordwell, Staiger and 
Thompson 1988: 16; Higson 2012: 54), the first-person configuration would make the player part of the 
triangle directly (the player is one of the three characters in the triangle). The dual-locus configuration would 
make the player part of the triangle indirectly, through the main character (e.g. the player identifies with one 
of the three character in the triangle, e.g. Monkey-Trip-Pigsy in Enslaved: Odyssey to the West). The third-
person configuration would not make the player part of the triangle (the player observes the three characters 
in the triangle from an external position, e.g. Vincent-Catherine-Katherine in Catherine).  
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design of presence has focused mainly on the digitally constructed avatar rather than the digitally 

constructed space. Of course, story events and story settings can be studied from the perspective of 

presence as well.  
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Conclusions 

 

This study has examined how the production of presence influences the expression and content of 

stories and fictional worlds in computer games and what kinds of challenges and solutions in terms 

of game design derive from this influence.  

 

I have chosen to study the relationship between presence and narrative in computer games because 

games have made mainstream what other media have only marginally explored: the ability of media 

users to feel physically present in the stories and fictional worlds expressed. Computer games 

position the media user as a physically present participant, anchored to one location in space and 

time. This investigation has contributed to existing academic research on game narratives by 

conducting the first in-depth analysis of the influence of embodied presence on the form and 

content of game narratives. To produce the feeling of embodied presence, games need to employ 

specific design principles. These principles of game design come with certain challenges in terms of 

narrative content and form; they steer what kinds of stories and fictional worlds can be expressed 

and leave their imprint on the manner of their expression.   

 

The theoretical challenge of this research has been to integrate the concepts of presence and 

narrative. The narrow interpretation of presence makes the concept applicable to VE technologies 

only, such as computer games or virtual reality. Likewise, the narrow interpretation of narrative 

makes the concept applicable to linguistic media only, such as oral storytelling or literature. From 

the perspective of these narrow interpretations, presence and narrative become mutually exclusive 

concepts.   

 

To broaden the conceptual range of the concept of presence, this research has taken a 

phenomenological instead of a mimetic approach. The mimetic approach derives from Presence 

Theory and has considerably influenced the conceptualization of presence in game studies. 

According to Presence Theory, the more a medium resembles “natural” perception, the more the 

media user experiences presence. The phenomenological approach has allowed this research to 

elaborate on the logic of mimesis. Based on the notion of media as extensions of the senses, I have 

discussed how each medium makes us perceive in ways not possible without the intervention of this 

medium. Taking the notion of perception as intentional action as my main point of departure, I have 

explained how media not only extend our senses but alter our actions as well. When engaged with 
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media, it becomes “natural” to us to temporarily act differently in response to the perceived 

environment. In effect, we do not feel less present, but we feel present in another way. Books, 

movies, plays and games produce different forms of presence, rather than different degrees of 

presence.  

 

To broaden the conceptual range of narrative, this study has elaborated on structuralist narratology 

with insights from the cognitive sciences. In the most traditional sense, narrative concerns the verbal 

recounting of past events in the present. When taken literally, the concept of narrative applies to 

linguistic media only. The cognitive approach to narrative has allowed this research to expand on the 

structuralist approach. From the perspective of cognitive narratology, stories are not properties of 

narrative “texts” but mental schemata, activated in response to human experience. To interpret the 

world around us, human beings construct stories mentally. Whether engaged with media that 

recount events from the past or media that stage new events in the present, the experience of the 

media user becomes susceptible to processes of storification. In effect, verbal practices, like 

storytelling and novels, and audiovisual practices, like movies and games, can be conceptualized in 

terms of narrative.   

 

In extending the applicability of the concepts of presence and narrative, this study has been able to 

investigate the relationship between presence and narrative through the comparison of books, 

movies, plays and games. This comparison has revealed how the abilities of media in terms of 

presence affect their abilities with regard to narrative. When media position the media user as a 

physically present participant, the narrative tends to foreground spatiality, affect and spectacle. 

When media position the media user as a physically absent observer, the narrative tends to 

foreground temporality, empathy and emplotment. These forms of embodied and disembodied 

presence can be encountered in books, movies, plays and games. However, computer games afford 

the production of embodied presence particularly well, while movies afford the production of 

disembodied presence. The substance of computer games allows the manipulation of the 

audiovisual presentation; players codetermine what the screen displays. In effect, games are like 

cinema since they rely on the camera to communicate a fictional world but become like architecture 

or experience theatre as well; players move and act freely in this fictional world, without actually 

being there physically.  

 

Game designers need to take the production of (dis)embodied presence into account when they try 

to articulate a story or a fictional world. The challenge for game designers is to express stories and 
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fictional worlds without disrupting the production of (dis)embodied presence. To produce embodied 

presence, the camera and the avatar have to be controlled differently than when producing 

disembodied presence. While disembodied presence abides narrative devices such as ellipses, 

flashbacks, flash-forwards, close-ups, or crosscutting, embodied presence does not abide these 

narrative devices. When games employ these narrative devices, the production of embodied 

presence becomes disrupted. The disruption subsequently poses restrictions in terms of the 

articulation of stories and fictional worlds. This research has revealed some alternative narrative 

devices, like first-person cutscenes, dialogues and monologues, interactive (extreme) close-ups, 

interactive editing, mise-en-scène, character behaviour, scripted sequences, evocative design and 

image schemata. These alternative devices provide game designers with solutions to the challenge 

outlined above; the devices introduce, explain and constitute story events, while maintaining the 

production of embodied presence.  

 

In addition to expression, designers also need to take the content of stories and fictional worlds into 

account when developing games with (dis)embodied presence. This study has shown how the story 

characters in games with (dis)embodied presence differ from each other in personality, personal 

background and social relationships. Computer games with the first-person configuration (i.e. 

embodied presence) tend to make the player the main character while games with the third-person 

configuration (i.e. disembodied presence) tend to make the player the arbiter of the main 

character’s destiny. When the player is addressed as the main character, the personality, 

background and social relationships of the main character are often masked; the emotional 

investment of the player in the dramatic conflict becomes channelled through the most important 

sub-character(s). When the player is addressed as the arbiter of the main character’s fate, the 

personality, background and social relationships of the main character are often foregrounded; the 

emotional investment of the player in the dramatic conflict becomes channelled through the main 

character itself. Games with the dual-locus configuration operate in between the first-person and 

third-person configurations; the player not only observes the protagonist but becomes the 

protagonist in moments of (intense) action. Unlike games with a third-person configuration, games 

with a prevalent dual-locus configuration prefer main characters with recognizable and desirable 

characteristics so players identify with these characters more easily. In games with a prevalent third-

person configuration, the main character often struggles with considerable psychic or physical 

distress; the player does not want to become these characters but empathizes with their trials and 

tribulations.   
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This investigation has been both broad and narrow in its scope. Theoretically, the concept of 

presence describes one of the most pervasive phenomena of human life. One simply cannot escape 

feeling the presence of something. Consequently, the ramifications of the concept are so extensive 

that no study could address them all. How human beings perceive their position in an environment 

becomes determined by much more than technology alone. Think, for example, of the socio-cultural, 

physiological and psychological factors. Therefore, it has been necessary for this research to narrow 

its analytical scope and consider only the formal characteristics of media objects, revealing (some of 

the) relevant properties of these objects in terms of presence.  

 

With respect to the production of presence in computer games, this study has foregrounded the 

player’s control of the camera and the avatar. One could include more variables in the analysis, such 

as the size of television screens, the shape of controllers, the arrangement of the room, the number 

of participants, or even the general make-up of players. All these elements influence how one acts in 

response to the game environment and thus how one perceives the game environment. Within the 

context of game design, future investigations could include rules and level design in particular. In 

addition to the control of the avatar and the camera, the rules and spatial layout of games have a 

considerable effect on the action of players. The notion of intentionality helps us see how 

environmental affordances and rules constitute patterns of behaviour that determine how one 

perceives the environment and one’s position in it. Glowing arrows, choke points, lighting contrasts, 

spatial loops and other devices of level design invite the player to act in a specific manner. Likewise, 

rule systems reward and punish certain types of behaviour, creating repetitive patterns of action. 

Future research should integrate the ludological and environmental approaches more thoroughly in 

the theoretical framework and object analysis.    

 

By including rules and level design, future research could also reveal in more detail how the 

production of presence influences the expression and content of stories and fictional worlds. Along 

with story characters, the production of presence influences the make-up of story events and story 

settings as well. Games with (dis)embodied presence have distinct preferences with respect to the 

setting. The story setting of games with the first-person configuration tends to be corridor-like; the 

space in front of the avatar needs to be visible. The story setting of games with the dual-locus 

configuration tends to be arena-like; the space around the avatar needs to be visible. The story 

setting of games with the third-person configuration tend to be stage-like; the space to the sides of 

the avatar needs to be visible. Likewise, games with (dis)embodied presence have preferences with 

respect to the story events. It would be interesting to study these preferences in greater depth. 
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What kinds of events are best to experience as a physically present participant, and what kinds of 

events are best to experience as a physically absent observer?  

 

In short, it would be interesting to deepen this research’s understanding of the production of 

presence by introducing more variables into the equation, such as rules and level design and to 

broaden this study’s understanding of the influence of presence on the expression and content of 

stories and fictional worlds, by looking at this influence from the perspective of story events and 

story setting as well.  

 

This study has examined the influence of presence on narrative; it has shown how the design of 

(dis)embodied presence sets boundaries on the narrative possibilities available to game designers. 

Some of the most prominent solutions for developing stories and fictional worlds without disrupting 

the production of (dis)embodied presence were also discussed. By revealing the challenges facing 

game designers when developing story-based games, I hope to inspire them to develop additional 

solutions. The industry has perfected into an art form fictional worlds concerned with macho heroes 

and fantasies of power. Notwithstanding the pleasure these games provide, it would be worthwhile 

to experiment with other types of stories and fictional worlds, for instance, by designing a game 

where the player becomes a powerless hero, relying on others for survival, or where players explore 

the profound beauty of a landscape or the presence of a person without the fear of being jumped on 

every few seconds. With the industry becoming more open to experiments as well as more 

conscious of the narrative potential of games, my hopes are up! 
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Samenvatting (Summary in Dutch) 

 

In deze studie is onderzocht hoe de productie van aanwezigheid in computergames invloed 

uitoefent op de articulatie en de inhoud van fictieve werelden en verhalen. Hedendaagse 

computergames verkennen een vorm van aanwezigheid die in andere media minder voorkomt, 

namelijk het gevoel alsof de mediagebruiker lichamelijk aanwezig is in de fictieve wereld en 

deelneemt aan de handelingen die zich in deze wereld voltrekken. Om deze vorm van aanwezigheid 

te kunnen realiseren, maken gamedesigners gebruik van bepaalde ontwerpprincipes, bijvoorbeeld 

met betrekking tot de aansturing van de camera en de avatar door de speler. Deze studie heeft 

onderzocht hoe deze ontwerpprincipes grenzen stellen aan de manier waarop computergames 

fictieve werelden en verhalen kunnen articuleren, en de wijze waarop computergames fictieve 

werelden en verhalen invulling geven.   

 

Deze studie bestaat uit twee delen, namelijk een theoretische verkenning naar de ontologische 

relatie tussen de fenomenen van aanwezigheid en narrativiteit; en een object-analytische 

verkenning naar de manifestatie van deze ontologische relatie in het ontwerp van een aantal 

bestaande computergames. Hierbij is gekeken of formele patronen in het ontwerp van aanwezigheid 

sturing geven aan het ontwerp van fictieve werelden en verhalen in games.   

 

De voornaamste uitdaging in de theoretische verkenning naar de ontologische relatie tussen 

aanwezigheid en narrativiteit bleek het conceptueel verbinden van de fenomenen. Wanneer de 

enge definities van aanwezigheid en narrativiteit worden gehanteerd, verhouden de fenomenen zich 

dialectisch tot elkaar met betrekking tot de ervaring van de mediagebruiker: een narratief 

communiceert een gebeurtenis die heeft plaatsgevonden in het verleden, terwijl aanwezigheid een 

gevoel betreft alsof de mediagebruiker een lichamelijke aanwezige deelnemer is in een gebeurtenis 

die plaatsvindt in het heden. Een narratief kan vanuit dit dialectische perspectief het gevoel van 

actieve, lichamelijke aanwezigheid niet oproepen omdat de expliciete aanwezigheid van de verteller 

een afstand creëert tussen de ervaring van de vertelling in het hier-en-nu en van de vertelde 

gebeurtenis in het daar-en-toen. Immers, je kunt niet lichamelijk aanwezig zijn bij–en participeren 

in–een gebeurtenis die zich reeds heeft voltrokken. Kortom, de enge definities van aanwezigheid en 

narrativiteit suggereren dat media die het gevoel van actieve, lichamelijke aanwezigheid creëren, 

zoals computergames of ervaringstheater, niet begrepen kunnen worden in termen van narrativiteit, 
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en media die handelen over gedane gebeurtenissen niet kunnen worden begrepen in termen van 

aanwezigheid.   

 

De enge definities van narrativiteit en aanwezigheid komen voort uit respectievelijk de 

(post)structuralistische narratologie en het onderzoeksveld van de Presence Theory. De 

(post)structuralistische definitie van narrativiteit als het vertellen over gebeurtenissen uit het 

verleden vindt haar oorsprong in de notie van de mondelinge vertelling en in (post)structuralistische 

studies naar achttiende-eeuwse en vroeg negentiende-eeuwse literatuur, waarbij de expliciete 

aanwezigheid van een verteller een belangrijke stelregel was. Aan de hand van de cognitieve 

benadering van onderzoekers als David Bordwell en Marie-Laure Ryan heeft deze studie het 

(post)structuralistische concept van narrativiteit herzien, waarmee het concept toepasbaar wordt op 

media die niet letterlijk een verhaal vertellen, maar een verhaal audiovisueel presenteren, zoals 

films of computergames. De cognitieve narratologie begrijpt narrativiteit als het cognitief vermogen 

om betekenis toe te kennen aan de zintuigelijke beleving. De mens ordent en interpreteert zijn 

ervaringen aan de hand van verhalende, causale mentale schema’s. Ook wanneer een gemedieerde 

gebeurtenis uiting vindt zonder de expliciete interventie van een verteller, zijn deze cognitieve 

schema’s van toepassing. Kortom, vanuit het perspectief van de cognitieve narratologie kunnen 

media die gebeurtenissen audiovisueel ensceneren en de mediagebruiker als actieve deelnemer 

positioneren, zoals computergames, tevens in termen van narrativiteit begrepen worden, hetgeen 

ludologen in game studies ontologisch onmogelijk achten.    

 

De enge definitie van aanwezigheid in Presence Theory hangt samen met het verlangen van 

wetenschappers uit dit veld om de “ongemedieerde” ervaring van de mens zo nauwkeurig mogelijk 

na te bootsen met mediatechnologieën. Hoe meer een medium het gevoel van ongemedieerde 

aanwezigheid simuleert, hoe meer aanwezigheid de mediagebruiker ervaart. Vanuit deze 

benadering produceert een medium als computergames meer aanwezigheid dan een medium als 

film. Aan de hand van de fenomenologische mediatheorieën van onderzoekers als Alva Noë en Mark 

Hansen heeft deze studie de enge benadering van aanwezigheid herzien. Vanuit de fenomenologie 

beschouwd maken media vormen van aanwezigheid mogelijk die niet te vinden zijn in onze 

ongemedieerde ervaring. Kortom, media herdefiniëren onze zintuigelijke waarneming van de wereld 

om ons heen. Het fenomenologische perspectief leert dat computergames niet meer aanwezigheid 

produceren dan een medium als film, maar dat beide media eigen vormen van aanwezigheid 

produceren.  
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Door de concepten van aanwezigheid en narrativiteit te herdefiniëren, heeft deze studie 

verschillende vormen van aanwezigheid van elkaar kunnen onderscheiden, en kunnen verbinden 

met verschillende vormen van narrativiteit. De ontologische relatie tussen aanwezigheid en 

narrativiteit is te beschrijven als een relatie van wederzijdse afhankelijkheid, dat wil zeggen, 

bepaalde vormen van aanwezigheid komen met bepaalde vormen van narrativiteit. Om deze relatie 

verder uit te diepen heeft deze studie een mediavergelijkend perspectief gekozen. Aan de hand van 

inzichten uit film-, theater-, literatuur- en gamestudies is de relatie tussen aanwezigheid en 

narrativiteit in diverse media, zoals films, theater, literatuur en computergames onderzocht. Dit 

onderzoek heeft een drietal narratieve modaliteiten uit deze inzichten kunnen destilleren die in alle 

media voorkomen, maar steeds op een medium-specifieke manier gestalte krijgen, namelijk de 

modaliteiten van vertellen, tonen en participeren. In termen van aanwezigheid, impliceert de 

modaliteit van vertellen de aanwezigheid van een verteller, de modaliteit van tonen de lichaamloze 

aanwezigheid van de mediagebruiker als observant (“disembodied observer”) en de modaliteit van 

participatie de lichamelijke aanwezigheid van de media gebruiker als deelnemer (“embodied 

participant”).  

 

Deze theoretische driedeling vormt de conceptuele lens waarmee dit onderzoek de objectanalyse 

heeft uitgevoerd. In de objectanalyse is onderzocht hoe de modaliteiten van vertellen, tonen en 

participeren op een medium-specifieke wijze vorm krijgen in het ontwerp van computergames. De 

analyse heeft zich hierbij in het bijzonder gericht op de aansturing van de camera en de avatar. Het 

heeft een aantal besturingsconfiguraties van elkaar onderscheiden die verschillende vormen van 

aanwezigheid tot stand brengen: van de lichaamloze aanwezigheid van de speler als observant tot 

de lichamelijke aanwezigheid van de speler als deelnemer. Daarna is onderzocht hoe deze 

configuraties invloed uitoefenen op de articulatie van fictieve werelden en verhalen, waarbij in het 

bijzonder is gekeken naar de configuratie van lichamelijke aanwezigheid, aangezien deze 

configuratie dominant is in hedendaagse computergames.  

 

Omdat de camera (en de avatar) in deze laatste configuratie het gevoel van lichamelijke 

aanwezigheid moeten opwekken, worden de camera (en de avatar) op een andere manier ingezet 

dan gebruikelijk is in andere audiovisuele media, zoals film. Belangrijke cinematografische 

verteltechnieken zoals de (extreme) close-up, cross-cutting, ellipsen en flashbacks kunnen niet 

worden toegepast voor de articulatie van fictieve werelden, omdat de verplaatsing van de camera 

door tijd en ruimte het gevoel van lichamelijke aanwezigheid in de speler kan verstoren. Deze studie 

heeft een aantal ontwerpstrategieën ontsloten die gamedesigners in staat stellen om een fictieve 
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wereld te communiceren zonder het gevoel van lichamelijke aanwezigheid in de speler te verbreken. 

Deze ontwerpstrategieën betreffen deels aanpassingen op bestaande filmtechnieken en deels 

technieken die verwantschap hebben met het ontwerp van ervaringstheater en architectuur. De 

behandelde strategieën zijn: first-person cutscenes, dialogen en monologen, interactieve (extreme) 

close-ups, interactieve montage, mise-en-scène, gedrag, scripts, evocatief ruimtelijk ontwerp en 

ruimtelijke beeldschema’s.  

 

Ten slotte heeft de studie onderzocht hoe het ontwerp van lichaamloze en lichamelijke 

aanwezigheid van invloed is op de invulling van fictieve werelden en verhalen in computergames. 

Hierbij is in het bijzonder gelet op de personages, en wel de manier waarop personages van elkaar 

verschillen in termen van persoonlijkheid, achtergrond en sociale relaties. Games met de 

lichamelijke vorm van aanwezigheid positioneren de speler doorgaans als de hoofdpersoon, terwijl 

games met de lichaamloze vorm van aanwezigheid de speler doorgaans positioneren als de 

bestuurder van de hoofdpersoon. Games waar de speler de hoofdpersoon wordt, maskeren vaak de 

persoonlijkheid, achtergrond en sociale relaties van dit personage, terwijl games waar de speler de 

hoofdpersoon aanstuurt, de persoonlijkheid, achtergrond en sociale relaties uitvergroten om de 

emotionele betrokkenheid van de speler bij dit personage te versterken. Games waar de speler de 

hoofdpersoon wordt, gebruiken hiervoor doorgaans de belangrijkste bijfiguren, dat wil zeggen, de 

emotionele betrokkenheid van de speler richt zich op de belangrijkste bijfiguren in plaats van het 

hoofdpersonage. Deze studie heeft een aantal manieren ontsloten waarop deze maskering en 

uitvergroting van persoonlijkheid, achtergrond en sociale relaties concreet vorm kunnen krijgen in 

het ontwerp van hoofd- en bijfiguren. 

 

Met de ontologische verkenning naar de relatie tussen narrativiteit en aanwezigheid heeft deze 

studie een bijdrage geleverd aan het academische debat naar de vraag of en hoe computergames 

verhalen vertellen. Daarnaast heeft deze studie–als onderdeel van het Utrechtse GATE-onderzoek–

door middel van de object-analytische verkenning naar het ontwerp van narrativiteit en 

aanwezigheid, een aantal toepasbare ontwerpstrategieën ontwikkeld die gamedesigners kunnen 

gebruiken om verhalende computergames te ontwikkelen. Niet alleen kan deze kennis de industrie 

helpen om de kwaliteit van toegepaste of entertainmentgames te vergroten, maar de kennis geeft 

ook meer inzicht in de creatieve uitdagingen van gamedesigners. Hopelijk inspireert deze studie 

gamedesigners om aanvullende ontwerpstrategieën te ontwerpen die de volwassenheid van 

computergames als verhalend medium verder kunnen versterken. 
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