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Summary of topic
This essay will discuss themes surrounding the video game industry. Specifically, it will address the history of the industry and how techniques of narrative and worldbuilding have changed within video games, particularly with the development of new technology.

Introduction
It is within human nature to create stories, to share them with one another, to find patterns and present them in a way that captures the imaginations of others: “Humans are inclined to see narratives where there are none because they can afford meaning to our lives — a form of existential problem solving” (Delistraty, 2014). The act of telling a story has become a crutch for human society, a staple that has shaped our cultures in numerous ways. Over the millennia we humans have existed, the way we tell stories has evolved with us; once, humanity huddled around campfires and told stories orally of gods and monsters, now in our modern age we can tell our stories through a variety of ways including video games. Even in the small span of years that video games have been present, their format has evolved drastically, especially when compared to the earliest games such as Pong (1972). 
[image: Image result for pong]










Designed by Allan Alcorn, Pong was originally released on the 29th November 1972. The game replicates a game of table tennis, two players controlling panels to hit a ball back and forth.


As video games evolve and we as a society change, where does that leave storytelling within the video game industry? Are the narratives we weave into video games just as captivating and relevant as the ones our ancestors told around their campfires? The technology we as a society have access to and the methods we present storytelling with have transformed greatly from our old oral traditions. Over centuries, storytelling has developed within written formats, the invention of the printing press in the 15th century allowing books to be mass-produced and to gain a massive audience. In more recent times, thanks to the development of technology, we can share storytelling through the medium of television, films and video games. How do the methods of storytelling and worldbuilding differ between these narrative formats? This essay will discuss the themes of narrative and storytelling within video games, as well as how the approach to these elements has changed over the course of the video game industry. Though the industry may be around 40 years young, its size has increased dramatically in that short time and its techniques of development have changed with it. Points to be discussed are how developing narratives in video games compare to alternative methods of presenting fiction, when simple and complex narratives should be used within the context of a video game and how fandoms are generated from more recent years of the video game industry.

Chapter 1: Comparing narratives between video games and alternative fictions
Worldbuilding and narrative creation through storytelling will always be prevalent in human culture. In addition to this, the methods of storytelling will adapt with us. elling stories through video games is simply one of the newer iterations of the practice. The video game story shares many of the familiar elements found in books and cinema, protagonists, antagonists, structured narrative, dramatic tension coupled with resolution. However, a video game does differ in certain aspects from other narrative tools:
A game story is not like a movie, or book, or play, in which your characters say only what you want them to say and go only where you want them to go. Players love the freedom in games to wander off the narrative path, whether for brief side quests, hundreds of hours of open-world exploration, or to forgo the narrative altogether in competitive multiplayer games (Hepler, 2015, p.17).
What this is saying is that we are easily distracted within the environment of a video game, players love to explore and experiment within the confines of the game. A video game is primarily an interactive creature, you as the player create new elements to alter preprogramed events, altering the current scenario of the game. This sense of freedom and interaction is the greatest reason why video games are so attractive to us, they offer a greater amount of freedom and interactivity than books or cinema. Of course, altering the scenario of a game can greatly differ depending on the exact game you are playing. There’s a substantial difference between having the final boss battle in a twenty hours long story of epic fantasy and throwing a blue shell in Mario Kart. The fact that we, as the player, can alter the narrative is where video games differ the greatest from other mediums of storytelling. When engrossed in a good book or a compelling tv show, you resign yourself to their predetermined fates and hope that you don’t lose your favourite character. However, in a video game you can save said character yourself from their untimely demise. In comparison, reading a book is a passive act, however the way our imagination interacts with the both books and video games is rather similar: “The writer is not, then, an all-powerful architect of our reading experience. The writer guides the way we imagine but does not determine it” (Gottschall, 2015, p.5). If a writer creates this framework for the imagination, a construct to flesh out our own interpretations of the narrative, then the video game may supersede this in both practicality and execution. When reading, we build images of the narrative within our own minds, but video games provide us tangible images to work with. Not only can we daydream of the little elements of their worlds and how the characters interact with their setting, but we can receive visual and audible feedback from the screen. Even when the video game doesn’t run you through a conventional story like a book would, you can still use the assets provided to imagine one yourself; you can fill that framework for the imagination with the tangible information from the video game. For example, the MMO game World of Warcraft is a perfect example of constructing your own interpretations from a video games narrative. First released in 2004 by Blizzard Entertainment, this game allowed tens of thousands of people from across the world to explore the fantasy world of Azeroth, slaying monsters and saving the realm as they did 
[image: Image result for world of warcraft raid]Example of a World of Warcraft ‘raid boss’, often a good opportunity for players to experience their own unique version, their own narrative, of a scripted event.


so. The game has an overarching storyline that is continued with each new expansion, the many player characters are essentially the soldiers of two opposing factions within Azeroth. As a player you run around the continents conducting quests and raids, some that directly assist your own faction in the war efforts, others being isolated storylines for your character to explore. Being but one soldier amongst a colossal throng of players allows you a sense of belonging to something greater, a small piece in a great machine that could forever alter the course of the video game. As you explore with friends you create stories with one another, ones unique to you or your group that are separate but still linked to the overall narrative of the game. Years after playing you may find yourself dwelling on memories of the smaller events with your friends. It’s these little stories that can spawn from video games that create the biggest difference between games and books or tv shows, it’s the level of interaction and personal creativity that can derive from your experience with a video games narrative. In addition, video games can allow a group of people to share a social experience that builds teamwork skills and is enjoyable, similar to how playing a team sport would be considered a social experience. Video games of the past 20 years, like World of Warcraft, have helped to create these environments for shared social experiences. These experiences were far less common in the early days of the industry when most video games had to played within an arcade, making it more difficult for a wider audience to access them. Despite the differences that can be drawn between video game narrative and narratives from other fictions, there are still common elements that they share; in a study of agency and narrative within video games, Sebastian Domsch states: 
“The common denominator between fiction and games are – surprisingly enough – rules. They are not what distinguishes ‘games’ from ‘narratives’: as suggestions to assume that something is the case, even though it is not, they are the core of both games and fiction” (Domsch, 2013, p.14). 
Domsch is stating that both narratives in video games and those in alternate fictions, such as books, must follow a set of unspoken rules. These rules could be wide and varied, but one could argue that the most important rule both video games and fictions share in regards to narrative is that their story must be cohesive & it must not stray too far from the audiences expectations, otherwise the narrative becomes too confusing to engage the consumer properly. When engaging with a story, if it does not have a sound structure then the consumer will notice as their journey through the story progresses; a process that will ruin the overall enjoyment of the narrative, be it a video game or alternate fiction. In addition, if the story in question was to dramatically subvert your expectations as a consumer then that would ruin the enjoyment derived from the story, consumers like to be surprised but not feel like they’ve been cheated or conned in some way. For example, the television series Game of Thrones, based on the books by George R.R.Martin, was a long running narrative that had built many expectations over its multiple seasons, however these expectations were shattered in the final season, much to the shock and even displeasure of many fans. It was a big twist for the shows conclusion, however so many expectations had been set by the years of storytelling that many fans felt cheated out of the ending they yearned for. The same theory applies to other methods of conducting storytelling, including video games: if you break the basic rules of storytelling, especially the expectation of the consumer, then you rob them of agency and ultimately leave them feeling cheated out of the experience they wanted. These rules and expectations were once never associated with video games, but now in the past twenty years as video games have become increasingly more complex there is a higher and higher expectation of worldbuilding and narrative within video games. Critique of character development and story structure that was once reserved for television and film is now being applied to video games of storytelling. Ultimately, the expectation of video games has risen because we enjoy the experience of feeling immersed within another world, as we have done with television and books of the past; in regards to this matter Collins states: “Although the goal of many game developers is to create an immersive experience, the body cannot be removed from the experience of video game play” (Karen Collins, 2008, p.3). To elaborate, complete immersion of the senses is one of the goals that video games strive to achieve as total immersion would create a more enriching experience. However, physical sensations are something that has not been applied to video games. We cannot receive physical stimuli from television or books either, hence complete immersion is impossible. Immersion is something we’ve always sought within storytelling no matter its form, we want to feel part of imaginary worlds, hence the push to make video games more and more complex with their narrative, worldbuilding, and even their technology. Another method of creating immersion within video games is VR (Virtual reality), the development and distribution of commercial VR headsets beginning in the mid-nineties. These VR headsets can provide a greater sense of visual immersion than a screen, making them perhaps the best way to attain immersion within video games. 
Example of the Occulus rift set-up; a VR headset with headphones as well motion capture controllers. This allows the user to observe and interact with a video game environment more naturally than with a monitor and controller.

[image: Image result for oculus rift]
Watching television or a film can provide audible and visual stimuli, but a video game can provide those as well as reactionary events stemmed from your own actions. This makes video games closer to the goal of complete immersion when compared to things like television or books. One could attribute this need for immersion with the development of technology within the video game industry. In the eighties technology and mechanics of video games were primitive, but now we have a much wider variety of options to apply to video games, giving room for complex narratives and immersion to develop. Another method of narrative storytelling, films, is something that video games often draw inspiration from in recent years. As the demand in video game quality increases, consumers often want a ‘hollywood experience’ from video games, meaning they want flashy visuals and exciting storytelling. A primary method of applying this to video games is a cut scene, Smuts states: 
“After major events and before new episodes, a cut-scene will be introduced to indicate the goals of the level and the objects for which one should be on the lookout. In addition to including these small digital movies, games often attempt to emulate the look of film” (Aaron Smuts, 2005, p.9).
Cut scenes have been present within video games for many years now, but now as graphics improve drastically the cut scenes of video games are being pushed to become like bite-sized movies with visuals superior to those in the interactive parts of the game. A recent example of this is the game Death Stranding, conceptualized by acclaimed game developer Hideo Kojima, this game uses motion capture technology to bring famous actors to life within the video game. This technology, which is often used in filmmaking, combined with the use of well-known actors helps to blur the lines between video game and film. As technology has developed within society, video games were blended with books in the sense that they developed more complex narratives, as you would find in written fiction. Now, in recent times, methods of film making are being applied to video games to help further improve them as a method of presenting narrative. 


[image: Image result for death stranding][image: Image result for mads mikkelsen in mocap]Screengrabs from Death Stranding. Danish actor Mads Mikkelsen performs the role of an antagonist in the game, his movements and expressions captured using motion capture technology then applied to a character model of himself.


Chapter 2: Simple narrative vs Complex narrative
In the earliest days of the industry, games like Space Invaders sat within community arcades and ruled the small market of video games; there was little narrative to be drawn from Space Invaders, your only task being to defeat the alien invaders using the buttons and mechanics provided. A few years later, a game called Dragons Lair was released, this game was innovative of its time as it combined both arcade machine mechanics with hand-drawn animation to create a narrative driven game. The player is drawn into a reaction-based adventure where they take the role of a hero trying to rescue the princess, a simple story and set of mechanics but it was leaps away from the earlier games, such as Space Invaders. Now, in more recent years, video games like The Witcher are being released with complex digital graphics, many games with planned story structure and varying degrees of world building to support their narratives. Depending on the style and target audience of the game, for example the genre of the game or the expected age of the player, there is less and more of a need to develop a narrative. Games with a higher age expectancy of the player and with a RPG genre would have a higher incentive to create a developed world and narrative when compared to an educational game aimed at children under the age of ten. Like within film or another form of storytelling fiction, the audience or consumer will dictate many elements of the fiction’s construction; in an online article about narrative representation within video games, Britta Neitzel states: 
What is the role of the player? While in theatre and in the cinema the spectators are excluded from the production of the play or film, respectively, in computer games they (as players) are an indispensable part of the production of the chain of actions displayed on the computer screen (Neitzel, 2014).
Cinema presents fiction to us in a passive way, we engage with the story solely as a spectator who can only interact with the fiction by disengaging from it. This could be by pausing a DVD at home or leaving a film screening early. In addition, we as the consumer have almost no say on the narrative elements of the fiction. As a video game is an interactive piece of storytelling fiction, the players themselves will often dictate elements of the game through their actions; these actions must be predicted in advance by the games developers so that they may accommodate for how a player may interact with the fiction they have created. These predictions of player actions will differ from game to game, depending on the specifications of the game and the audience that will receive it; therefore, when should a game developer increase the complexity of their game’s narrative for the sake of the audience? Ultimately, you could hold the decision on two questions:
· Does the context of the game require developed storytelling? 
· Will the games enjoyment be enhanced from developed storytelling?
Often a more developed story will have a greater chance of immersing a player within a game, immersion being an important element of all forms of storytelling. In regard to literacy, Marie-Laure Ryan sais:
The notion of reading as immersive experience is based on a premise so frequently invoked in literary criticism that we tend to forget its metaphorical nature. For immersion to take place, the text must offer an expanse to be immersed within, and this expanse, in a blatantly mixed metaphor, is not an ocean but a textual world (Ryan, 2001, p.57).
This theory applied to a video game, in essence, means an expansive story with developed worldbuilding can immerse a player to a greater degree than a game without. One could argue that if a video games primary purpose is to entertain, then all games should strive to develop complex storytelling to enhance the experience of the game. Video games are to be sold, therefore the maximum amount of enjoyment one derives from said game should be a developers number one concern. A good example of this is the fantasy adventure series The Witcher, based on the book series by Andrzej Sapkowski, the three Witcher games are critically acclaimed and loved for their expansive world and immersive storytelling, only the foundations of which were taken from the original books. In the case of this action adventure series, an immersive world certainly helped it reach the status of popularity it is at today. However, a counterargument to make is that games do not need complex storytelling as they never needed them before. In the early days of video games, narrative was hardly present and only the mechanics of the game mattered to the player. Games such as Space Invaders or Pacman didn’t need a complex narrative to make them entertaining, they were still highly beloved by their respective audiences; for some video games, only an entertaining concept and game mechanics to support said concept is enough to make it highly enjoyable for a player. Although, an argument against this could be that these early video games had little to no narrative because the technology to support open worlds and immersive storytelling wasn’t there, they were physically unable to create games like we can today. The enjoyment of early video games stemmed solely from their base mechanics: “In the early days of video games, people were thrilled to manipulate objects in the virtual world, a place few had visited at that time” (Mark J.P.Wolf, 2012, p.138). The technology was so new that society had only scratched the surface of its capabilities, people were happy to play the basic games of the early industry because all video games were strange and new to them. Now, in our modern society our technology has developed drastically, and we have come to expect more and more of electronic devices and applications, we’re more demanding of video games in general. Hence, the development of video games with complex narratives like The Witcher, leaving the earlier, more primitive games like Pacman in the past. When it comes to written storytelling, often a writer will strive to make their narrative stand out from the vast array of stories available to use today, in regard to this matter Lee states: 
“Some writers and teachers of writing get hung up on developing their style and voice; it is not about finding your voice but the story’s voice and the voice of your characters” (Jason Lee, 2013, p.6). 
This need for developing a unique style and voice no longer solely applies to written narrative, rather it applies to creating video games. With the vast quantity of video games available today, a game developer must strive to make their game unique so that it stands out. Such a need to give each video game its own ‘voice’ was an alien concept in the early days of the video game industry as each game was unique; the video game market wasn’t oversaturated as it is today, making the majority of games that came out in the early days fresh and new to video game consumers. One could hypothesize that to give a video game a complex world and rich narrative is like giving it a unique voice. By creating a story that is memorable and a setting unique to the game, that is in essence creating a ‘voice’ for the video game. This suggests that video games with complex narratives are the ones that have true uniqueness. However, one could argue that even if a video game has a simple narrative it may still have its own unique ‘voice’ thanks to well-developed mechanics. If a game is entertaining to the consumer despite a basic amount of narrative and worldbuilding, does it make it any less unique then a video game with a complex narrative? Video games from the earlier days of the industry didn’t need complex narrative to make them entertaining and memorable, consumers enjoyed them because it was a new technology and method of entertainment. However, as stated prior, this may have been down to the lack of developed technology in the video game industry. Consumers were happy with their video games because they didn’t know the potential of narrative within video games, the technology of the early eighties just couldn’t support the complex graphics and coding needed for the narrative-heavy video games we have today. 

Chapter 3: How fandoms have developed with the video game industry
When a piece of media has a rich element of worldbuilding to back up its narrative, not just games but all forms of storytelling media, it often resonates deeply with its consumers. Often a developed world has a greater chance of producing a dedicated fandom; a fandom being a collective of enthusiastic fans who relish in the details of the world as well as the overall narrative of the subject. These fandoms can be so passionate and dedicated to their focus that they create subcultures, smaller collective dedicated to different aesthetics derived from the same source, the source being the video game; Mia Consalvo regards the matter with the following: 
A subculture, to be identified as such, must share common symbols, through such things as fashion, music, or aesthetics. Although individual games or genres may spawn such subcultures, games as a whole are too varied to paint their players with such broad strokes (Consalvo, 2007, p.3). 
Consalvo’s thoughts boil down to the fact that games can be incredibly different, therefore attracting very different fandoms. For example, an FPS game (First Person Shooter, e.g Call of Duty) will attract and generate a different fandom to an RPG adventure (Role Playing Game, e,g Pokemon). But how does worldbuilding and narrative effect these various fandoms, furthermore how has their approach changed over the years within the video game industry? When the industry was young, video games were simplistic and didn’t need a well-established world or even a structured narrative, but as our technology has evolved games have becomes more complex and there has been a need for the worldbuilding and storytelling to adapt with it. Although, certain fandoms may not necessarily need this from their dedicated games. Some people may only want a “point & shoot” style game, not worrying about the deeper meaning behind their actions or the narrative at hand; In a study of imaginary worlds, Willian Proctor & Richard McCulloch say: 
Generic worlds may not cohere spatially or temporally, but particular audiences may well place considerable value on narrative, representational and ideological consistencies that exist across multiple texts, without ever being reducible to a single one (Proctor & McCulloch, 2016, p.3). 
The games genre may very well determine how much the fandom places value on worldbuilding and narrative. Most puzzle games would have no need for a rich backstory, however a single player game where you take on the role of a hero on epic quests would have a much greater need for a developed narrative. It is these games that have a more developed world and narrative that attract a larger fan base. A piece of fiction that has a vast collection of lore behind it has greater odds of attracting more kinds of people. In addition to this, fans often become more devoted to things like video games when there is more information for them to invest in and attach themselves to.  A common way to display such dedication to a video game from its fandom is cosplay, the oxford definition of cosplay is as follows: “the practice of dressing up as a character from a film, book, or video game, especially one from the Japanese genres of manga or anime”. The most popular video games often have a vast array of cosplayers that represent their game of choice at comic or gaming conventions. This desire to dress up as characters of a video game is a direct correlation to the attachment to said game, 
[image: Related image][image: Image result for professional video game cosplay]attachment that is often increased exponentially by a developed narrative and sense of worldbuilding. Beloved games with long histories in the industry, such as The Legend of Zelda or Final Fantasy series, often attract cosplay within their fandoms as they have decades worth of characters to represent. Games with development in narrative easily attract cosplayers, and over the past twenty years that video games have increased in storytelling complexity, popularity of cosplay has increased with it. So much so that cosplay and video gaming, the latter being far more prevalent than the former, have become intrinsic to modern day culture: Examples of professional cosplay, representing characters from the games The ‘Witcher’ (left) and ‘Legend of Zelda’ (right).


“Games are certainly infused with culture. National culture, nerd culture, geek culture, gamer culture, anime culture and numerous others instil all aspects of game and game development studio alike. Cultural aspects infuse the very design of a game” (Zackariasson & Wilson, 2012, p.29). 
Not only do cultural elements influence the direction of a video game greatly, but a video game can influence its surrounding culture, specifically through the generation and influence of its fandom. The fandom surrounding retro video games, games made originally within the late seventies to the late eighties, has made a resurgence within the past twenty years:    
[image: Image result for enter the gungeon]Today, the great popularity of retrogaming suggests that many look back on the early days of video games with nostalgia. The period from 1971 to 1985 saw video games change from an electronic novelty into a worldwide industry and set the stage for all the developments that were to follow (Mark J.P.Wolf, 2008, p.29).A screenshot from the video game ‘Enter the Gungeon’. The game utilizes more simplified graphics to emulate games from within the eighties, the earlier period of the video game industry.


This deep-seated love of the retro game aesthetic has become intrinsic to modern day geek culture, evident in games that emulate the ‘pixel art’ style such as the bullet hell rogue-like Enter the Gungeon or even tv shows such as Stranger Things which is set within the prime time of retro video games. Such a strong response to the retro style in modern day video games could encourage a lack of developed narrative. To expand on this point, the love many have for this eighties nostalgia could mean that a game developer could focus less on the development of a story as the target audience would be so infatuated with the retro style that they may not care about a well-paced story or fleshed out world. This resurgence of retro video games shows how influential a fandom can be, not just on the fandoms game of choice but on the industry as a whole and even our culture as a society. An increasingly popular feature within video games in recent years is the use of ‘skins’; sometimes within a video game, you can alter the physical appearance of characters you play, this is usually approached with changes to their colour scheme or entirely new thematic outfits for the character to use – this is what’s referred to as a ‘skin’. The feature of skins is purely a cosmetic pursuit as Wirman describes: “Making such alterations to the game serves no purpose in more effective game play but is rather a practice of self-expression and creative exploration” (Hanna Wirman, 2009). This avenue of personal expression is similar to that of fandoms, it is simply an additional way for a fan of a game to demonstrate their attachment to said game. However, it is a method of expression bound directly to the coding of the game, rather than an expression displayed outside of the realm of the game, as cosplaying would be. The use of skins as a video game feature has been absent from the industry for the majority of its existence, the use of skins has risen in popularity over the past three years after the release of popular games such as Overwatch and Fortnite. Prior to these games, extensive use of skins was rarely used within video games. A note to be made is that the use of skins within video games helps to grow the act of video game cosplay. Having a greater range of aesthetic looks for a single character helps a video game to reach a wider audience and increase the size of its fandom, allowing more people to visually represent the character they love in a way they find most appealing or comfortable.  Whilst in the early days of the video game industry there were particular fans of certain video games or video game companies, nothing compares to the vast size of fandoms today: the invention of the internet and digitized video games that are played from the comfort of our own homes has allowed fans to connect from across the globe, creating the phenomenon we know today as a ‘fandom’. 

Conclusion
Over the past forty or so years that the video game industry has existed, the games that have been created have evolved drastically as time has progressed. In addition to this, the way storytelling and worldbuilding has been approached within video games has adapted with the technology used to create them. The number of games with structured narrative and worldbuilding has certainly multiplied within the latter half of the video game industry, the advancement of technology in the past twenty years allowing for video games to create more detailed stories, ones that are closer to levels of immersion that a consumer would experience reading a book or watching a film. Video games have become an avenue of storytelling, meaning game developers must decide if mechanics or narrative is more important for their vision; to once again refer to the words of Hepler: “It is this balance of clarity vs. adrenaline, narrative momentum vs. player agency” (Hepler, 2015. p.9). Now that video games have a much wider variety of options in their construction, they must find the right balance between satisfying mechanics, engagement with the player and the sense of a well-structured narrative. In regard to narrative success within video games, they can be compared with alternative media such as books or films to determine whether their story structure and worldbuilding is satisfying to a consumer. Video games have drawn from both of these avenues of fiction to help construct their own narratives, as well as taking more specific elements to help enhance the experience of a video game – for example, the use of cinematic scenes that emulate those of a film. When looking at narrative specifically within video games, an important question to ask if whether a video game needs a simple narrative, a complex narrative or little to none at all. Of course, the answer to this is up for subjective debate, however what can be observed is that games with little development into narrative and worldbuilding tend to have more in-depth mechanics or function that is meant simply for quick entertainment – for example, a game like Mario Kart only needs fleshed out mechanics for its purpose of entertainment, an in depth story is irrelevant for a party racing game. Complex narrative appears to be a biproduct of more advanced technology in video games, recent advancements allowing video games to become more detailed in storytelling content. When studying video games with more developed worlds, a common effect of this is a dedicated fandom being generated. A game with detailed characters, structured world lore and continuity within its narrative seems to resonate with its consumers. Like with characters from any other fiction, such as television, people can become more invested in the characters and the world when it is structured well. This idea of a dedicated fandom has only become more prevalent in more recent years of the video game industry, the invention of the internet and home games consoles allowing fans to connect with one another from across the globe. The concept of storytelling is something that has been with us for generations, since our distant ancestors shared stories around campfires. Over the many years we’ve told stories to one another as a society, the methods of presenting fiction has adapted and changed as we as a species have changed. Now, in our modern society video games have become a prime method of sharing narrative with one another. Within the video game industry itself, narrative and worldbuilding has transformed from a concept barely addressed to one that has become intrinsic to the structure of many video games, some relying far more heavily on a developed narrative than interactive mechanics. It could be theorized that as technology continues to advance in society, the methods the video game industry uses on its products will continue to adapt, allowing for new, previously unconceived approaches towards narrative and worldbuilding within video games.
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