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I ntroduction

New and evolving forms of medial narration and $raedia storytelling pose a profound
methodological challenge for narratological apphsscwithin literature and media studies.
While some narratological concepts such as ‘characevent’ or ‘fictional world’ seem to
apply ‘across the media’, they do not necessapphato every medium in exactly the same
way (Ryan 2004; 2006; Thon 2009; Wolf 2005). Itfar, example, generally acknowledged
within computer game studies that many contempocargputer games are set in fictional
worlds often expanding beyond the games themsébgs Jenkins 2004; 2006; Juul 2005;
Ryan 2006; Thon 2007). But while the conventionaligtinct media of the novel, the film
and the computer game may all present fictionalldgorthese worlds differ in significant
ways that cannot and should not be reduced to syaicrasies of individual texts” (Ryan
2004: 33). Situated in the context of a more coim@nsive research project in the field of
transmedial narratology, the present paper dissutbee medium-specific ways in which the
gameplay of the real time strategy gameRORAFT lll: REIGN OF CHAOS (2002) and the
massive multiplayer online role playing gameokYD OoF WARCRAFT (2004) is enriched by
and contributes to the transmedial presentatidhefictional world of WARCRAFT.

Computer Games and Fictional Worlds

Contemporary computer games often use a varieeolinely’ narrative techniques such as
cut-scenes or scripted sequences of events arelvéms thus presented are generally highly
determinedbefore the game is played. However, the actual gameplainlyn consists of
presentations of events that are determiwhie the game is played so that the mode in
which ludic events are presented is more preciskbracterized as simulation instead of
narration (e.g. Frasca 2003; Ryan 2006: 181-208nT2007). The movements of the player-
controlled units in a game of MAECRAFT Il or of the players’ avatars in the battle groaraf
WORLD OFWARCRAFT occur as a result of the players’ interaction wiitt game space which
is partly determined by the various game rules but cleaslyasfully predetermined as the
‘genuinely’ narrative elements presented throughatiae techniques such as cut-scenes and
scripted sequences of events. However, this digiimdetween rule-governed simulation and
predetermined narration as two fairly different reedf presentation does not necessarily
imply that only ‘genuinely’ narrative elements aantributing to the presentation of fictional
worlds. In fact, the way in which computer gamesspnt fictional worlds cannot and should
not be reduced to either simulation or narratiangces it is constituted precisely by the
complex interplay between these two modes of ptatien.



But what is the relation between a fictional woaldd its presentation in a computer game?
All presentations of fictional worlds are necedgamcomplete and players — adhering to
what is known as the “reality principle” (Walton9® 144-150) or the “principle of minimal
departure” (Ryan 1991: 48-60) — use their worldvdealge to “fill in the blanks’ when trying
to imagine these worlds. While the question of heg construct mental representations of
fictional worlds is certainly relevant, it has te bmphasized that fictional worlds are neither
their medial presentations nor thementalrepresentations. Accordingly, Jens Eder arguds tha
“[l]ede fiktive Welt ist [...] ein kommunikatives Aefakt, das durch die intersubjektive
Bildung mentaler Reprasentationen mithilfe fiktimraTexte entsteht. Fiktive Welten [...]
formen einen Gesamtzusammenhang, ein System, das féguren und ihren Beziehungen
auch deren verschiedene Kontexte umfasst: eine zeitlithe Umgebung, unbelebte
Gegenstande, Situationen und Ereignisse, NormenGasetzmalRigkeiten.” (2008: 78-79;
“Every fictional world is a communicative artefat¢hat is constituted through the
intersubjective construction of mental represeateti based on fictional texts. Fictional
worlds are systems that include not only characterd their relations, but also spatio-
temporal environments, inanimate objects, situatemd events, norms and rules.”)

However, the “simulation aspect” (Aarseth 2001: ) nmakes it difficult to determine which
elements of a computer game contribute to the ptaSen of such an ‘intersubjective’
fictional world. In his discussion of the relatibetween rules and fiction iHalf-Real Jesper
Juul observes that the presentation of fictionatldgin computer games is often not only
incomplete, but also incoherent (2005: 121-133)s Teéads him to believe that “byame
conventionsthe player is aware that it is optional to ima&gihe fictional world of the game.”
(Juul 2005: 141) While | agree with Juul that comsting the mental representation of a
complex fictional world while playing a computernga is often optional (Thon 2008), |
would argue that the problem should not be reducethe game ‘inviting’ the player to
construct such a fictional world and the playembeable to “refuse the invitation and still
play the game” (Juul 2005: 139). Instead, one aatindquish between at least two kinds of
‘fictional presentation’: Firstly, there is lacal kind of presentation that cues players into
imagining fictional entities situated in rather bgective’ fictional worlds. Secondly, certain
parts of contemporary computer games may also ibokdrto a moreglobal presentation of
‘intersubjective’ fictional worlds that often exphbeyond the games themselves.

Obviously, this distinction becomes especially picidie if one looks at computer games
from the perspective of transmedial narratology ,antbreover, remembers that many
contemporary computer games refer to rather elabo@rative contexts, even if they are not
part of one of the more visible transmedia stoliyiglfranchises (Jenkins 2004; 2006). While
the fictional worlds of HeE MATRIX and SAR WARS, both prime examples of transmedia
storytelling, originate in commercially successfubvies, transmedia storytelling franchises
based on commercially successful computer games sebecome more and more common.
In fact, the fictional world to which the gameplay the massive multiplayer online role
playing game WSRLD OF WARCRAFT refers, was first introduced by the real time tegg
games of the \WRCRAFT-series, i.e. WRCRAFT. ORCS AND HUMANS (1994), WARCRAFT I
TIDES OFDARKNESS (1995) and VMRCRAFT lll: REIGN OFCHAOS as well as their various add-
ons. However, the ‘intersubjective’ fictional worddl WARCRAFT is not exclusively presented
through these games and their official websitesalao through various comics and novels, a
board game, a collectible trading card game, anmgalth of more marginal merchandise and
fan fiction(s). But while the gameplay of ARNCRAFT Il and WORLD OFWARCRAFT is clearly
enriched by this transmedial narrative context, albtelements of the games themselves
contribute equally to the presentation of the figtdjective’ fictional world of VWARCRAFT.



WARCRAFT |l and thefictional world of WARCRAFT

The single player mode of MECRAFT Il uses a variety of narrative techniques to pnésiee
story of Prince Arthas being seduced by the demswiard Frostmourne and murdering his
father to become a deathknight of the Lich Kingd(artimately the Lich King himself).
Accordingly, players will watch pre-rendered ‘cingiic-style’ cut-scenes conveying events
that are of central importance to the story as waslla significantly greater number of
‘machinima-style’ cut-scenes mainly used for cornngydialogue between characters.
Moreover, the loading screens between levels ugesraad small language-based narrations
to situate the various game spaces within the stodythe fictional world of WRCRAFT and,
finally, the players will experience a variety afripted events within these game spaces.
While the events conveyed through these narradigkriques are not always highly relevant
for the unfolding story or the player's understanmgdof the fictional world, they are all still
predetermined elements of the ‘designer story'. ddenhey may be seen as moediable
with regard to the presentation of the ‘intersutiyec fictional world of WARCRAFT than the
locally simulated events of the ‘player story,” whij in the process of playing, are determined
through the rule-governed interaction of the playih the game (Rouse 2005: 204-206).

Leaving the question of reliability aside for thement, the more emergent components of
WARCRAFT llI's gameplay are ‘fictional presentations’ as lyedince the player-controlled
units obviously cannot be reduced to some abdindat function, but rather take the form of
footmen, priests, knights, or even of Prince Arthasself. More precisely, the units in a real
time strategy game like WRCRAFT Il are both abstract game piecasd fictional entities. As
Jesper Juul notes Half-Real “If we play a board game such Azis & Allies all our actions
have a double meaning. We move a piece around daedbbut thisalso means we are
invading Scandinavia with our troops.Tomb Raiderwe click the keys on the keyboard, but
we are also moving Lara Croft. In these examplies,attionsthat we perform have the
duality of being real events and being assignedh&naneaning in a fictional world.” (2005:
141) While | doubt that the action of ‘moving La@xroft’ should in itself be considered
fictional, the resulting ‘fact’ that Lara Croft mes at least partially is. Much in the same way,
footmen, priests, and knights appearing iIRRORAFT Il are ‘non-fictional’ units in a real
time strategy game, buat the same timéhey are ‘fictional’ footmen, priests, and knights
whose locally simulated presentation cues playgcsimagining fictional entities.

It is, however, quite a different question if theegentation of these fictional entities
contributes to the presentation of the ‘intersutbyec fictional world of WARCRAFT. Kendall
Walton’s assertion that “[a] fictional truth corisisn there being a prescription or mandate in
some context to imagine something” (1990: 39) mayrélated to Eder’'s description of
fictional worlds as collective constructs: When vead a novel or watch a movie, we are
generally quite aware of what kind of fictional Wwbrwe aresupposedio imagine, and
although our imaginations will of course differ witegard to details, we will still imagine
fairly similar fictional worlds. When we play a couiter game, however, the process is a little
more complex: While the presentation of simulat@sngplay in VARCRAFT Ill may cue
players to construct ‘subjective’ mental represiona of somefictional world (which may
even be rather similar to the ‘intersubjective’'tiboal world of WARCRAFT), most players
will recognize that these local presentations m#grdsignificantly from player to player and
from playing session to playing session and areetbee not stable enough to contribute
reliably to the detailed presentation of the ‘istdsjective’ fictional world of VMRCRAFT.
Nevertheless, mental representations of the gam@pM/ARCRAFT lIl will often be enriched

by the players’ specific world knowledge about tinssmedially presented world.



WORLD oF WARCRAFT and thefictional world of WARCRAFT

The notion that there is no straightforward relasioip between the fictional gameplay of a
computer game and the ‘intersubjective’ fictionarid it presents also seems to apply to the
relation between fictional worlds and the sociahcgs of massive multiplayer online role
playing games such as &WLD oF WARCRAFT (Klastrup 2003; Taylor 2006; Thon 2007).
While | cannot go into detail with regard to thecisb interaction between players or the
practice of role-playing in the present paper, #ynstill be helpful to examine briefly how
other players influence the extent to which a nvassiultiplayer online role playing game
can contribute to the presentation of an ‘intersatdye’ fictional world that expands beyond
the game itself. Although YWRLD OF WARCRAFT uses cut-scenes and more complex forms of
scripted events as well, large parts of the ‘bamiystire presented through — rather one-sided
— quest dialogues (Krzywinska 2006; Walker Rettb@@)8; Thon 2007). Just as in
WARCRAFT lll, the information conveyed through narrative hemues tends to be quite
reliable with regard to the ‘intersubjective’ fiotial world of WARCRAFT when considered out
of context, but the fact that ¥&LD OF WARCRAFT is played simultaneously by a very large
number of players turns it into what Juul callsiaeoherent world game” (Juul 2005: 132).

In the ‘intersubjective’ fictional world of VARCRAFT, the legendary orc leader Thrall cannot
be young and oldit the same timand the pirate Andre Firebeard cannot be alive and
beheadedat the same timeHowever, the latter — if not the former — is ioaty the case
during a quest that asks all players oo®UD OF WARCRAFT to let their avatars fight
Firebeard and return his head to the quest-givioglig Security Chief Bilgewhizzle.
Moreover, since the quest in question is a grougstjwkilling Firebeardncewill produce
‘Firebeard’s Head’ up téive times, depending on the number of group membeuwsh\h the
same way, a very large amount of avatars ioRW OF WARCRAFT will routinely fight
against and kill the bosses of the high-level dongeand one and the same avatar can (and
usually will) kill a certain boss repeatedly. Feliog Juul, we could indeed talk about “events
in the fictional world that we cannot explain withaliscussing the rules” (Juul 2005: 130) in
these cases and&¥LD OFWARCRAFT has even been described as “a game that is edbenti
a mechanism to obscure the loot table* (Holkins&00p.). Just as in YWRCRAFT lll, then,
players will usually be quite aware that there asstraightforward relationship between the
presentation of WRLD OF WARCRAFT'S — simultaneously experienced, but still mordess
locally simulated — gameplay and the ‘intersubjegtfictional world of WARCRAFT.

It is worth remembering in this context that congsigames may entail large passages of time
where “the narrative design is not the focus of gleyer’s attention” (Ryan 2006: 196) and
that it is a common practice of the players of BMRRCRAFT Il and WORLD OF WARCRAFT

to skip cut-scenes and quest dialogues. This seenesonate well with Juul’s thesis that the
construction of a mental representation of a firaiovorld while playing a computer game is
often optional. Buif the attention of the players shifts to the ficibaspects of WRLD OF
WARCRAFT's gameplay, what kinds of mental representationstliey construct? In her
Poetics of Virtual WorldsLisbeth Klastrup rightly emphasizes “that usessndt necessarily
join a world to ‘commune’ or socialise, but to playgame” (Klastrup 2003: 147). Much in
the same way, it should be stressed that playeySarLD OF WARCRAFT do not necessarily
join the game primarily to experience ‘ontologid¢asion’ (Pavel 1986: 137-143) with the
‘intersubjective’ fictional world of VMRCRAFT. the gaming experience may certainly be
enriched by their specific world knowledge, but mosthem are still mainly interested in
interacting with the game spaces and will seldoodgfuse the local presentation of these
spaces with the global presentation of the ‘intiejesttive’ fictional world of WARCRAFT.



Conclusion

The present paper has briefly examined the medpauHc ways in which the gameplay of
contemporary computer games is enriched by andibates to the transmedial presentation
of fictional worlds within so-called transmedia istelling franchises. An analysis of the real
time strategy game YWRCRAFT Il and the massive multiplayer online role playiggme
WORLD OF WARCRAFT has, among other things, shown that the presentatjenerated by
contemporary computer games through ‘genuinely’ratame elements as well as the
interactive simulation of ludic events may be cdestd fictional in at least two ways: Firstly,
the complex interplay of narration and simulatiam tgpical for contemporary computer
games generates ‘player stories’ that may vary lyifilem player to player and from playing
session to playing session. While these localdinal presentations may cue players to
imaginesomekind of fictional world, the resulting mental regentations will be considered
just as local and ‘subjective’ as the medial prest@ns on which they are based.

Secondly, WARCRAFT Il and WORLD OF WARCRAFT do not only locally refer to the
‘intersubjective’ fictional world of VWRCRAFT, but also contribute to the global and
transmedial presentation of that world. In order dofictional presentation in a computer
game to be considered reliable enough to contrilateéhe global presentation of an
‘intersubjective’ fictional world, this presentatianust be reasonably stable, i.e. it need not
vary too much from player to player and from playisession to playing session. Hence,
while the ‘player stories’ of contemporary compugames cue players into locally imagining
‘subjective’ fictional worlds, it is primarily thei predetermined ‘designer story’ that
contributes to the global presentation of an ‘istjective’ fictional world. Obviously, this
only holds for those elements of the ‘designerystitrat can be considered reliable due to a
lack of inconsistencies with other elements of tliabal presentation which — at least in the
case of WVARCRAFTIII and WORLD OFWARCRAFT — expands beyond the games themselves.

Finally, it needs to be emphasized that the prapalstinction between ‘subjective’ and
‘intersubjective’ fictional worlds is in at leastvé ways not as clear-cut as | may have
suggested in the preceding paragraphs. On theam bertain ‘structural’ aspects of locally
simulated gameplay generalye consistent from player to player and from playss&gsion

to playing session: it is, for example, a relatyvstable ‘fictional truth’ that Prince Arthas
murders the people of Stratholme in chapter siXVeRCRAFT III's single player mode and
the various game spaces ofoRLD OF WARCRAFT seem to be rather reliable models of the
‘intersubjective’ fictional world of VWRCRAFT's landscape. On the other hand, the mental
representations of ‘intersubjective’ fictional wdgl are, to a certain extent, necessarily
‘subjective’ due to the incompleteness of the @gmedial presentation(s) they are based on.
Hence, while it may be more appropriate to conceivthe distinction between ‘subjective’
and ‘intersubjective’ fictional worlds in terms not an absolute, but of a gradual opposition,
it still seems helpful to draw the proposed digtot when looking at computer games,
fictional worlds, and transmedia storytelling fraamarratological perspective.

Games

WARCRAFT. ORCS ANDHUMANS. Blizzard, PC, 1994.
WARCRAFTII: TIDES OFDARKNESS Blizzard, PC, 1995.
WARCRAFTIIl: REIGN OFCHAOS. Blizzard, PC, 2002.
WORLD OFWARCRAFT. Blizzard/Vivendi, PC, 2004.



References

Aarseth, Espen (2001): “Computer Game Studies, Oa&:.” In: Game Studie%.1: n.p.
[URL: http://www.gamestudies.org/0101/editorial. hitii®7.08.2009).

Eder, Jens (2008Pie Figur im Film Marburg: Schiren.

Frasca, Gonzalo (2003): “Simulation versus Nareatimtroduction to Ludology.” In: Mark J.
P. Wolf/Bernard Perron (Edsfhe Video Game Theory Readdew York/NY, London:
Routledge (pp. 221-235).

Holkins, Jerry (2008): “A Large Rock and A Steel.H[URL.: http://www.penny-
arcade.com/2008/01/28/] (07.08.2009).

Jenkins, Henry (2004): “Game Design as NarrativehAecture.” In: Noah Wardrip-
Fruin/Pat Harrigan (2004) (EdgjirstPerson. New Media as Story, Performance, and
Game.Cambridge/MA, London: MIT Press (pp. 118-130).

Jenkins, Henry (2006Convergence Culture. Where Old and New Media Galhiw
York/NY: New York University Press.

Juul, Jesper (2005half-Real: Video Games between Real Rules anddriatiworlds.
Cambridge/MA, London: MIT Press.

Klastrup, Lisbeth (2003)fowards a Poetics of Virtual Worlds. Multi-User Tigdity and the
Emergence of Storgopenhagen: University of Copenhagen [ph.d thesis]

Krzywinska, Tanya (2006): “Bloody Scythes, Festsy&uests, and Backstories. World
Creation and Rhetorics of Myth in World of Warcrafh: Games and Culturé.4: 383-396.

Pavel, Thomas G. (1986jictional Worlds.Cambridge/MA: Harvard University Press.

Rouse, Richard (2005Game Design. Theory & PracticBlano/TX: Wordware.

Ryan, Marie-Laure (1991Possible Worlds, Artificial Intelligence, and Natnze Theory.
Bloomington/IN: Indiana University Press.

Ryan, Marie-Laure (2004): “Introduction.” In: Masrleaure Ryan (Ed.)Narrative across
Media. The Languages of Storytellingncoln/NE: University of Nebraska Press (pp. 9-40

Ryan, Marie-Laure (2006 Avatars of StoryMinneapolis/MN: University of Minnesota
Press.

Taylor, T. L. (2006)Play Between Worlds. Exploring Online Game Cult@ambridge/MA,
London: MIT Press.

Thon, Jan-Noél (2007): “Unendliche Weiten? Schaupl&iktionale Welten und soziale
Raume neuerer Computerspiele.” In: Klaus BartatsNaél Thon (Eds):
Computer/Spiel/Raume. Materialien zur EinfuhrunglimComputer Game Studies
Hamburg: Universitat Hamburg (pp. 29-60).

Thon, Jan-Noél (2008): “Immersion Revisited. Onatue of a Contested Concept.” In:
Amyris Fernandez/Olli Leino/Hanna Wirman (EdSxtending ExperienceRovaniemi:
Lapland University Press (pp. 29-43).

Thon, Jan-Noél (2009): “Perspective in Contempo€oynputer Games.” In: Peter
Huhn/Wolf Schmid/Jérg Schonert (EdBpint of View, Perspective, and Focalization
Modeling Mediation in NarrativeBerlin, New York/NY: de Gruyter (pp. 279-299).

Walker Rettberg, Jill (2008): “QuestsWorld of Warcraft Deferral and Repetition.” In:
Hilde G. Corneliussen/Jill Walker Rettberg (Ed3igital Culture, Play, and Identity. A
World of Warcraft ReadeCambridge/MA, London: MIT Press (pp. 167-184).

Walton, Kendall L. (1990)Mimesis as Make-Believe. On the Foundations of the
Representational Art<Cambridge/MA, London: Harvard University Press.

Wolf, Werner (2005): “Metalepsis as a Transgenand Transmedial Phenomenon. A Case
Study of the Possibilities of ‘Exporting’ Narratgical Concepts.” In: J. Christoph
Meister/Tom Kindt/Wilhelm Schernus (Ed$yarratology Beyond Literary Criticism:
Mediality — Disciplinarity Berlin, New York/NY: de Gruyter (pp. 83-107).



