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Abstract 

Tim Höregott, Game Design, University of Applied Sciences HTW Berlin 

Abstract of Bachelor’s Thesis, Submitted 11th February 2014: 

The Narration of Anti-Stories in Interactive Games, Using the Example of Robert William  

Chambers‘ „The Repairer of Reputations“, Adapted as an Adventure Game 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate the use of the literary technique of anti-story as applied to 

digital games with interactive macro story decisions, analyzing its background as well as current 

and possible future usages. The thesis focuses on unreliable narration in particular. 

In the first part, the literary technique of anti-story and unreliable narration is explained and 

defined for the purpose of this thesis, categorizing unreliable first-person narrators into differ-

ent types for more accessible reference. 

The thesis then analyzes three different digital games using the particular technique. The exem-

plary games have been chosen for them stemming from different genres, development sectors 

and publication times. After summarizing the respective story arch of each of these games, the 

type(s) of unreliable narration employed are determined together with an explanation of their 

respective effects on player immersion, gameplay and interactive storytelling. These show that 

unreliable narration can even help kindle replayability and immersion, depending on the type 

and scope of its use. 

This thesis then documents the process of successfully developing an interactive digital story 

with unreliable narration, based on Robert William Chambers’ short story “The Repairer of Rep-

utations”, including preliminary considerations of story arch, gameplay and pacing. This process 

shows that while stemming from an originally literary and thus linear type of narration, the 

trope of unreliable narration can as well be applied to interactive fiction with different measures 

and effects. 

In conclusion, the thesis argues that unreliable narration is a valuable trope of literature that is 

worth transporting to interactive media. It also shows that efforts to this have already been suc-

cessfully made, and adds yet another approach to the trope to the canon of digital interactive 

media. 
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1 Introduction 

During the early ages of every new medium that emerges, efforts will always be made to mimic 

existing media’s expressive techniques with the new form of expression. Movies have seen this 

development when early directors tried to film stage plays from the audience’s point of view, 

ignoring the possibilities the new approach implies.  

A similar but twofold aspiration can be perceived when examining narrative structures in games. 

Early games either completely abandoned the existence of a narrative dimension while focusing 

solely on gameplay issues, or tried to imitate the style and language of existing media. Some of 

these games strived to follow story structures of established movie formats while others tried to 

evoke the player’s imagination through employment of novel features. 

Though both of these approaches are still worked on to be further perfected for their application 

in games, the industry started to also experiment with new narrative structures. Those experi-

ments can be perceived both in AAA productions (“Project Spark”, Microsoft Games) as well as in 

indie games (“Gone Home”, The Fullbright Company). Developers now try to detect the exact 

strengths of interactive media to work them into their narration.  

This enables them to take established story formats from other media and convert them to in-

teractive structures – even using techniques that appear difficult to use in an interactive narra-

tion. Those new twists allow writers to achieve the same if not an even deeper level of immer-

sion, completely preserving the interactivity inherent to the medium. 

1.1 Purpose of this Thesis 

The thesis at hand will both discuss and work on one specific type of such plot experiments: The 

unreliable narrator.  

The work will try to strive towards three distinct goals: How published games already worked 

with unreliable narrators comparing different genres; how unreliable narration can affect games, 

gameplay, pacing and plot; and how those insights can be employed in a short-story-to-game 

adaption. Thus, it will be comprised of three parts. The first part will provide an introduction to 

the important terms used throughout the thesis; the second will consist of a study of unreliable 

narration in three different games and examine the effects of this technique; the third part final-

ly will document the adaption of Robert William Chambers’ short story “The Repairer of Reputa-

tions”, a classic example of unreliable narration, into an adventure game.  

This latter part will include a summary of the original story as well as a thorough documentation 

on preliminary considerations, gameplay, dialog, and narrative work and explanations for all 

design decisions. All statements in this main part of the thesis refer to the attached total conver-
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sion modification of Harebrained Schemes’ “Shadowrun Returns”, which will represent a vertical 

slice of the explained adaption. 

As the thesis’ title implies, the adaption will also take into consideration the interactivity of 

games as a measure to conduct narrative content so that the course of the story (but not neces-

sarily its ending) will be non-linear. 

The author of this work tries to make a valuable contribution to current narrative game studies 

as related to unreliable narration and hopes to provide a useful starting point for self-reflexive 

considerations on the usage of anti-stories in games, along with contributing a piece of work to 

the canon of experimental game adaptions. 

1.2 Definition of Anti-Story 

In the course of this study, the author utilizes the term “anti-story” in a similar fashion as coined 

by Philip Stevick. In his works, he points out that several factors and criteria have become the 

basis of modern short fiction, including anticipated scope, subject, course of events, reliability, 

and so on; thus, “short fiction, in an age in which every other art continued to extend its own 

possibilities, became rather predictable and formulaic” (Stevick, 1971, p. xii). 

Recent attempts though have been taken to break some or all of these expected dimensions of 

short fiction, rendering the outcome “anything but ‘stories’, since that word, the word that most 

easily and naturally names the classic genre of short fiction, inevitably carries connotations of 

narrative ease, facility, the arched shape, the climatic form [...]” (Stevick, 1971, p. xv).  

Within the context of this work, anti-stories are considered works of short fiction that deliber-

ately break assumptions made due to the formal nature of the text; i.e. short stories that break 

the fourth wall, lack a discernible theme or subject, undercut assumed scopes of short fiction, 

deal with absurd topics or formalities, or – being the focus of this thesis – lack a feeling of reality 

in the sense of reliability of the story’s narration. 

An anti-story does not necessarily lack all common features of short stories, but it tends to break 

certain rules usually attributed to short fiction. This study primarily addresses the lack of analy-

sis (Stevick, 1971, pp. 259-290) provoked by the authorial discrepancy of unreliable narration. 

1.3 Definition of Unreliable Narration 

The works analyzed and adapted in this thesis all have the common feature of having an unreli-

able narrator. Such a fist-person narrator is characterized by the fact that, due to whatever cir-

cumstance, he is not entirely truthful or trustworthy in his portrayal of events and thus creates a 

discrepancy of both knowledge and intention to the perceived author of the work: 
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“I have called a narrator reliable [original emphasis] when he speaks for or acts in accordance 

with the norms of the work (which is to say the implied author’s norms), unreliable [original 

emphasis] when he does not.” (Booth, 1961, pp. 158-159) 

An unreliable narrator is “to be taken cum grano salis [and] requires a fairly thoroughgoing con-

ception of reliability before it can be recognized and exploited in fiction” (Scholes & Kellogg, 

1966, pp. 264-65) and will often offer false, missing, misguiding or exaggerated descriptions of 

events. 

In his work “Pícaros, Naïfs, Madmen, and Clowns – The Unreliable First-Person Narrator”, Wil-

liam Riggan offers a classification of different types and motifs of unreliable narrators this work 

focuses on to help spot the motivations, reasons and effects of different unreliable narrators 

within the analyzed games. The definitions offered by Riggan will be used in a moderated fash-

ion here though, as he commonly connected them to certain character features or plot points 

that are not always applicable to interactive media. 

Pícaros are described to be “incapable of anything except role-playing, so that [their] entire nar-

rative becomes a pose, whether consciously or unconsciously assumed” (Riggan, 1981, p. 42). 

They are commonly characterized as looking back at their younger lives while euphemizing their 

often dubious deeds, mostly using humor or dramatization. Also, Pícaros are known to willingly 

hold back information to either fool or misguide the audience. 

The Clown’s role “derived from a tradition which effectively gave free rein to the wit and the im-

agination, a license which the fool generally used to perpetrate the most insulting and scabrous 

behavior for the entertainment of house or court [...]” (Riggan, 1981, p. 80). Narrators of this 

particular type are known to make fun of events and use them for disguised criticism, often hid-

den in bitter irony. 

The Madmen is by definition “not fully in command of his faculties and views the world in dis-

torted fashion. His account is therefore in most cases not a responsible, controlled one relating 

events and portraying characters with any degree of reliability or authenticity, but rather a re-

flection of his own twisted impressions, confused thought patterns, or neurotic obsessions” 

(Riggan, 1981, p. 177). Mad narrators lie or distort their descriptions mostly due to their mental 

condition, but also often to hide or relativize their own madness. 

The naïf lastly “is an easily fooled and occasionally uncomprehending narrator, by nature given 

to recounting events and experiences in a straight-faced style devoid of humor, reflection, 

lengthy moralization, or verbal adornment” (Riggan, 1981, p. 152). Naïve narrators lack reflec-

tion or understanding of the events described, thus often offering a more or less objective point 
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of view, but also frequently colored by misinterpretations, lack of understanding or vague de-

scriptions. Sometimes, the naïf is not entirely responsible for his ignorance, but rather lacks 

memory, background knowledge or insight to provide proper information. 

These categories will be used to analyze the unreliable narrators of the studied games and to 

help point out their motivations and effects. Though additional subdivisions exist (e.g. “the miles 

gloriosus [original emphasis], the trickster […]” (Nünning, 2008)), these four categories contain 

the greatest of differences of narrator types and are the most useful for the examples given. Most 

of these types of unreliable narration have different impacts on games than they have on written 

word, as information can be seen and, at least to a certain extent, be verified by the player. Also, 

games commonly lack a distinct voice of narration, but rather tell their story through the eyes of 

the player, completely changing the tools needed to achieve the impression of unreliability. Ad-

ditionally, the extended scope of games in comparison to short fiction requires thorough consid-

erations and frequent repetition of questionable plot points if the revelation of unreliability is to 

be achieved using a plot twist. 

2 The Unreliable Narrator in Games 

Since the time games have started to be seen as a storytelling medium, devices from both litera-

ture and movies have been used to enhance narrative depths. The same is true for unreliable 

narration. Though serious interpretations have just begun to be incorporated in game stories, 

traces of unreliable narrators can be found as early as in 1984’s text-adventure game “The 

Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy” (Infocom, 1984). 

While the usage of literary techniques in text-based video games seems apparent, modern game 

developers managed to utilize it in several different genres. Both the methods used to imply un-

reliability (and the perception of a narrating character) as well as the effects these tropes have 

on gameplay and plot can be quite diverse and need separate examination. 

2.1 Exemplary Study of Different Genres 

To cover as complete an area as possible, the chosen games for analysis stem from inherently 

different genres. The short story chosen for adaption will be adapted to the last of these three 

genres and will use insights gained through the examination of the exemplary game. 

Gameplay-centric in its nature, the first game to be analyzed will be the first-person shooter “Bi-

oShock Infinite” (2K Games, 2013). The entirely linear plot enrolls through the eyes of a first-

person character who also serves as an unreliable narrator. Second will be the role-playing game 

“Baten Kaitos: Eternal Wings and the Lost Ocean” (Namco, 2003) in which two unreliable narra-

tors of different types intertwine. Last will be the point-and-click adventure “Sanitarium” (ASC 
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Games, 1998) which is set in several different layers of the protagonist’s subconscious hallucina-

tions, all blended with, or allegoric to, vague memories of his suppressed past. 

2.1.1 First Person Shooter: BioShock Infinite 

BioShock Infinite is a first-person shooter published by 2K Games in 2013. The game’s mechan-

ics are quite similar to those of its predecessors, but is set apart from competitors by its elabo-

rate plot. 

The game’s story is about a former Pinkerton agent named Booker DeWitt heading to the ficti-

tious sky city of Columbia to find and retrieve a girl. He neither has any knowledge about the 

place, nor about his client, other than that he is to “bring us the girl and wipe away the debt” (2K 

Games, 2013). He finds the girl called Elizabeth, who has been held hostage by the city’s religious 

leader Zachary Comstock. The girl is capable of opening so-called tears that serve as portals to 

parallel universes. 

In the end, Booker learns that Elizabeth is really his daughter and the both of them came from 

another dimension. Zachary Comstock is his equivalent in this universe and has visited Booker’s 

reality to abduct his daughter in return for paying off his debts, since he himself was unable to 

produce biological children due to a sterility acquired from regular exposure to the machine able 

to open tears to alternate universes. In the course of the abduction, Elizabeth’s finger has been 

cut off by the closing portal; her existing in two universes enabled her later to open dimensional 

tears.  

Eventually, regretting their complicity in Elizabeth’s kidnapping, scientist siblings Robert and 

Rosalind Lutece bring Booker to Columbia’s universe to give him a chance to win back his 

daughter. Since they have futilely tried that with a multitude of Bookers from many different 

universes, Elizabeth eventually takes him back to the day both universes where but one – and 

Comstock has been created – to kill the protagonist. 

The protagonist’s state of knowledge is rather limited over the course of the game. Booker him-

self has no recollection of any of those past events other than certain key phrases. Especially the 

phrase “bring us the girl and wipe away the debt” has been changed within is mind. Originally 

being the sentence he was persuaded with to trade his infant daughter, his false memory forged 

it into his fictional assignment to visit the city of Columbia. 

Already before the twist at the end of the game, several clues are laid out to suggest the unrelia-

bility of Booker as the game’s narrator. For example, the game begins with a fictional quote from 

one of Columbia’s scientists: 
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“The mind of the subject will desperately struggle to create memories where none exist…” (2K 

Games, 2013) 

Prompting the player to assume at least some degree of false presentation in addition to the 

usual expectations of the audience of a BioShock game1 shapes the player’s attitude towards the 

reliability of the game’s events. Though, since there is a level of synchrony between the experi-

ences of the protagonist and the player, the exact scope of the narrator’s unreliability remains 

obscure until the very end of the game. 

The methods used to further kindle the degree of suspicion differ from those used in previous 

BioShock games: 

“The question of unreliable narration was one of the big reveals of Bioshock 1, and it’s very dif-

ferent here, and serves a different purposes [sic!], but it is there and we fess up to that pretty 

quickly” (Rossignol & Levine, 2013).  

During the course of the game, Booker faces several incidents of missing knowledge, the most 

obvious being his ignorance of the existence of Columbia, which is portrayed as the USA’s great-

est vanity project. Also, his recollection of the events right prior to the game’s start appears to be 

nonexistent to the point that he just remembers a man knocking at his door and shouting the 

game’s catchphrase. 

The suspicion of the protagonist’s unreliability becomes most compelling when Comstock insists 

Booker on remembering the reason for Elizabeth’s missing finger, but he fails to be evocative of 

it. The final story twist reveals the tight interconnection between Booker’s amnesia and the 

game’s plot and closes the circle to the quote at the very beginning, explaining and putting to-

gether the tiny bits of recollection that have been scattered over the course of the game. 

Booker’s narration shows several features of the typical naïf. He really is ignorant of most events 

and circumstances and thus does not provide the player with any more information than he 

himself is in possession of. The events are all experienced as-is and are not set in context to any 

previous events, as the protagonist is not able to refer to any. 

Also, some parts of the confusion Booker’s condition causes can be considered those of the 

madman. As the initial quote implies and the later course of action confirms, the protagonist’s 

“testimony and opinions can by no means be accepted at face value” (Riggan, 1981). Some of his 

memories are made up or falsely connected, the most prominent example being his reference to 

the catchphrase as his call to Columbia, while it has in fact been the offer he was made years 

                                                             
1 „You come into a BioShock game, and that’s [i.e. unreliable narration] not going to be too much of a sur-
prise.” (Rossignol & Levine, 2013) 
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prior to the game’s events. Untypical for a madman though, Booker revokes his former point of 

view when he is confronted with his unreliability and is easily capable of accepting the truth. 

The goals meant to be accomplished by the usage of unreliable narration in BioShock Infinite are 

rather obvious, as they are similar to the basic ideas of character identification in most games: 

the synchrony of knowledge and motivation (Hefner, Klimmt, & Vorderer, 2007). The player will 

be to some degree forced to identify with the main character, as both are presented with the 

same level of knowledge and the same level of astonishment regarding the unusual game world. 

Though Booker’s mission to retrieve a girl is basically uninteresting for the player as he does not 

identify with Booker’s money problems, the unreliable narration and naïve situation of Booker 

actually helps bridge the discrepancy of the player’s and the protagonist’s interest. Though the 

underlying motivations are different, both the player and the character have some degree of 

interest in exploring the game world due to their shared level of wonder towards Columbia. 

The madman part of Booker’s role as the game’s narrator primarily generates a great deal of the 

game’s perceived suspense; the player can never be sure if Booker is honest or restrictive in his 

sharing of knowledge, thus maintaining a suspicion and coloring the plot. This suspicion even 

increases as Booker’s visions are eventually revealed to be made-up false memories, further 

kindling the setup of the story twist. This release of suspension could have never been achieved 

with an auctorial or objective and unquestioned narrator and also connects the player with the 

protagonist when both find out that they really know nothing about Booker’s past before mutu-

ally learning it again. 

2.1.2 Role Playing Game: Baten Kaitos: Eternal Wings and the Lost Ocean 

Baten Kaitos: Eternal Wings and the Lost Ocean is a role playing game published by Namco in 

2003. Though not a great financial success, the game has often been praised for its unusual game 

mechanics using cards (called “Magnus”) for battle actions while also tying them into the game’s 

plot, as well as for its surprising story twist involving unreliable narration. 

The game’s complex plot is set on a number of floating islands inhabited by winged people that 

have no knowledge about what lies on the earth’s surface beneath the clouds of deadly miasma. 

The player himself impersonates a guardian spirit that has lost his memory and accompanies 

Kalas, a one-winged unlikely hero, whose missing wing has been replaced by an artificial pros-

thesis. 

Upon accidently releasing the first of the five so-called End Magnus – cards that bind the spirit of 

a malevolent god – he is joined by Xelha, the female protagonist. The End Magnus gets stolen by 

the Empire, a belligerent nation, causing the protagonists to travel to their king. They learn of 
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the Empire’s efforts to collect all End Magnus to release the evil entity and, with an extended 

group of characters, decide to secure the other End Magnus to prevent the Empire’s endeavors. 

Eventually, they travel to the heart of the Empire, as all End Magnus have gradually been stolen 

from them. Upon releasing the evil god, the Emperor gets killed by Lady Melodia, a seemingly 

virtuous non-player character that has appeared earlier. It is revealed that she was the one in 

charge of re-awakening the evil god and that Kalas, the main protagonist, has been her confeder-

ate all along, destroying his guardian spirit’s memory in the beginning. 

The spirit decides to henceforth protect Xelha instead, who turns out to be the queen of a remote 

island, and with her help succeeds in turning Kalas’ mind again. The group learns that the Chil-

dren of the Earth, living beneath the deadly clouds, can help them. The Children hand them an 

ancient artifact to once again defeat the malevolent entity. 

Upon returning to the islands, Kalas gets to know that he is the result of the Empire’s endeavors 

to create perfect artificial humans. He convinces all other islands’ rulers to attack the Empire’s 

fortress, granting them access to it. Fighting long battles, the group succeeds in defeating the evil 

god and even cleansing Lady Melodia from his influence. The god is killed, causing all floating 

islands to descend back to the dry earth. 

Xelha reveals that she is the personification of the earth’s long lost ocean and, weakened by the 

final battle against a returned Emperor, dies; completely restoring the earth to its primordial 

beauty. The guardian spirit leaves this dimension and is bidden farewell from the game’s charac-

ters. 

What strikes most about the game’s plot layout is the unusual form of its narration. Instead of 

impersonating a character inside of the game world or watching as an omniscient being, the 

game utilizes the rare form of second-person narration: 

“This second person may turn out to be a specific fictional character, or the reader of the story, 

or even the narrator himself or herself, or not clearly or consistently the one or the other […]” 

(Abrams, 1999)  

The guardian spirit impersonated by the player is in fact supposed to be the player himself. He is 

prompted to enter his real name and is often addressed by the game’s characters as “you”. Also, 

several references to this are made, as the game’s characters often mention the guardian spirit to 

come from another dimension and to be leading their steps. This enables Baten Kaitos’ narration 

to provide immersion without requiring the player to empathize with a certain character.  
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It also provides room to build up tension to the game’s twist, as at a certain point, the party’s 

characters start to believe that one of them might be a traitor, but due to learned game struc-

tures, most players won’t suspect the main protagonist, even though they have no knowledge or 

insight to him other than what is depicted in the actual game. 

The game’s take on amnesia as an introductory story device thus suddenly becomes quite differ-

ent to what is seen in most games, as the memory loss just brings the real first-person character 

to the same level of knowledge as the player. The in-game characters still act as they would, with 

all information they have due to growing up in the game’s world, but the guardian spirit is par-

doned his lack of knowledge without hindering the actions of the main characters. Gameplay-

wise, this interpretation also introduces a meaningful and believable type of tutorial, as the 

guardian spirit must be instructed about this strange world he is alien to. This makes even more 

sense in the context of Kalas being the one responsible for the spirit’s amnesia, enabling him to 

carefully choose each bit of information he conveys to him. 

This two-layered type of protagonists enables a type of meta-narration rare to games. It pro-

vides two levels of narrators – the guardian spirit as the direct narrator and Kalas as the narra-

tor to the guardian spirit – with both in fact being unreliable. 

The guardian spirit as the direct depiction of the player does not offer a huge scope of narrative 

output, but is unreliable in his choice of trust. His type is that of a very simple naïf; the depiction 

of the game’s world through his eyes is neither false nor distorted, but his initial loyalty to Kalas 

and later to Xelha builds upon a kind of naïve unreliability, as that is no choice the player can 

make for the spirit. As this unreliability is not the least suspected by most players, it helps elimi-

nating Kalas as a suspect for fraud later in the game. 

Kalas however offers a greater deal of false information. He is a variation of the pícaro narrator, 

but in a most malevolent form. Everything he told the spirit about the world can and should be 

considered unreliable past the game’s main plot twist, since all could have been part of his de-

ception. He also holds back much information due to the fact that most of his treacherous actions 

are taken at night or when everyone else is distracted, but he never tells anything about it. 

This leaves the player with a sense of doubt throughout the whole game. The initial doubt is due 

to the newness of the world and its strange inhabitants; it is followed by the belief that one of 

the party’s members might be a traitor; and it is completed when the disturbing twist happens, 

lending doubt to everything that is told from thereon. This last doubt is even kindled when Xelha 

turns out to also have been holding back information from the group, not telling them that she is 

the queen of one of the islands. 
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In fact, the power of the game’s twists that have been praised in many reviews comes exactly 

from the high level of unreliability in its narration. The sense of Kalas as the hero and main char-

acters eliminates him from the list of potential suspects for deceit, making the revelation of him 

as the traitor (and thus the strict separation of the guardian spirit as the real main character and 

the perceived hero) even more revealing. The trope used to achieve this is what feels as a com-

mon tutorial justification, but turns out to be a major device in the evolving plot. Kalas being the 

traitor makes the player perceive the deception as coming from within, making him really feel 

the betrayal without expecting it. 

Without the unreliability of both narrative levels, the game’s plot would have been a usual fanta-

sy epic instead of a twist-centric and highly involving personal story. In addition to it, these kind 

of revealing twists enable another level of replayability, with the player re-experiencing the 

game from a knowing perspective, looking out for each hidden sign of the fraud that is about to 

be revealed. 

2.1.3 Point-and-Click Adventure: Sanitarium 

“Sanitarium” is a point-and-click adventure game published by ASC games in 1998. Characteris-

tic for the genre, the gameplay is mostly story-centered with occasional insertions of puzzles, 

partly made of distinct mini games, but most composed of item utilization. 

The game’s story revolves around main protagonist Max’s delusions. As revealed in the end, 

none of the events in the game except for reminiscent cutscenes have really happened, but ra-

ther were hallucinations of a comatose Max, experienced as a result of a heavy car crash. Though 

not being real, all of these delusions bear deep symbolism for Max’s real situation and reflect 

memories coming back to him through his initial amnesia. 

After having lost his sister due to a lethal disease called “DNAV”, Max investigates to find a cure 

for it. He and his wife even travel to ancient Maya ruins to follow up rumors of a tribe having 

survived an outbreak of the illness. When Max comes to no result, he learns that his former 

classmate Dr. Morgan is in charge of a research team to develop a drug for DNAV inhibition. He 

joins him and withdraws in his work, growing apart from his wife in the process. 

Eventually, in a moment of epiphany in direct connection to his travels to South America, Max 

discovers a possibility to not only treat but entirely cure the DNAV disease. He tries to research 

on this, but his hindered by his colleague Dr. Morgan, who is only interested in the more profita-

ble development of the drug. When Max comes close to a solution, Dr. Morgan not only cuts 

Max’s car’s brake lines, but also poisons him in hospital to keep him comatose. In the end, Max 

succeeds in fighting back the feverish dreams induced by the poison, wakes up, and, together 

with his wife, manages to publish his DNAV cure. 
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Though this is the course of events in the real world, Sanitarium’s in-game narration is divided 

into different delusional chapters, usually alternating between one chapter set inside of an in-

sane asylum and another set in a weird world. The chapters inside of the asylum uncover the 

machinations of its chief resident Dr. Morgan, who appears to be the same Dr. Morgan as in the 

waking world and who is trying to invent a drug able to induce insanity in a subject, using terri-

bly violent research measures. 

The first outlandish world leads Max into a half-abandoned town that is only inhabited by de-

formed children. It turns out that an alien plant life form has killed all the children’s parents as a 

punishment for their abusive behavior and tries to convert the kids into plants. This may be an-

other allegory of Dr. Morgan (in the form of the alien plant) trying to “save” DNAV (abusive par-

ents’) victims through the wrong measures. 

The next delusion converts Max into his deceased sister Sarah, visiting a disturbingly twisted 

and flooded circus. Most people in this circus are allegories for real-world counterparts – for 

example the lonely fire breather, whose husband has left her behind in search of an escape from 

the island, reflecting Max’s withdrawal from his wife during his research efforts. 

After another episode inside of the asylum (that is perceived to be the waking world), Max is 

transformed into his childhood’s comic book hero Grimwall, a four-armed cyclopean being. In 

his world, Grimwall is part of a research troop, investigating a giant hostile insect hive that just 

appeared at the top of a mountain. The troop’s leader, Gromna (an anagram to Morgan), secretly 

allied with the insects, offering kids to them in return for integrity and possibly immortality, 

while Grimwall’s wife begs him to return home. 

The last transformation portrays Max as an ancient supernatural Maya warrior, summoned by 

desperate villagers as a defense against their returned evil king Quetzalcoatl. The male inhabit-

ants of this Maya village all represent parts of Max’s personality, with the Maya warrior finally 

discovering the weak spot of Quetzalcoatl (allegoric to the cure waking Max found through Maya 

knowledge). 

The game’s final chapter involves Max being able to change back and forth between all those 

shapes (Sarah, Grimwall and the Maya Warrior) in order to solve different puzzles that all re-

quire different characteristics, with the last stage representing his fight against his own death, in 

which he finally succeeds. 

Sanitarium’s plot is an exemplary anti-story. It breaks several layers of assumption and contains 

a complete unreliability. This narrative unreliability expressed through Max as a first-person 

narrator is even multi-layered: During the first chapters of the game, Max appears to be simply a 
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naïf due to his amnesia and therefore lacks knowledge and understanding of his surroundings. 

Later events though reveal that he is in fact a madman, at least in coherence with his presence in 

an insane asylum and regular episodes in other worlds. But while this would be a regular ap-

proach, Sanitarium takes it even further, eventually suggesting that the asylum reality is also 

false (through the usage of different supernatural incidents, like walking trees and talking 

corpses). This even further reinforces the madmen character of Max, though his general ap-

proach to the different scene setups is to be called rather naïve and unquestioning. 

What is interesting to mention is the fact that the game manages to develop character empathy 

despite the main protagonist’s mad delusions. In fact, his madness even deepens the connection 

to the player, as he gains deep insight in Max’s personality and is given the measures to interpret 

the elaborate symbolism inside of his dreams, making him think probably more about it than the 

protagonist himself. This leads to an unusual kind of identification, because the player is able to 

not only impersonate the character, but rather be actually inside of his mind. 

The anti-story nature of the game’s narration contributes a huge part to the game’s atmosphere. 

Even when the player has realized that nothing he is experiencing is real, he does know that 

much of what he sees is nonetheless important to character development and story process. The 

careful exposition and elaboration of the different worlds (Pasetto, 1998) lead to immersion in 

their stories despite them being rather irrelevant to the real world due to their inherent irreali-

ty; this is further illustrated through Max’s avatars always knowing their way around the world 

they are in. The unpredictability of the story’s upcoming events reinforces the disturbing and 

mature atmosphere. Though staying unreliable, the game’s first impression of randomness soon 

gives way to careful thought, forcing the player to conclude story elements only from the sym-

bolism in the different dreams experienced. The game’s heavy use of foreshadowing (a circus 

poster in the abandoned village for example) provides a golden thread to hold on to, even result-

ing in the dangerous asylum episodes becoming a safe haven between the disturbing hallucina-

tions. 

All in all, the remarkably uncommon approach Sanitarium takes in being an anti-story leads to 

similar results like written anti-stories do. It leaves the consumer puzzled as to the exact course 

of events and significance of singular plot elements and appears to open new ways of storytell-

ing in the given medium. Additionally, the game manages to further stress its level of unreliable 

narration in comparison to literary works, as not only what is said is unreliable, but also every-

thing that is shown and experienced. The player is looking through the protagonist’s eye and 

therefore must query every single narrative element of the game, leading to several players pro-

posing their own interpretations of the story ("Mewd", 2005).  
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2.2 Effects on Gameplay, Pacing and Narration 

As the exemplary studies above show, anti-stories and unreliable narration employed in video 

games can have a wide variety of effects on user experience. Especially the last example showed 

that even though this kind of unusual narration can and will puzzle players, it forces them to 

reflect upon certain plot elements and thus pay greater attention to symbolism and meaning 

while also compelling them to memorize single elements in order to get the overarching story 

right. Though some uses of unreliable narration have risen to popularity among recent games 

and are widely accepted as a valid device, they still serve their original purpose to confuse, chal-

lenge or entertain the player. 

Digital games have also been known to utilize other types of unreliable narrators, such as the 

impersonations of the player’s conscience in “Black & White” (Electronic Arts, 2001) (which fol-

low the clown pattern) or the pícaro-clown hybrid of Captain Jack Sparrow in “The Legend of 

Jack Sparrow” (Bethesda Softworks/Ubisoft, 2006), but most of them are not used for particular 

impact on gameplay, but rather to provide background for unusual puzzles or game mechanics. 

Their capability of altering the perceived game world and thus introduce unusual rules is only 

used infrequently (though some games do make use of it), suggesting that it provides a particu-

lar difficulty to keep the description of the game world and the story and course of events itself 

separated – if the player is aware of the unreliability and unreality of the game world, how can 

he not be leery towards the description of everything else depictured in the game? 

Unreliable narration can have an indirect impact on gameplay though; the approach towards all 

game actions the player undertook changes in unreliable narration (be it known to the player or 

unveiled with a twist), having him question and reconsider all relevant gameplay actions. Silent 

Hill 2 (Konami, 2001) is an extreme but subtle example of this: In addition to dead human bodies 

lying around instead of the corpses of the player-killed monster, one of the non-player charac-

ters answers the protagonist’s question about the monsters with “They look like monsters to 

you?” ("jayisanerd", 2013), having the player question her sanity and reliability in addition to 

reconsidering his own actions and possibly approaching future game actions more carefully. 

While gameplay impact of the narrative application of anti-stories and unreliability is limited, 

they can provide useful pacing measures, as they are not bound to or restricted by general time 

conventions. An episode inside the boundaries of unreliable narration or anti-narration can in-

sert time spans that are only play time but no story time; furthermore, they can also serve the 

opposite purpose, skipping story time in favor of story pacing or narrative dissonance. Unlike 

usual cuts, these time leaps have a direct connection to the narrative beyond being just a story 

trope. This offers the writer a greater control over pacing and structure as well as over the per-

ceived action-focus (especially if the protagonist’s derangement or falsehood leads to a change 
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in gameplay, e.g. the introduction of battles that are not really part of the honest game world). 

But again, anti-story techniques might also contribute to player confusion and thus provide a 

double-edged sword, depending on target audience. 

Regarding player immersion, it becomes apparent that unreliability may deconstruct character 

identification in favor of memorable experiences. If betrayed by or not aligned with the protago-

nist (should he be the narrator) identification is unable to ensue; rather, the disparity is likely to 

cause deep emotional response in the player, constructing a memorable point of emotive in-

volvement. This effect as well as several other narrative consequences resemble their literature 

or movie counterpart, in addition to the impression that a feeling of betrayal will be perceived to 

be disproportionally higher in an interactive medium, as the player’s actions will be personally 

involved in that fraud. 

Depending on the type of approach to unreliability chosen by the respective game writer, re-

playability may either be destroyed (due to the fact that a twisted story might not provide any 

new experiences to a consumer already familiar with the plot twist) or kindled (as many such 

games use elaborate techniques to hide hints to the plot twist throughout the game that can only 

be appreciated upon a second play-through); of course, this is not true for games that handle 

their unreliability in a sincere manner, where replayability remains entirely untouched by the 

narrative perspective. 

Since current approaches usually focus on holding back information and revealing the intercon-

nections with a plot twist, their interactivity is limited, as the player must be prevented to exam-

ine and verify all given information. This is a topic Wicked Interactive Ltd.’s designer Eric 

Schwarz elaborates on using an established game study discussion platform (Schwarz, 2011). 

Schwarz states his subjective contradictoriness between interactivity and unreliability, but does 

so with a limited understanding of the device. He only deals with the withholding of information 

and thus concludes that such a trope can only properly work in linear narration. Unreliability 

can also include other aspects of false narration though (e.g. the introduction of new (false) in-

formation, different thought systems or simple exaggeration, as seen in Disney’s Pirates of the 

Caribbean) that are well-suited for interactive stories. He also alleges a type of freedom and non-

linearity to games that is different from current approaches to interactivity or neglect whole 

genre conventions (e.g. Point-and-Click adventures, which are usually completely linear in their 

narration). It rather appears that unreliable narration seems to be at odds with interactivity just 

because of subjective perceptions; future game writers will further elaborate on the well-fitted 

features for interactive unreliability. 
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The adaptation I will work on will try to include a type of open or at least implied unreliability 

and will try to show that even though the player knows that he might not receive correct infor-

mation, he will adapt to a game world where this unreliable information is the only one he has. 

Additionally, my adaption will include interactive courses through the game’s story, with the 

unreliable narration only providing the framework and world view the game is set in. 

3 “The Repairer of Reputations” Adapted 

The following chapter will include a thorough discussion and documentation of my adaption of 

Robert William Chambers’ short story “The Repairer of Reputations”. A brief summary of the 

story2 will be followed by the documentation on the actual work, which will begin with prelimi-

nary considerations before thoroughly documenting the individual parts the game is comprised 

of, including gameplay, dialogs, narration and so on. 

As a remarkably early example of unreliable narration in an almost fantastic plot, I chose the 

“Repairer of Reputation” for its unusual approach towards the narrative device. It never formally 

states its unreliability, but suggests it most of the time, with the reader adjusting to the distorted 

world view, not sure if it refers to the dystopian future sight or the protagonist’s derangement. 

This will provide the framework for a non-linear adventure game constructed with the help of 

psychological insights, leading to an interactive approach to unreliable narration that does not 

include any plot twist or fraud, but rather a distortion in the game world itself. 

3.1 Summary of the Short Story 

“The Repairer of Reputations” is a short story written by American horror author Robert Wil-

liam Chambers and published in his short story collection “The King in Yellow” in 1895. The sto-

ry is to be called the foundation of the myth of the King in Yellow, a fictitious doomed play and 

entity adapted throughout numerous works of literature, including influential authors such as 

Howard Philips Lovecraft, Marion Zimmer Bradley or Stephen King, rendering it an extremely 

influential piece of work for the horror genre. 

Written in 1895, but set in 1920, the story is told through the eyes of first person narrator Hil-

dred Castaigne, who recently recovered from a riding accident that sent him to a mental hospital 

to investigate upon possible brain malfunctions. Dismissing this treatment as a mere formality 

without any justification, the protagonist mentions his last visit to Dr. Archer, the physician in 

charge, jokingly telling him he will repay for the trouble the treatment caused him, before char-

acterizing the scenery of 1920. 

                                                             
2  Please note that a full-text version of the story can be found at wikisource: 
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Repairer_of_Reputations (retrieved 2013-11-05) 

http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Repairer_of_Reputations
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He describes that the rise of aristocracy in the United States has brought prosperity for the peo-

ple, including replacement of most city buildings with modern architecture. The extreme pres-

ence of military force seems to not disturb the peaceful image, though Hildred himself seems to 

be partly disgusted by the new developments, mostly by the government’s legalization of suicide 

and the constitution of a suicide booth in every major city. 

Like most characters in the collection “The King in Yellow”, Hildred has read the fictional play of 

the same name; it is described to be a universally censored two-act play set in a city called Car-

cosa. While the first act is described to be quite mundane, the second act is enough to drive most 

readers insane. The content of the story is only hinted at, but it can be concluded that the noble 

roles of Cassilda and Camilla are visited by a stranger during a masquerade, who turns out to 

wear no mask in fact (other than maybe a doomed Pallid Mask that cannot be taken off). The 

stranger seems to be an emissary of the King in Yellow, a king of all kings. 

The change in Hildred’s character that was caused by his accident as well as his reading the 

dreaded play associates him with another eccentric, a man called Mr. Wilde. This character is a 

deformed and mutilated man that also has been to a mental hospital earlier and earns good 

money as a repairer of reputations; blackmailing and manipulating influential people in order to 

restore the good name of his clients. Among various other traits such as his habit of teasing his 

feral cat until it furiously attacks him or his complete and eidetic memory regarding all things 

historical, Mr. Wilde introduces Hildred to a document called “The Imperial Dynasty of America”. 

This record lists the succession of various aristocratic lines in the United States, with Hildred’s 

cousin Louis Castaigne being the direct heir to the Last King, making him official governor of the 

King in Yellow. 

Mr. Wilde lives above the workplace of the armorer Mr. Hawberk’s store, whose daughter Con-

stance is liaised with Louis. Hildred becomes anxious when he learns that Mr. Hawberk is the 

lost marquis of Avonshire, and a marriage between his daughter and Louis would only cause 

complications with Great Britain drawn into the affair, so he makes an arrangement with Osgood 

Oswald Vance, a lackey of Mr. Wilde’s. 

Hildred believes that he is to be king instead of Louis, as he has received the Yellow Sign, a rare 

emblem bestowed to those in favor of The King in Yellow, as well as a silken robe and a precious 

diadem he keeps in a time-locked safe. When Louis asks Hildred to be his best man for his wed-

ding with Constance arranged for the next day, Hildred requests his cousin to talk to him at mid-

night. When the two of them meet, Hildred confronts Louis with the documents he received from 

Mr. Wilde and forces him to go into exile. Hildred observes Mr. Vance entering the suicide booth, 

knowing that he must have completed his assignment. Louis laughs at Hildred, but when the 
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latter tells him that Constance and her father as well as Dr. Archer have been cared for he gets 

angry and chases Hildred to the house in which both Hawberk and Mr. Wilde have their apart-

ments. 

To his great disappointment, Hildred finds Mr. Wilde dead, his throat torn out by the ferocious 

cat. Paralyzed from shock, Hildred remains until the police come in, arresting him and bringing 

him back to an asylum. 

These are the events as depicted by Hildred himself. Of course though, due to the unreliable na-

ture of the work, several parts of it remain unclear. The time-locked safe for example is referred 

to as a biscuit box by Louis, who also called the diadem a stage property. The end of the work 

uncovers that both Mr. Hawberk and his daughter are still alive; leaving questions about every-

thing else Hildred learned or did, including the fate of Dr. Archer. 

3.2 Preliminary Considerations 

Even before starting the process of adapting the short story into a digital game, certain decisions 

needed to be made in order to help content generation follow a golden thread. The initial deci-

sions coped with genre, engine and basic gameplay, followed by story decisions and gameplay 

determinations. 

3.2.1 Genre Choice 

The first choice necessary to be made before adapting the short story into a digital game was to 

take into consideration the variety of genres available, and to what extend they would serve the 

intended purpose. To do that, I came up with a list of the game’s main priorities: 

 Story heavy (preferably dialogs) 

 Exploration 

 Plausible game actions for the main character 

 Truthfulness to the original story’s pace and actions 

 Interactivity (preferably in dialogs) 

 Plausible first person narration 

 Possibility to concentrate work resources on narrative and gameplay creation rather 

than artistic development 

Figure 1 shows the elimination process in choosing an appropriate genre meeting all require-

ments. 
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Genre Positive aspects Negative aspects 

FPS 

 player’s point of view is in 
the middle of actions 
 high level of possible explo-
ration 
 immersion trough first per-
son narration 

 lethal action is unbefitting 
to the story 
 enormous amount of level 
content work 
 low acceptance of story-
heavy dialogs 
 only physical interaction  
 game actions unbefitting to 
the main character 

Action Adventure 
 high level of possible explo-
ration 

 implausible game actions 
 enormous amount of level 
content work 
 low acceptance of story-
heavy dialogs 

Text Adventure 

 High acceptance of story-
heavy and interactive dialogs 
 Truthfulness to original 
story and perspective 
 Limitation of plausible 
game actions 

 Low level of exploration 
 Low level of perceived in-
teractivity 

Role Playing Game 

 High acceptance of story-
heavy and interactive dialogs 
 High level of possible explo-
ration 
 Replayability  

 High amount of meta gam-
ing 
 Loss of character unique-
ness 
 No limitation of game ac-
tions 

Puzzle Game 
 Easy execution and content 
creation 

 Low acceptance of story 
heavy dialogs 
 Implausible game actions 
 No/limited exploration 

Point and Click Adventure 

 High level of possible explo-
ration 
 High acceptance of story-
heavy and interactive dialogs 
 Limitation of possible game 
actions 
 Easy execution 
 Truthfulness to original 
story and pacing 

 Possible implausibility of 
narrative perspective 
 Strict genre conventions 

Figure 1 

This list made it easier to decide for a certain genre. Soon I determined that the game was to 

become a point and click adventure. This genre fulfilled most of my initial requirements while 

also promising easy and resource-efficient development. 

After a bit of research on the different adventure game engines available (for example Visionaire 

Team’s “Visionaire”, Unity Technologies’ “Unity 3D, Chris Jones’ “Adventure Game Studio” or 

Dead:Code Software’s “Wintermute Engine”), I instead decided to not choose a game engine, but 
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rather Harebrained Scheme’s content creation editor for their point and click roleplaying game 

“Shadowrun Returns”. This editor held the possibility to not only draw on its point and click ad-

venture functionalities and use a broad range of features and documentations available, but also 

to make use of their distinct artistic style set in a dystopian future, which befitted the needs of 

my adaptation perfectly. The editor also includes handy tools to create interactive and encapsu-

lated dialogs, which was to become one of the game’s core mechanics. 

3.2.2 Story Considerations 

In order to successfully adapt a story from a totally different genre to an interactive form re-

quires a lot of considerations about the narration itself. After settling on a genre, I took a closer 

look on some of the original story’s devices and soon noticed that parts of its disquiet stem from 

the unreliability of not only the story’s events, but also from the unreliability of the world they 

are set in. In order to emulate this effect in my adaptation, I needed to make the same choice as 

Robert William Chambers did: I transferred the story’s events 25 years into the future. This in 

turn helped me with settling on a game editor, as the level assets included in Harebrained 

Scheme’s editor perfectly fitted the half utopian, half dystopian future sight given in Chamber’s 

story. 

Also, in order to keep the amount of prolog introduction as low as possible, I decided to include 

the portion inside of the asylum as well as the meeting of Mr. Wilde in the game’s events – this 

way the player is able to relate more to those events and recall them in a more precise way than 

he would if he had only read about them. 

As the game is a vertical slice prototype of one that is possibly more extensive, I needed to de-

velop a certain game loop that could be repeated for the player to fulfill but also to divide the 

game into distinct portions for easier progress perception. To do this, I tried to narrate parts of 

the original short story’s previous history, which included the reassembly of the “Imperial Dyn-

asty of America”. In order to do so, I decided that Mr. Wilde and Hildred have to help certain cli-

ents as “Repairers of Reputations”, as the narrative’s title suggests, with parts of the dynasty as 

their reward. This decision helped me to slice the game’s events into distinct levels (one of 

which is included in the prototype), with the story around main character Hildred’s family and 

Mr. Wilde as a framework. 

Additionally, in order to live up to my self-imposed standard of interactivity, the fate of Hildred 

and the progress of events move within certain borders that help narrate the story as presented 

in the short story (with Hildred’s insanity progressing, no matter if he indulges in it or rather 

flinching from it), but always stay interactive, with many choices being referenced later on. Hil-
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dred’s eventual tragic fate is inevitable, though the calamity’s degree is relative to the player’s 

decisions. 

Some parts of the game’s story even change each time they are played, and will always present a 

different story – sometimes based on Hildred’s delusions (i.e. internal randomness) and some-

times based on player decisions. 

3.2.3 Gameplay Considerations 

As already mentioned above, I chose certain characteristics for the game to be included on a 

gameplay level. These decisions also reflect the core mechanics of the game and are as follows: 

 Interactive story (as mentioned in this thesis’ title) 

 Freedom of choice 

 Exploration 

This means that also staying true to point and click adventure genre conventions, I required the 

game to always enable the player to choose from a broad range of possible answers and actions; 

to have the story and all interactions be altered by player choice and random factors; and to 

have the player engage in genre typical exploration of his surroundings. 

This meant to have all dialogs be aware of the player’s freedom and offering him a variety of 

choices while also keeping the necessary content development down. To achieve this, I struc-

tured the dialogs and story events not in a linear or tree-like fashion, but rather using a node-

based design approach. This way, I had certain elementary points of the story ready, but using 

generic interconnections, the path the player chooses among them is up to him.  

Figure 2 shows the different approaches, highlighting the immense resource saving of the node-

based design while keeping the same amount of interactivity with an even higher level of free-

dom. The figure’s elements represent level elements, persons and item interactions, but can also 

represent parts of a conversation. The tree structure approach offers the player but three choic-

es per play-through, while the node structure approach offers an indefinite number of choices, 

depending on backtracking, interconnections and play style. This way, only nine nodes (as op-

posed to 22) have to be prepared (along with a number of generic or unique connections), but 

the context and connection of each approach will be different each time, depending on the path 

the player took up to that point. The node structure will keep the player engaged longer than the 

linear tree approach, as many connections have to be made by the player himself; also, instead of 

eleven different paths, the player may take any number of paths, as long or short as he wants.  
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Figure 2 

Using this structure helped me not only organize the interactive parts of the game and conversa-

tions open for re-enters, but also and thoroughly in structuring the Repairing of a Reputation 

(see 3.3). 

3.3 Summary of the Game 

The game prototype finalized as part of this thesis has all characteristics of a prototype. It con-

tains but the most important gameplay and plot elements, lacking advanced lighting, elaborate 

visual effects or flavor NPCs or interactions. This also means that the investigative part of the 

game contains but a handful of props within the level, with most of them relevant to the story. 

This reduces searching for clues to a minimum, but thoroughly enough conveys the intended 

gameplay. Other than that, the original story (with adjustments) has been completely realized, 

together with an additional part of the game that reveals the intended game loop. The game’s 

story is to be found in Figure 3. 

Location Events 

Asylum 

 Dr. Archer introduces Hildred and asks him to participate in a few 
tests 
 Tutorial, where Hildred learns dialogs and interactions 
 Getting a letter with the Yellow Sign 
 Finding “The King in Yellow” and reading it 
 Scene set inside of the play 
 Learning of Dr. Archer’s unfaithfulness inside of the play 
 Leaving the asylum: 
o Legally (good test results) 
o Escaped (pick the lock on the door) 
o Forced (threaten Dr. Archer) 
o Blackmailed (blackmailing Dr. Archer with his unfaithfulness) 

Streets of Manhattan 
 Call from Louis: Come to Hawberk’s shop 
 Opening of the Governmental Lethal Chamber  

Hawberk’s Shop 

 Talk with Louis 
 Optional talks with Constance and Nathaniel Hawberk 
 Upon leaving: fighting sounds from upstairs 
 The man attacked is Mr. Wilde 
 He offers Hildred a job: In order to restore the Imperial Dynasty of 
America, Hildred shall repair a reputation for him (rejection is possible) 

tree structure node structure 
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 All worthy of the King in Yellow receive the Yellow Sign 

Hildred’s Appartment 

 Hildred stores the Yellow Sign inside of his safe 
 Louis comes, tells of his engagement with Constance and laughs at 
Hildred’s safe (that he calls a cookie box) 
 Upon leaving: Mobile call from Mr. Wilde 
 He eliminated Dr. Archer 
 Player can be thankful or disgusted 
 In either case, Mr. Wilde will ask of threaten Hildred with the murder 
of Dr. Archer to perform the job he asked for 

Royale Hotel 
(Repairing of a Reputation) 

 Repair the Reputation of Mrs. Steffen, who is said to have murdered 
her employee 
 Investigate inside of the hotel and ask the people there 
 Solve the case: 
o By finding the murderer and reporting him/her to police or press 

or confronting him/her 
o By finding out about Mrs. Steffen’s relationship with Mrs. Devin 

and helping her publish her coming out story to distract from the 
murder case 

Streets of Manhattan 

 Call from Mr. Wilde: Good job; not you are the heir of the King in Yel-
low, but your cousin Louis; go to the park, he is waiting there 
 Final conversation with Louis: 
o Scare Louis with Dr. Archer’s/Constance’s death 
o Become arrested 
o Kill Louis and become arrested 
o Be left in the rain 

Figure 3 

3.4 Gameplay Development 

With the help of the editor’s documentation and limitations, I decided upon a number of core 

functionalities for “The Repairer of Reputations”. I would not use the editor’s role playing, com-

bat and hacking mechanics, but rather focus on the versatile dialog system. The exploration ele-

ment would be realized through the editor’ inherent interaction capabilities, but with a twist. 

Instead of having the game display every possible interactive prop all the time, I combined the 

interaction system with the Region mechanic that comes with the editor: I limited all interac-

tions in a fashion that it would not only be necessary to stand next to the respective prop in or-

der to interact with it, but that the interaction was not visible at all should the player character 

be too far away from the prop.  

This way I introduced a typical point and click adventure mechanic – that of searching the room 

for possible interactions – to a game that was originally less restrictive with its information. Ad-

ditionally, I achieved an unplanned but pleasant side effect: I reinterpreted the act of searching 

for interaction through having the player move physically through the room rather than have 

just the mouse hover over everything, leading to a more intense game experience and training 

the eye and mind of the player to recognize possible interactive objects. Another positive side 

effect this brings about is the omission of “pixel bitching”3, as the act itself becomes a game ac-

tion that moves the player character around. 

                                                             
3 A point and click adventure term describing the frustrating act of moving the mouse to every pixel of the 
screen in order to find interactions that are limited to a minimal amount of pixels. 
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With freedom of choice being a core idea inside of the game, the way dialogs work is also consid-

ered to be a game mechanic. Especially in the Repairing of a Reputation later in the game, gener-

ic conversations offering total freedom play an important role. For most lines of dialog, there are 

four possible responses, equivalent to possible player motivations: 

 A self-aware, but often impolite answer, responding to players who are dissatisfied with 

main character behavior, wanting to have more control over what the character does 

 A friendly and honest answer, responding to players looking for harmony with NPCs 

 A confused or hiding answer, responding to players that are warily with their loyalty 

 Silence, responding to players that do not want to have the main character spend time 

with a certain NPC, or alternately responding to players that do not see another option fit 

better 

Similar to successful genre representatives, this structure, especially using a fourth neutral an-

swer, has proven to be effective with many types of players, whether they want to bring about 

chaos or rather strive to fit into the game’s society structures. Another advantage of this ap-

proach is that interconnections within the dialogs can be made, so that lines of dialog need not to 

be written several times. The response to an impolite answer can be similar to other impolite 

situations with a person, so that those responses could just be interlinked in the dialog editor for 

resource saving. 

As already mentioned, this type of node-based design has also been used in designing the Re-

pairing of a Reputation, filling about the central third of the game. For this quest, I decided upon 

a very unusual approach: The solution of the quest and thus its components are determined 

randomly upon each play through. Being a murder case, four roles have to be taken: The victim, 

the witness, the suspect and the murderer. As soon as the quest is started, each of the four char-

acters are being assigned one of these roles, changing the clues and evidence the player will be 

able to find, and also changing the dialogs with all NPCs. 

Using a node-based design approach, achieving this was not as time-consuming as one would 

suppose. First of all, not every character could fulfill the role of the victim, limiting the number of 

possible combinations to 12. Now, every character was assigned a motive he would have to 

murder the victim, regardless of his identity. For each of these motives, three innocuous hints 

where placed, meaning a total of 12 hints (but only 9 of them would be active, due to one of the 

characters being dead). These hints where not more than simple notes the player could find as 

minor interaction or information the player could gain through talking to everyone. 

Then, for each motive three clues where placed, meaning a total of 12 clues (but only 6 of them 

would be active, due to one of the characters being dead and another being the innocent wit-
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ness). But as soon as the player finds one clue, the remaining two clues for that character would 

disappear. This way, the path leading to the case solution will be different each time, even if the 

random combination would be the same. Now, after finding up to two clues, the player character 

needs to talk to the witness (which again he can find through one of three paths). Then he gains 

extra security access to the murder scene, where evidence is hidden. For each possible murderer, 

three pieces of evidence are hidden, meaning a total of 12 pieces of evidence (but only 3 of them 

would be active, due to only one of the characters being the actual murderer). Upon discovery of 

one piece of evidence, the remaining two would disappear.  

 Damon McMahon Munroe Barret Winston Rye Lilliana Duerr 

Roles 
 Witness 
 Suspect 
 Murderer 

 Victim 
 Witness 
 Suspect 
 Murderer 

 Victim 
 Witness 
 Suspect 
 Murderer 

 Witness 
 Suspect 
 Murderer 

Hints 

 Photograph of his 
dead sister 
 Victim’s ventiduct 
unclean 
 Hatred for the Victim 
(witness impression) 

 Enterprise hierarchy 
picture 
 Merciless attitude 
 Coldness (witness 
impression) 

 Bottles in his room 
 Relieved attitude 
 In debt (witness 
impression) 

 Email in folder “fami-
ly” 
 Family photograph of 
her in his room 
 Her birth name (wit-
ness impression) 

Motive 
and 

Clues 

His sister committed 
suicide because of the 
victim. 
 Relieved Email from 
his mother 
 Secret letter of con-
fession 
 Research of Arnold 
Steylette 

Winston’s death held 
major business ad-
vantages for him. 
 Email from Boss 
 New and old business 
card 
 His office used to be 
Winston’s 

He had major debts 
with Munroe. 
 Email from therapist 
 Money transfer from 
Munroe 
 Torn letter of debt 

The victim was a 
relative of her. She 
was his life insur-
ance’s beneficiary. 
 Major money transfer 
 Insurance Police 
 Insurance call (an-
swering machine)  

Pieces of 
Evidence 

 Called the police 
prematurely (phone 
history) 
 Bloody footprints 
 Kitchen knife 

 Bought new desk 
prematurely 
 Bloody footprints 
 Kitchen knife 

 Email of debt relief 
sent prematurely 
 Bloody footprints 
 Kitchen knife 

 Contacted life insur-
ance prematurely 
 Bloody footprints 
 Kitchen knife 

Figure 4 

Figure 4 shows the different pieces of information for each character. The case can also be 

solved if the player does not succeed in solving the murder case itself, but rather distracting the 

press from the murder. To do that, he needs to discover the homosexuality of his client and then 

convince her to publish her coming out in the press, giving her back her positive image. Again, 

for each of these steps, three different options are available, with the remaining two disappear-

ing upon decision. 

All in all, this approach saved a lot of working time. After designing the nine relevant pieces of 

information for each character, they just needed to be placed inside of the level, with the remain-

ing two of each category disabling upon discovery of one. Then, the dialogs for each character 

needed to be written. Each included the same pieces of information, but colored in the flavor of 

the different character, and each piece only available when certain criteria are met. Since no two 

characters fulfill the same role in one play through, the structural similarities of their dialogs will 
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not be apparent to the player. The generic dialog for one of the four main characters in the case 

is shown in Figure 5; so for each role a character can assume and each situation the player can 

be in when talking to the character, there is but a handful of different topics to talk about (with 

an average number of 4). The additional three characters (Thelma Steffen, Arnold Steylette and 

Nola Angelica Devin) have similar structures, but with information tailored to their role in the 

case. 

Question (content) Conditions 

You are the witness Only if the player character already learned or was able to conclude 
that the character is the witness 

Witness account Only if the character has been identified as the witness 

Who is who - 

Sympathy flavor talk - (increases probability that a witness will self-reveal) 

The case is closed If murderer is reported or confronted. 

Confront with your clues (any) If any clue has been found (only if suspect or murderer) 

Confront with person 1’s clues (any) If any clue has been found (only if witness) 

Confront with person 2’s clues (any) If any clue has been found (only if witness) 

Confront with person 3’s clues (any) If any clue has been found (only if witness) 

Accuse murderer If any evidence has been found (only if witness) 

Confront with evidence 1 If evidence 1 has been found (only if murderer) 

Confront with evidence 2 If evidence 2 (footprints) has been found (only if murderer) 

Confront with evidence 3 If evidence 3 (murder weapon) has been found (only if murderer) 

Figure 5 

This way, I was able to produce a multiple of what would have been produced if I had taken a 

more linear or tree-like approach. Using the node-based approach, I was able to hide infor-

mation in every corner, and – through disabling them procedurally – increase replayability. 

As I developed this system for my game, I drew upon several psychological insights that have 

partly become general knowledge in game system design. One of the rules is “The Magical Num-

ber Seven, Plus or Minus Two” (Miller, 1955). In every situation within the game, you will never 

see any number of options, answers, or simultaneous NPCs exceed the number of seven plus or 

minus two. The number of characters used in the Repairing of a Reputation has been chosen 

based on this rule, as has the number of possible answers and paths. This way, the number of 

options available to the player is always within his processing capacity, preventing mental over-

load. 

Another psychological guideline followed is “One, Two, Three, Infinity” (Nagel, Bosch-Domènech, 

Satorra, & García-Montalvo, 1999). This guideline stemming from sociological game theory 

builds upon the discovery that, with few counterexamples, people tend to iterate a repeating 

thought exactly three times until they consider the process indefinite. This impression was used 

to determine the randomization of the Repairing of a Reputation. Through the employment of 

three clues hints, pieces of evidence and roles each, upon procedural repetition, the player will 

get the impression that the number of possible combinations to solve the case is infinite. This 
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simple rule was applied to most choices that can be made within in the game; and though the 

choices lead just to prescribed nodes with only a handful of possible choices each, the impres-

sion is given that the freedom of choice within the game is limitless and provides hundreds of 

different paths, which is, from a subjective point of view, actually the case. 

3.5 Story and Dialog Development 

After adapting the story to the needs of an interactive medium (compare 3.2.2), I needed to de-

cide upon means to transfer this story to the player. The result of this evaluation was stressing 

the engine’s build-in dialog system to use interactive dialogs to transfer most of the story. The 

rest of the in-game text was to be provided through play-triggered, interaction-based popup 

texts that rely upon the player examining different props in the game world, along with a minor 

amount of loading screen and overlay text (the latter was used for The King in Yellow stage di-

rections exclusively). 

Each dialog to be performed during the game was to convey a number of plot-relevant infor-

mation and to negotiate a particular plot point, with the exception of three color dialogs with 

Nathaniel and Constance Hawberk and the mayor of New York City. Figure 6 shows the purpos-

es of each individual dialog. 

Dialog  Purpose 

Bairre of Thale 
 Figuratively tell Thelma’s story 
 Flavor for the King in Yellow 

Cassilda 
 Dr. Archer’s unfaithfulness 
 Flavor for the King in Yellow 
 Hint at the glass shard 

Dr. Archer 

 Introduction 
 Flavor for the asylum 
 Negotiate the discharge 
 Unreliability 

Hawberk-Constance 
 Flavor 
 Getting to know Constance 
 Feedback for sympathy with Louis and/or Nathaniel 

Hawberk-Hawberk 
 Flavor 
 Getting to know Hawberk 
 Prince’s Emblazoned 

Hawberk-Louis 
 Feedback for asylum behavior 
 Setup for next story steps 

Hawberk-Wilde 
 Setup for the work 
 Plot hook 
 Folie à deux 

Hildreds-Louis 
 Feeback for derangement 
 Learn of the engagement 
 Unreliability 

LouisFinal 

 Final speech 
 Feedback for several decisions 
 Choice of final fate 
 Unreliability 

MayorSpeech 
 Direct quote from the original story 
 Introduce the Lethal Chamber 
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 Flavor 

Mobile-Louis 
 Feedback for asylum behavior 
 Setup for next story steps 

Mobile-Wilde 
 Setup for next story steps 
 Introduce Wilde’s dangerousness 
 Decide for or against derangement 

Mobile-Wilde2 
 Setup for next story steps 
 Feedback for Repairing of a Reputation 

Mrs. Spalding 
 Tutorial 
 Negotiate discharge 
 Unreliability 

RoR-Arnold 

 Hints 
 Clue 
 Help with evidence 
 Flavor 
 End the case (publish) 
 Learn time and date 

RoR-Damon 

 Witness/Suspect/Murderer 
 Get clues 
 End the case (confront) 
 Learn next steps 

RoR-Lilliana 

 Witness/Suspect/Murderer 
 Get clues 
 End the case (confront) 
 Learn next steps 

RoR-Munroe 

 Witness/Suspect/Murderer 
 Get clues 
 End the case (confront) 
 Learn next steps 

RoR-Nola 
 Hints 
 Clues 
 Alternative case solution 

RoR-Thelma 

 Introduction 
 Flavor 
 Key and password 
 Alternative case solution 
 Leave Area 
 Unreliability 

RoR-Winston 

 Witness/Suspect/Murderer 
 Get clues 
 End the case (confront) 
 Learn next steps 
 Unreliability 

Figure 6 

This way I ensured that no conversation the player makes feels unnecessary, and all serve a dis-

tinct purpose in conveying the story. Additionally, each and every dialog (with the exception of 

the King in Yellow-dialogs) was to offer a possibility for the player to further develop his player 

character of Hildred through the choices and answers given. 

Also, before writing a dialog for a person, I came up with different character traits and ways of 

speaking for that character, so that they would differ even on a linguistic level. For a sample of 

this, please refer to the document “Character Traits”, attached to this thesis. It lists not only a 

number of answers to character questions regarding the main character, but also ratings for a 

number of sample characters regarding their conversation behavior and relevant background 

story. 
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The next step was to design a content chart that contains all relevant information to be given in 

the dialog as well as all possible answers and reactions. These charts did not contain the final 

written words, but rather supplied a detailed structure for the dialog. This way, dialog connec-

tions posed no problem inside of the editor, as they had been resolved earlier. The in-editor 

work thus consisted only of fair-copying the needed content, tailored to the respective charac-

ter’s parlance. For a sample of such a diagram, please consult the document “Thelma Dialog 

Flowchart”, attached to this thesis. For a sample of fair-copied text in script form, please refer to 

the document “Dialog Samples”, also attached to this thesis. 

The development for the Repairing of a Reputation characters was even simpler as it followed a 

general structure all characters share. This way I needed only to adapt the given information and 

the wording of each character to that character’s part of the story, with the overall form of the 

dialog staying mostly the same. 

Also, in most dialogs, there is a hidden factor of this thesis’ main theme. All conversations, except 

those in the Repairing of a Reputation, contain at least one subtle element of unreliability. 

Whether it is Louis referring to the safe as a cookie box or Mrs. Steffen calling the documents Mr. 

Wilde demanded “children’s drawings”, these elements, hidden since the very first scene of the 

game, shall present the unreliability of the main character in a way that leaves it open to the 

player to deal with it, fulfilling the purpose of the game – presenting the player with a most cer-

tainly unreliable character, but without having the revelation as a plot twist, but rather as an 

established plot element. 

4 Fazit 

After evaluating different usages of anti-stories and unreliable narration and working on an ap-

proach myself, I realized that both of these devices are valuable contributions to interactive sto-

ries. While stemming from an originally linear type of narration, these devices may also enhance 

interactive stories both in a revealing and in an established way. The analyzed games in this the-

sis showed that anti-story tropes are not necessarily bound to linear storytelling, with the prac-

tical part of it finally showing that they can work as well in highly interactive environments. 

Against common belief, unreliable narration can and has been successfully adapted to interac-

tive games (that is, games with an interactive story approach rather than presenting story in 

decision-free Cutscenes), as the premises necessary for this trope to work are not bound to line-

arity. Hopefully, this trope will be taken advantage of in future game developments, and possibly 

in a way that omits it to be a plot twist. Opening the industry for anti-story approaches would 
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allow a much broader range of experimental and expressionist games, possibly even yielding 

completely new genres. 

The author of this thesis hopes that his work has been a valuable contribution to current game 

studies in connection to interactivity and unreliability as well as usage of literary tropes in 

games. He further hopes that the game created in the course of this thesis adds a valuable albeit 

short and prototypical element to the current canon of games with unreliable narration. 
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Attachment Index 

Printed Attachments 

This document is enclosed with documents with the following titles: 

 Character Traits: A document containing several thoughts on the main character as well 

as characterizations of a number of NPCs. 

 Asylum Flowchart: A flowchart illustrating the gameplay progress inside of the level 

“Asylum”. 

 Thelma Dialog Flowchart: A sample flowchart for the preparatory work on dialog 

structure. 

 Dialog Samples: A document containing dialog lines of two NPCs in script form. 

 Declaration of Authorship 

Digital Attachments 

The DVD enclosed to this thesis contains the following files: 

 Tim Höregott Bachelor’s Thesis.pdf: A digital copy of this document. 

 Character Traits.pdf: A digital copy of the document mentioned above. 

 Asylum Flowchart.pdf: A digital copy of the flowchart mentioned above. 

 Thelma Dialog Flowchart.pdf: A digital copy of the flowchart mentioned above. 

 Dialog Samples.pdf: A digital copy of the document mentioned above. 

 Installation Guide.txt: A guide on how to install the game and the total conversion mod. 

 setup_shadowrun_returns_2.0.0.3.exe: The setup file for the windows installation of 

Shadowrun Returns. 

 patch_shadowrun_returns_2.0.2.5.exe: The setup file for the latest update of Shad-

owrun Returns (necessary to run the game). 

 The Repairer of Reputations.zip: The total conversion mod that is part of this bache-

lor’s thesis. 

 shadowrun_returns_1.1.0.3.dmg: The setup file for the mac installation of Shadowrun 

Returns (not recommended, as this does not have the latest updates necessary to run the 

game). 

 Screenshots.pdf: A document containing in-editor screenshots of the game in develop-

ment. 

 Playthrough.avi: A video containing a complete play-through of the game. 

 Preparation Work.pdf: A document containing scans of analog preparation work for 

the game.  
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