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Introduction


I’m on my own. Much of the warehouse is in shadow, though I can make out a desk and some box files, suggesting the area immediately ahead is being used as a makeshift office. Directly in front of me is a battered wooden table and beyond that is an empty, blue plastic chair. To my right is a white board. There’s a green, flickering exit sign too, but since I can’t move beyond the table I guess I won’t be going through that anytime soon. Peering down, I notice that the table has graffiti carved into it. Seems like I’m not the first person to end up in this position.


There’s also something lying on the table. It’s a clipboard, with a sheet of paper. With some effort, I pick it up. There’s an image of a white man in his early thirties wearing a military uniform, along with various stats, though most details are redacted. The implication is clear – this is me, and I’m a Special Forces soldier. I’m startled by the abrupt rattle and scrape of an ancient lift descending, followed by reverberating footsteps, and the unlocking of heavy security doors. I hurriedly place the clipboard back on the table. The tension builds with each nearing footstep. Eventually a door ahead swings open and a tall black man in a blue shirt enters.





It turns out he is a CIA agent called Carson and I’m an SAS soldier called Ryan Marks. What follows is the beginning of an interrogation, with Carson listing the charges I face: ‘terrorism, conspiracy – more murders than we can even count.’ The next thing I know we’re fading down and everything goes black. A mortar explodes. When we fade up I’m standing by a partly destroyed wall in a desert. A truck goes past me on the left but the wall provides sufficient cover for me to go undetected. I’m in a warzone and we’ve flashed back in time. I’m full of anxiety but I try to play the part of the Special Forces soldier. Ahead of me is a battle-scarred building with an underground entrance. Seconds later I’m storming into the building, dispatching enemy assailants, rescuing my buddy and escaping in a hair-raising car chase.


Sony’s London Studio released Blood and Truth – a virtual reality video game – in 2019 for the PlayStation VR system. Aside from the sequence I’ve just described, the game is primarily set in contemporary London, since not only is Ryan an SAS soldier, he also happens to be the son of an infamous East End gangster. When Ryan’s dad drops dead, he finds himself having to defend his family from a takeover bid by a rival set of gangsters. Ryan is recruited by the mysterious Agent Carson, a CIA operative played by the film and TV actor Colin Salmon. Blood and Truth is far from subtle but that’s the point. It’s a roller-coaster ride which puts the player ‘inside an action movie.’


As with many VR games, for reasons I’ll explore in due course, my presence in this world is conveyed by a pair of hands, in this case two caucasian hands consistent with the fact that the main character is a thirtysomething white guy. I can move my hands, clenching and unclenching them, and even use the fingers and thumbs to create a thumbs up or give someone the ‘bird’, all thanks to the VR controllers. The hands are my avatar throughout the game, my means of locating myself but also the chief way I interact with the world. It’s weird having hands and not a body, but it’s something I adjust to.


I can talk with some authority about the game’s story and fictional world as I was intimately involved in its creation, both as a screenwriter and narrative designer. Game storytelling is something I’ve long been obsessed with, ever since I won my first computer – a stately Atari 800 boasting 16K of memory – back in 1983 in a Daily Express competition to ‘Design A Home of the Future’. From that point onwards I started experimenting with choice-based stories akin to the ‘Choose Your Own Adventure’ books I was also reading at the time. My obsession would later evolve into an academic interest in interactive narrative and in due course a job as a professional writer and narrative designer working in the game industry.


Virtual Reality is just one flavour of video game. There are plenty more offering all kinds of experiences. Some games have little or indeed no narrative content, like the tessellating genius of Tetris or the hypnotic Beat Saber, another VR game. But most have stories, or at least fictional scenarios. Some stories are tightly woven into gameplay like The Last of Us games, the revived God of War games and Ghost of Tsushima. Some, like the satirical Fallout series, utilise narrative systems to help build the fictional world and enable immersion. Some are sprawling sandboxes in which the player can explore and experiment to their heart’s content, like Grand Theft Auto, Red Dead Redemption 2 and Cyberpunk 2077. Some are designed around choices the player makes, like the Fable franchise and Detroit: Become Human. A thriving indie sector gives us extraordinary flights of creativity like Papers Please, Everybody’s Gone to the Rapture and The Cult of Lamb.


Many are collaborative and connected. The long-running World of Warcraft invites players into a vast fantasy realm which they can explore and where they can undertake adventures together. Fortnite, League of Legends and Overwatch pitch players against each other in colourful combat, though each have carefully constructed worlds boasting complex lore. As well as connecting players, these games are increasingly part of wider connected universes that stretch into other media like novels, films, television shows and comics. In global terms games are now bigger than the music and film industries combined.


Game storytelling is fundamentally about managing the collision of two worlds. On the one hand there’s the world of the player, the real world in which we’re sitting or standing, where we have romantic and familial relationships, where we work, pay taxes and carry out domestic chores. On the other hand there’s the virtual world of pixels and polygons with infinite possibilities – a domain that one moment could be full of breathtaking spectacle and in the next intimacy and emotional insight. The role of video game storytellers and worldbuilders is to fuse the real world and the fictional world together, to tell stories through game controllers and keyboards, to immerse players in a world of make-believe. And like the games themselves, we come in all shapes and sizes, a mixture of writers, narrative designers, world-builders, scenarists and story choreographers.


This is a book about this most contemporary of storytelling forms, its challenges and potential, and what it means for how we think about storytelling more generally. It’s about the techniques and tropes that games borrow from other narrative media, including some approaches that date back millennia. It’s about the things that game storytelling does differently, the ways in which it takes those ancient techniques and reinvents them. It’s about the wholly new approaches required for a medium that’s often trivial but should never be treated as such.


Along the way, I draw not only on my own first-hand experiences as a game storyteller but those of fellow narrative professionals working in the field. I also deploy a range of academic and theoretical perspectives from game studies, literary and narrative theory, film studies, theatre studies and screenwriting theory, in what’s known as a comparative media approach. I use these to frame various contemporary and historical game examples. Such theories can be forboding and abstruse, but hopefully I’ve done this in a way which is friendly and not off-putting to the general reader. The intention is an exploration that’s informative, discursive and reflective.


My hypothesis is simple – that this newest and most compelling of art forms is fundamentally changing how we tell stories. And I’m going to show you how – and why – it matters.















Chapter 1.Games Versus Stories


At face value, games and stories have a lot in common. Both have a beginning, middle and end. Stories are told using characters that we listen to, watch or read about. Lots of games feature characters of one kind or another – ones we play as and ones we encounter along the way. In a game someone wins or loses, or maybe there’s a draw. The same is true of stories. Characters might succeed or fail, or at least come to the end of their ‘arc’. Irrespective of whether they’re thrillers or romances or science fiction tales, stories require conflict to drive them. Games are also powered by a struggle, either between the players themselves or between the player and the game. Both games and stories can delight, frustrate and surprise. It’s not surprising that the two forms should have collided so frequently throughout their history, creating all manner of extraordinary hybrids.


At first glance, contemporary video games epitomise this fusion. The original The Last of Us (2013) game tells the story of Joel, a man whose daughter dies tragically and must learn to be a father again, all set against the backdrop of a terrifying spore-based infection that has created a living dead-infested apocalypse. The Last of Us and its sequel are expertly crafted, and have justly won many awards. They look beautiful and feature cinematic elements and tightly woven gameplay. To all intents and purposes they’re interactive stories. It makes sense that these particular games have transferred so successfully to television, in an adaptation that has been praised by critics and fans alike.


Looks can be deceptive, though. For all their shared features, games and stories are also very different in fundamental ways. Human or anthropomorphic characters are an essential condition of all storytelling. Every story, irrespective of medium, features characters we can empathise with, or which are intended to provoke an emotional response. This is as true of children’s animations featuring talking cars and radio soap operas depicting an everyday story of country folk as it is of blockbuster movies, abstruse literary novels and West End plays. We watch, read and listen to characters as they go on journeys and adventures through whatever fictional world the storytellers have chosen to fabricate. Characters are our way into the story.


The same is not necessarily true of games. For every game that uses characters like The Last of Us, Destiny or even the board game Cluedo, there are many others that don’t. Counter-based games like Drafts and Go don’t have any characters, and neither do many commercially and critically successful video games. Tetris is an obvious example, in which the player must fit falling shapes together to create solid lines that then magically vanish. Simply put, we don’t need characters for games, they’re not integral in the way they are for stories. When games do feature characters, it’s arguably a superficial, additive component. Chess pieces aren’t characters in the sense we would understand from storytelling – they are counters capable of specific functions set by the rules of the game.


Nonetheless, many contemporary video games do feature characters and stories of varying degrees of sophistication. Popular culture is packed with examples: Pac-Man, Tomb Raider’s Lara Croft, Mario the plumber, Sonic the Hedgehog, Halo’s Master Chief and The Legend of Zelda’s Link, to name just a handful. They emerge beyond the boundaries of the game world to populate lunch boxes, comics, movies, television shows, transforming into plushies and action figures, often woven into everyday life in all manner of ways. Cortana, the female AI from the science fiction epic Halo, went on to become the voice of Microsoft’s virtual assistant, and cropped up in many software applications, far removed from her fantastical origins.


Sometimes stories are expertly integrated into gameplay like the majestic Ghost of Tsushima or the satirical Fallout games. In other games, the story components are added after the fact to help rationalise the actions of the player and provide context. Games have unique attributes, just as other kinds of storytelling have their own tropes and techniques which clever storytellers seek to exploit to their advantage, sometimes choosing to subvert expectations as well as reinforce them.


Television is often talked about as an intimate medium, whereas movies are renowned for their ability to convey a sense of scale and sweep. The novel affords psychological insights into characters that dramatic media may struggle to convey. By dint of their interactive and immersive qualities, games are good at things that these other media struggle with, whether it’s giving a player the ability to make a moral choice and experience first hand the consequences, or the chance to inhabit a completely different persona in a living and unpredictable imaginary world.


Irrespective of the medium, a well-told story has impact precisely because it’s well-told. The storyteller controls how and when information – about plot or characters – is revealed to us. A good story leverages its structure and its pacing to gradually unfurl itself to us, in a way which is driven by the skill and artistry of the storyteller. Every scene in a screenplay serves a dramatic purpose, every action in a theatre play tells us about character, and perhaps also plot. All storytelling is in some sense collaborative, and we’re working with the storyteller to understand the story being told to us.


This is particularly true of games, which are collaborative in the most explicit sense because of their interactive nature.1 Most obviously this takes the form of gameplay, though it also includes configuring the game’s settings. For a game to progress, something is required of the player. It may be touching keys on a keyboard, manipulating a game controller or moving a Virtual Reality headset. But the player has to do something. In a video game or other kind of interactive experience, control is awarded to the participant. Which means that video game storytellers, unlike their opposite numbers in television, film, novels, theatre and radio, have to cede control. And with that, come all sorts of implications that make video games fundamentally different to these other media.


Not that older kinds of storytelling are somehow passive. If you’ve ever jumped at a horror movie or cried when a much cherished character dies in a long-running television drama you’ll get the point. At both a philosophical and physiological level, our bodies are constantly in flux, which means that our understanding of stories, irrespective of medium, is constantly active and changing. And that includes our response to ‘bubblegum’ Hollywood blockbusters and soap operas like Eastenders. We can make value judgements over whether something is inherently trivial and a waste of time but no medium is really passive.


Games are different because they’re needy in a way this other media isn’t. They require very specific and explicit forms of interaction on the part of human users. And because human users get things wrong, games are designed to accommodate these errors. In contemporary games, if you die you might respawn, perhaps going back to an earlier point when you chose to save your progress or the game automatically did it for you. In older games you were often given a finite number of lives, and when your last life was expended the game was over. What game developers want, of course, is for you to restart the game, to keep coming back for more despite – or maybe because – of your humiliation. It’s what US academic Sherry Turkle describes as ‘holding power’2, the ability of games to keep you transfixed, not in spite of your mistakes but because of them, because you want to fix them.


Many contemporary games involve exploration and to some extent experimentation. They encourage you to wander around environments, finding your own way, trying out different routes, uncovering clues, encountering extraordinary characters, stumbling across moments of unexpected spectacle or surprising intimacy. For most kinds of linear storytelling, such ambulatory moments would be anathema – sure we might get a quick montage of a journey or a series of connected actions, but on the whole they want to cut straight to the chase. A Hollywood producer friend of mine derides scenes in which a character travels from one location to another as ‘shoe leather’. Such elements are the mainstay of many video games. They are the chief mechanism through which we explore the fictive world we’ve created. Understanding the differences between sequential storytelling media and video game storytelling is vital to understanding the latter.


In 2001, when Games Studies first began as a formal discipline to be taught and researched in universities, it was fixated on the relationship between storytelling and gameplay. Helpfully, the academics involved divided themselves into two distinct camps. Simply expressed, narratologists or narrativists believed that video games could be analysed with theories adapted from other story- focussed disciplines like Literary Studies, Film Studies and Theatre Studies. Ludologists, meanwhile, argued that games were rule-based and experiential and that applying theory from these other fields missed the essential qualities of games. For academia, the row was unusually passionate, although some later claimed it all arose from a misunderstanding encouraged by the gaming press.


These days the academic dispute has subsided but the fundamental problem of resolving the differences between games and stories hasn’t gone away. Within the industry, we talk about ‘ludonarrative dissonance’3, an idea coined by Clint Hocking, video game designer/ director and veteran of LucasArts and Ubisoft. The concept refers to the disjuncture between the intentions of gameplay and the intentions of story within a video game. Hocking uses the example of Bioshock (2007), considered by many a classic of the medium. Set in 1960, the player assumes the role of Jack, whose plane is downed over the Atlantic. As the only survivor of the crash, Jack makes his way to a mysterious lighthouse and then uses a bathysphere, a capsule lowered from a ship, to descend to a city beneath the waves created by a fictional industrialist called Andrew Ryan. The city is called Rapture, and our first glimpse of the grandiosity of its art deco design remains one of the most spectacular in video game history.


What’s intriguing about Bioshock is that thematically the whole game is concerned with the nature of free will and agency, as espoused by Andrew Ryan, the principal villain. The character of Ryan is clearly heavily influenced by libertarian philosopher Ayn Rand, author of The Fountainhead (1943) and Atlas Shrugged (1957). Rand formulated the theory of Objectivism, founded on the idea that there is only one objective reality and that certain moral truths exist independently of human knowledge, or indeed our ability to perceive them. For some, Rand is a shining beacon of libertarianism, for others a grim recipe for a world in which only the strong prosper, with all that connotes. The fictional Andrew Ryan espouses similar views, and the player encounters them throughout their exploration of Rapture.


At points in the game the player is given the ability to choose which path to follow, consistent with the thematic concerns of the game. Along the way the player will encounter Little Sisters, young girls who have been genetically altered and brainwashed into reclaiming a substance that grants superhuman powers to the player-character. The player can choose whether to kill the Little Sister in question and take all of the genetic material, or release the Little Sister from her conditioning. If the player chooses the more compassionate approach, they’ll receive less genetic material. Eventually, however, the player has no choice but to help a character called Atlas in leading a revolt against Andrew Ryan. The game’s need to channel the player through the story has reasserted itself.


It’s a prime example of ludonarrative dissonance: while the gameplayer may want to take one path, the game itself has chosen another. The term has proven influential, informing much subsequent debate about the relationship of story and play in games. Central to this discussion is whether ludonarrative dissonance is something to be avoided at all costs, or in fact a key feature of games that can be leveraged to make gamers think about their actions inside the fictional world they’ve chosen to inhabit.


Another oft-cited example of ludonarrative dissonance occurs in the Uncharted series. These are intricately constructed, highly successful games developed by the studio Naughty Dog for PlayStation and PC platforms. A modern day take on Indiana Jones, the player assumes the role of Nathan Drake, a handsome, wise-cracking explorer engagingly voiced by Nolan North.4 Uncharted’s gameplay involves lots of derring-do in the form of climbing, dodging, solving fiendish puzzles and, crucially, killing people. Lots and lots of killing people. ‘Cut scenes’ – cinematic interludes within the game which deliver the bulk of the plot – don’t ever account for this bloodshed, instead concentrating on Drake’s all-round charm and likability.5


But as the academic Frédéric Seraphine points out, some games actively lean into the nature of the gameplay in an effort to ensure a more synergistic approach between story and interactivity. Seraphine cites the example of Grand Theft Auto IV (2008), which tells the story of Niko Bellic, an ex-soldier from Eastern Europe who has come to America to locate the individual who betrayed his army unit years earlier but finds himself embroiled in a seething criminal underworld. As Seraphine observes, the psychotic behaviour of the player during gameplay – killing, maiming, stealing – is deliberately aligned with the psychotic behaviour of the main character during the cut scenes. By mirroring Bellic’s actions, ludonarrative dissonance is therefore minimized.


Arguably the phenomenon is not limited to games. The climax of the Hawkeye television show on the streaming service Disney+ culminated in a battle between the two lead characters – Clint Barton and Kate Bishop, played by Jeremy Renner and Hailee Steinfeld – and an enemy gang known as the Tracksuit Mafia. In the course of the confrontation on an ice rink, any number of these gang members are injured, probably maimed and almost certainly killed. Yet the demands of the plot require Kate Bishop’s villainess mother Eleanor be arrested at the scene for the murder of a character from earlier in the series – the fact that a massacre has happened several feet away being of little apparent concern to the New York Police Department.6


Musicals provide another obvious example of dissonance. Suddenly breaking into a song and dance number in real life would, at the very least, raise eyebrows, and might possibly result in your being hauled off for various observations and interventions by the authorities. In the context of Singing in the Rain (1952), Seven Brides for Seven Brothers (1954) or La La Land (2016), we accept that these songs are expressing the inner feelings of the characters, advancing the plot, or simply entertaining us. For the most part we accept the dissonance, because our expectations of musicals have led us to anticipate that characters can and will break into song and dance routines in a way which is generally not found in real life – or indeed other genres.


For games, the contradictions between gameplay and storytelling are baked into the medium, not just specific genres like the adventure story or musical, as is the case with these other media. Throughout their history, some game developers have sought to approach the tensions directly, conjuring ingenious solutions. Many other developers simply ignore ludonarrative dissonance. Often, it falls to game storytellers to retroactively ‘fix’ games by stitching together the various elements in a way that makes sense for players.





This constant need to bridge the gap between storytelling and gameplay means that over time the games industry has evolved specific roles to tackle the problem. In 2006, Stephen Dinehart was asked by the game developer and publisher THQ to write a job description for an individual who could create the game’s story and manage the integration between the narrative and gameplay. When THQ were subsequently unable to find anyone to fit the bill, they hired Dinehart himself, and he became the first ‘narrative designer’. Twenty years later, narrative design is a recognised craft in its own right, often expressed in terms of aligning the player’s experience with the player-character’s experience.7 Given the never-ending debates concerning the relationship between storytelling and play in video games, it’s perhaps inevitable that the exact parameters of what constitutes narrative design should remain a topic of heated debate.


Narrative design in the strictest sense is inherent to all storytelling, whether it’s plot design, act design or determining character biographies and motivations. Depending on the storyteller’s particular process and the context in which the creation of the narrative is happening, this might be a heavily structured, formalist exercise or something that’s much more freeform and explorative. In other words a screenwriter tasked with creating an episode of a long-running television series would probably have a much stricter remit than, for instance, someone creating a stage play that they hope to sell to a theatre, though the latter has its own structural rules too. In terms of game storytelling, it’s perhaps the looseness of the term that contributes to frequent misunderstandings within the industry. Nevertheless, experienced storytelling practitioners are able to point to a high level version of the narrative design term as it relates specifically to video games.





Veteran game writer and narrative designer Andy Walsh defines it this way: ‘In its purest form (without the 20,000 different ways companies define it) narrative design is the art and craft of understanding story spaces in interactive media. This requires an understanding of the technology, game and narrative genres, along with the capabilities of the art, audio, AI teams and the demands of game design. When narrative design works well it allows the writer (or the writer’s work if the skills are separated) to marry into a single experience avoiding the terror that is… ludo-narrative dissonance (cue the sound of lightning and evil cackling, or player frustration and the hurling of games controllers)’.


As Walsh alludes to, a recurrent complicating factor is that studios define narrative design very differently. It’s easy to see why developers need distinct approaches based on the specific project. A particular kind of campaign-led game8 with carefully curated set piece encounters that move in and out of gameplay is liable to need a considerable amount of integrated narrative design from the very beginning of development and throughout the process. Whereas, on some projects narrative design happens after the fact, with narrative designers retrospectively adding story elements.


Some bigger games might contain a variety of gameplay modes that require different techniques; what works for multiplayer might be quite different to what works for single player. Ultimately most projects involve some combination of preparatory story work which evolves into ongoing input and culminates with frenetic last-minute fixes as deadlines loom. What this suggests is that narrative design needs to be an organic and adaptive craft, able to modulate to the needs of the project and requirements of the studio, rather than a prescriptive set of rules.


Narrative designer Anjali Shibu highlights the disparities between studios around the term: ‘If you ever see the title Narrative Design, it can mean very different things from studio to studio. I personally would define Narrative Design as the space where you tune how the story and gameplay interact and therefore engage the player. Most often, it’s about conversations with various teams to find new ways to engage the player… seamlessly integrating consequences for their actions, implementing pipelines and systems, getting them to work well with each other, and getting the timing for any line spot-on!’9 Another veteran game writer, Antony Johnston, sums it up pithily: ‘No two narrative designers are the same, because no two projects are the same’.


As a result, the narrative designer role can differ massively from studio to studio and even within studios. A studio might employ various ranks of narrative designer from junior to lead, alongside game writers, which also come in a number of distinct flavours depending on an individual’s experience and expertise. Some narrative design roles are skewed towards writing, which can include everything from the main screenplay to in-game dialogue, collectible documents and on-screen text, while others will be much more technical, perhaps involving an individual going inside the game engine and setting up ‘hooks’ for game dialogue or moving around art assets. There are numerous other roles we might describe as ‘story’ or ‘world-adjacent’.


In my career I’ve done a lot of these different roles, all under the baggy heading of storytelling. I’ve been a contract writer, a freelance story designer, a narrative designer, a staff writer, lead writer and narrative director. I’ve created scenarios and written pitches based on fragments of gameplay design. I’ve worked on projects with extremely sophisticated narrative ecologies, including processes and pipelines familiar from more established industries like film and television, such as Writers’ Rooms, table reads and audience testing. But I’ve also worked on projects in which none of these things have been in place, in which story development has been ad hoc and driven by creative whim rather than focussed direction. The maturity and sophistication of the studio’s internal culture can be a big factor in its approach to storytelling and worldbuilding.


With all this in mind, determining the distinctions between narrative design and writing is often tricky. Narrative design frequently merges with writing, with many narrative designers writing and, conversely, many writers carrying out narrative designer duties. Another seasoned writer, Kim MacAskill, provides a useful indication of where the distinction might lie based on her experience: ‘The best way I would separate a writer from a narrative designer is in looking at a mission. A narrative designer will tell you what dialogue trigger types are needed before they’ve even written a line of dialogue (damage taken, health needed etc), whereas a writer may not be expected to work this out, simply they are prescribed types of lines required (often by a designer) and then proceed to write the dialogue accordingly.’


A more abstract but still potentially useful way of differentiating the roles might be found in ideas of temporality and spatiality. As Andy Walsh suggests, ‘narrative design is the art and craft of understanding story spaces in interactive media’. In other words, video games are explorable spaces in a way that makes them distinct from other non- participatory media, and narrative design is the means by which this story is delivered. Invariably, though, a lot of games incorporate story sequences which are time-based – temporal – in the sense that once activated they can’t be stopped or interfered with.


To this end, a lot of game writing involves telling a portion of the story in a way which is essentially sequential in nature. Most obviously we see this in cut scenes, those extended interludes which look the most like film and television. Historically such cinematic sequences haven’t involved any interactivity, though these days it’s not unusual for developers to introduce elements of participation to ensure the player feels more involved in proceedings. These kinds of interactivity aren’t necessarily sophisticated, and might simply involve a particular button press or set of actions10 from the player, as we see in the likes of Naughty Dog’s Uncharted games and Santa Monica’s God of War series. In such contexts the available options for the player are extremely limited and the results correspondingly confined, the wrong choice often resulting in a fail condition or meaning the game won’t progress until you’ve done the right thing.


Other kinds of scripted scenes might offer more in the way of branching, allowing the player to choose their actions and causing something to happen in the game world as a result. From a technical viewpoint a sequence like this would probably sit within the game engine, and the implications of the player’s decision carefully managed. Cut sequences and scripted sequences are still the ‘forward-facing’ part of the story for lots of games, and the ones upon which game critics and fans judge the game’s narrative.


But as Walsh notes, narrative design is mainly concerned with the organisation of the story in spatial terms. In exploring an abandoned castle in a Zelda game or the streets and buildings of a baroque, beautifully realised alternate reality in the Dishonored games, we might encounter an artefact or document that tells us more about this world, like a fragment of a diary or a discarded letter. The spatial placement of such objects might be intended to intrigue, reward or otherwise immerse the player, and is a task that falls to narrative design. Similarly, narrative design might work with environment artists to request specific elements to abet storytelling or worldbuilding. Inside the game’s editor, invisible ‘trigger volumes’ can be set up which when entered by the player activate a specific piece of dialogue or other kind of narrative event.


For instance, I worked on an open world game that used a ‘hub and spoke’ structure in which the player could battle adversaries and then return to their base of operations to reload their weaponry, recharge their shields, store and examine their collectibles, etc. During the exploratory elements the player could trigger different cut scenes in any order, meaning they received the story in a non-linear way – but the scenes themselves were inherently linear. In shaping the experience, I had to think about the unfolding story in an overarching way which was driven by spatiality, but the cut sequences themselves effectively played out as mini movies with a distinct start and end point.


Another key way for narrative design to convey story is through the game’s mechanics, the ways in which the player interacts with the game and how the game responds. A good example is Ico (2001), a masterpiece of a game in which the player controls the eponymous character, a little boy who must guide a girl called Yorda so together they can escape a castle. The game’s central, story-inflected mechanic is this hand-holding and the challenges it poses for Ico and the player as you negotiate multiple puzzles and obstacles. Such a mechanic is intrinsic to the game, the story and the world.


With that in mind, it’s unlikely that expensive and time-consuming bespoke mechanics will be created to fulfil a highly specific narrative purpose, no matter how much certain members of the dev team might desire this. The emphasis on systems is echoed in Antony Johnson’s comments: ‘To me, that’s narrative design in a nutshell: the art and skill of deciding how to convey narrative to the player within a game, and designing the systems necessary to achieve the desired experience and effect. That still leaves a lot open to interpretation, which is to be expected with any kind of interactive design.’


The role of the player in all this is of course critical. Games are an explicitly participatory medium, and as we’ll see it’s this that constantly redefines how we understand storytelling and worldbuilding. For narrative and experience designer Yasmeen Ayyashi, the collaborative element of narrative design is integral to the craft. ‘Narrative design is a practice that extends beyond traditional verbal or textual storytelling,’ she suggests, ‘to the design of experiences in which a story unfolds through the interplay of (physical or virtual) space, objects, elements, and audience engagement, over time. It can encompass various formats of physical and digital reality… to construct “worlds” that are co-created by designers and participants.’


Like the ludology-narratology debate that began in academia and the subsequent discussion of ludonarrative dissonance inside and outside the industry, conversations about narrative design and its exact definition are often impassioned and heated. The sheer diversity of game projects and studios’ disparate approaches to thinking about story mean that narrative design is always liable to take different forms depending on the context. Some projects are story-driven, in which narrative design is necessarily fundamental and calls the shots, while many other projects are driven by gameplay, in which narrative is retro-fitted as a way of making sense of what the player is doing. Many more games are a compromise between these approaches. There is no ‘one size fits all’ solution, nor should there be. The role of game storytellers – the broad term I’ll use going forwards – is to make sure they’re using the right approach for the particular project.





Nevertheless, it is possible to identify high level commonalities based on the unique experiences of practitioners working in the field. To me, narrative design or direction in its broadest sense is at least partly about managing the interrelationship between the spatial and temporal components of the game’s story. This will be important going forwards in understanding how game storytelling is shaping other modes of storytelling. As we’ll see, rapid technological and cultural developments will mean that narrative design is going to have to evolve in all sorts of intriguing ways.










1I’m aware there are many examples of interactive novels, stage plays and films. Don’t worry, I’ll get to those.


2Turkle, Sherry [1984] (2005) The Second Self - Computers and the Human Spirit. London: The MIT Press.


3It might elicit groans, but we still talk about it.


4A ubiquitous performer in games and something of a legend amongst players and developers alike.


5This didn’t stop PlayStation Studios from making a 2022 movie based on the Uncharted series starring Tom Holland, which effectively functions as a loose prequel to the first game in the series.


6Douglas Adams, creator of The Hitch-Hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, talks about exactly this phenomenon in relation to the cop show Cannon, in which subsidiary characters are indiscriminately killed without so much as a by-your-leave. As a response to this, and with his trademark absurdist élan, Adams created the character of a sperm whale whom he then makes us care about, immediately prior to killing it.


7More of this later.


8That’s a single-player, story-based experience like The Last of Us or Ghost of Tsushima (though both games have different modes).


9Interpersonal skills, the ability to listen as well as champion your own perspective, are essential – though rarely discussed – qualities for narrative designers.


10Though they are inevitably complex to implement from a development standpoint.















Chapter 2.Precursors


Interactivity is the key attribute that makes game storytelling different to other kinds of storytelling. It can take any number of forms depending on the nature of the game. It might be the difference between the player taking the route through the dark forest or up the mountain path. It might mean deciding whether to kiss a character or murder them, join a quest with fellow players or leap on the back of a dragon and travel to a far flung location for further adventures. The player’s ability to intervene in the narrative, to change things, is something the game storyteller has to constantly anticipate and plan around. For developers of all stripes, it’s hard work to engineer such scenarios but immensely rewarding when you succeed.


The logic of interactivity disrupts the flow of the story in video games. Again this can take many different forms, depending on the kind of story being told, the nature of the fictional world being explored, and the type of interaction. Plot elements may play out in different ways, the order in which the player comes across specific characters may change, and the player may encounter or miss story elements. In other words, interactivity is inextricably linked to non-linearity. Suffice to say, this makes game storytelling a complex and challenging pursuit, in ways markedly different to that of more traditional media.


For one thing, interactivity fundamentally changes the audience’s relationship to the story. ‘Interactivity is a shortcut to immersion,’ says game writer Antony Johnston. ‘When story choices are put in our hands as players, we can’t help but be drawn into the narrative and put ourselves in the place of the character facing those choices. As writers we have to keep that in mind and write accordingly, hopefully in a way that keeps player and character decisions in sync – or, at least, minimises dissonance.’ Narrative director Karen Hunt is similarly effusive: ‘On the condition that it’s done well… a well designed interactive story experience makes the story much more emotional.’


Most novels, films and television shows are fundamentally sequential in nature, in that they tell a story from beginning to end. Such stories require the audience to consume the narrative in a particular way through watching, reading or listening. With the exception of video games, stories that incorporate interactivity tend to exist very much outside the mainstream, and are often experimental and challenging. We can place interactive films, participatory theatre and branching novels in this category. In letting you choose your path through the narrative they are necessarily non-sequential, and can be consumed in multiple different ways. Fortunately, there’s a diverse and instructive history of interactive narrative that we can look to.


Probably the earliest example of interactive storytelling is that of oral storytelling. Gathering around a campfire to tell tales is common from culture to culture, and we see traces of it all around in everything from joke-telling to gossip, from songs to improvisational drama. Oral narrative forms are often collaborative, involving an exchange of ideas that shape the course of the story. The roleplaying game Dungeons and Dragons (1974-), in which a ‘Dungeon Master’ steers the story of the game in concert with the players, responding to their actions and rolls of the dice, sits within this tradition. In a modern context, digital connectivity has enabled collaborative storytelling in the form of games like the long-running and hugely popular World of Warcraft, more of which later.


The novel offers other kinds of precedent for both non-linearity and interactivity. The Life and Adventures of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman was published in nine volumes from 1759 to 1767. The book is told as a stream of consciousness by the eponymous anti-hero. Along the way Sterne explores the terminology around sexual practices, insults, military life, religion, politics and philosophy. This is all told in a manner which is highly discursive and humorous, not to mention exceptionally playful. It’s not for nothing that Tristram Shandy is often described as the ‘ultimate shaggy dog story’. In the course of the novel we encounter many colourful characters, including Tristram’s father and mother, the choleric physician Dr Slop, the chambermaid Susannah and the parson Yorick,1 who will go on to feature in another of Sterne’s novels.


Sterne was ‘meta’ before the term had ever been coined, let alone abused. In the guise of Tristram, he constantly interrupts his own narrative, addressing the reader directly, sometimes telling them to go back and read the preceding chapter or calling out specific points they might have missed. Sterne also plays with the typography of the text. At one point a character crosses himself, and we get a symbol to represent this action, or the icon of a pointing hand is used to highlight something important. When a character dies, the scene is immediately followed by two pages of entirely black ink. The digressions pile up, creating a sense of a non-linear narrative, though for the most part the story is resolutely sequential in nature. Where Tristram Shandy departs from this most obviously is in its use of footnotes, which require the reader to either break away from the main narrative, returning once they have read the footnote, wait until the chapter has finished and double-back, or simply ignore them.2
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